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        It’s her destiny to hunt vampires. It’s his to keep her safe.

      

      Lyra is the latest in a long line of hunters. She’s saved countless lives by keeping the vampires at bay. There’s only one problem: vampires have become public knowledge, and their protection is the world’s top priority.

      Her second career in the Chicago Police Department takes a turn when she’s forced to work with an FBI agent who boils her blood. When she finds out he’s the descendant of her highest profile kill, she has no idea whether to trust him, love him, or stake him through the heart…
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      Lyra Thorne's hand grazed her gun holster as she wondered if her incompetent partner could possibly comprehend that the perp they were chasing wasn't human. Even through the locked door on the seventh floor of a run-down apartment complex, she could smell the unhuman creature in the air.

      Even though it had been four years since she joined the Chicago Police Department, Lyra knew there was no way she could tell her partner, her commanding officer, or anyone she worked with about her true identity. If she told them the reason she could smell or see or run better and faster than anyone else with a badge, she would go to jail for a laundry list of countless crimes. She wondered how many people her murderous transgressions had saved before her purpose was outlawed and her life was changed forever. She looked up into the eyes of the tall, muscular partner who was much more likely to put two weights together than to do the same with two thoughts.

      Carl used his apelike knuckles to rap against a door marked 7C.

      His forehead wrinkled as his almost prehistoric brain conjured up the words. "Chicago PD! You better open this door, Spencer, or we're gonna break it down."

      Lyra raised an eyebrow. "You know, you could've been a little nicer. After all, we only want to lock him up for three to five years. It's not like he killed a litter of kittens or anything."

      Carl grunted. "I'm a dog guy myself." He mimed looking at a watch that wasn’t there. "That's been long enough."

      Her partner did a bit of a shoulder roll and a hamstring stretch before he wound his leg back and slammed it with all his might into the door. It didn't budge.

      Carl looked absolutely dumbstruck. At least, more dumbstruck than usual. It was as if this was the first time his strength had ever failed him. Though Lyra had heard a rumor that other parts of the gorilla's physique had let him down before.

      The larger officer huffed like an Olympic weightlifter as he slammed his meaty foot once more into the locked entryway. This time, the door seemed to shift a little, but it remained unopened.

      Lyra smirked. "Six days a week at the gym not enough for you?"

      "That thing is reinforced with steel or something." Carl wiped the sweat from his forehead. "If I can't knock it down, then there's no way–"

      Lyra nudged her partner aside and made her own attempt at the feat of strength. When she let her kick fly, wood splintered and metal creaked as the door broke away from its jamb and zipped into the room where it came crashing against one of the apartment's interior walls.

      Carl wrinkled his nose. "I loosened it. Good job, Thorne. Follow my lead."

      Lyra decided to save her gloating for after they had gotten a hold of whatever creature it was who had been committing these robberies.

      As she followed close behind her partner, the superhuman senses she had been blessed and cursed with kicked into high gear. The unhuman smell grew in intensity, and it didn't take her long to identify the source.

      Carl strafed around the corner of one wall and lifted his weapon into the air. "Stay down and put your hands up!" Lyra's partner opened his eyes wide as if he'd never seen such an incredible sight. "What the hell are you?"

      As Lyra slipped behind her partner and got an eyeful of the perpetrator, she could understand his surprise. While Matthew Spencer, the apartment's inhabitant, was wearing a normal outfit including a pair of khakis and a blue polo shirt, it was what was inside the clothes that mattered. Lyra raised her gun and pointed it in the direction of the green, scaly creature who sat on the couch in front of them. The reptilian man before them didn't seem the least bit fazed by his new visitors. He even wore a slight smile, though it was difficult to see where hi scales ended and his lips began.

      The green creature stood up slowly. "Welcome, Officers. Can I get you something to drink?"

      "Put your hands up!" Carl's arms shook, his weapon moving back and forth with them. "What did you do to yourself? Why is your skin green?"

      The lizard-like creature turned his attention away from the confused ape, and stared straight into Lyra's eyes. "I've been waiting for you a very long time."

      The tone of his voice gave Lyra goosebumps.

      She stared right back into his reptilian eyes. "You know, I've been down at the station for years. You always could've come down to see me. In fact, how about you come with me right now, and the two of us can catch up."

      Carl looked back and forth between his partner and the perpetrator. "I don't understand. Do you two know each other?"

      Lyra rolled her eyes. "Can't you tell a little bit of friendly banter when you hear it?"

      As Carl's confusion intensified, Spencer stepped away from the couch and began circling toward them. Lyra and her partner rotated away, but they kept their guns poised on the suspect’s body.

      Carl's hands shook twice as fast. "Stay— stay where you are! I will splatter your green blood all over this apartment."

      But the creature continued to pay no mind to Carl. "You may not realize this, but you're part of a greater plan." The perp kept circling around the apartment. "My master and I have been waiting for the right moment, and now that you've found me, the greatest moment in this world's history can finally begin."

      Lyra took a step forward. "That seems a little dramatic, don't you think?"

      The lizard stopped in front of a large, clear window that led out into the alleyway. "If you only understood your true place, Lyra. Only then would you know that this is the beginning of something spectacular." He took a step back. "A new age is beginning." He gave a quick tilt of his head. "But this age isn't going to start quite yet."

      As Lyra attempted to decipher his words, the creature bent his legs and sprung backwards through the window. Glass shattered throughout the apartment as the reptile fell through the Chicago sky.

      Carl lowered his weapon as his jaw slacked open. "I have no freakin’ clue what’s going on."

      Lyra could have easily used her partner's language against him. She could have gone back to the precinct and written a report about an escaped, green, scaly creature. But that's not what she did. Instead, her instincts told her to holster her gun as she sprinted across the hardwood floor and dove through the empty hole into the outside world.
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      Lyra's sharp senses hummed as the air flew by her cheeks. She heard her partner call out for her as fire escape after fire escape passed by. By the time she finally landed below, unharmed of course, she felt something she hadn't experienced for years. She felt a little burst of purpose.

      As she looked up from her crouched position, she saw the reptile sprint around the corner and out into the street. She sprung from the ground, running to catch up. She turned the corner, relieved to see only a handful of civilians on the sidewalks in front of her. The sun had peaked over the horizon within the last hour, meaning only the earliest workers had left their homes.

      A couple of hours later and this could've gotten messy.

      She inhaled the lived-in air of her adopted home, following the green arms and neck of the creature a block ahead of her. She accelerated beyond a regular human's capacity. As she pumped her legs faster and faster, she ran the creature’s words over and over in her head.

      What the heck does he mean by a new age? Is he part of some kind of cult or something? Is this an unhuman gang?

      Lyra watched the creature turn east, and when she reached his exit, she did the same. Most of the businesses they passed by had yet to open their doors. Pedestrians sleepily moved aside as she and the creature engaged in a high-speed foot chase. The shiny, metal amphitheater of Millennium Park came into view beyond the beige, unsightly elevated train tracks.

      Maybe he isn't talking about a group, but some sort of magical date coming up. It'd be nice if Piers was here to go through one of his ancient books.

      Lyra's handler and mentor had vanished years ago without a trace. In fact, it was only 24 hours after the news broke that completely changed both of their lives. She was left alone to fend for herself in a life she no longer recognized.

      Her lungs continued to function at superhuman levels as she started to gain ground on the green creature. But just when she could pinpoint the exact path she'd need to take in order to bring the creature to the ground, Lyra spied something out of the corner of her eye. A large man wearing a brown trench coat was dashing across the sidewalk just as fast as she was. She wouldn't like to admit it, but he might even be going faster. Whoever he was, he appeared to be headed for the exact same destination as she. She looked up briefly and saw his eyes trained on the lizard creature who attempted to evade her. The sprinting man had a steadfast purpose in his eyes, and it didn't look like he had any interest in taking the lizard alive.

      Lyra grumbled at the loss in focus of her own target. "Who the hell is this guy?"

      As she took another glance at the creature's other pursuer, she watched him take out a weapon the likes of which she'd never seen. It was a gun, but it had a futuristic look to it. Almost as if it were from another age.

      Lyra didn't think twice. She changed her trajectory and dashed toward her new target. Her hamstrings and quads worked at three times their normal levels to take her across the street in record time. As the man with the gun took aim, Lyra dove over a parked blue sedan and slammed her body into the weapon. A blast of blue light exited the gun, though her interference sent it zipping past the lizard. As she regained her footing, Lyra picked up the man by the middle of his trench coat and slammed him hard into a brick building before lifting him into the air.
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      Lyra pressed her hands firmly against the man's throat as he let the weapon clatter to the ground beside him. Now that she was standing still, she could see the devilishly handsome grin up close. A few inches taller than she, the creature's other pursuer had a five o'clock shadow that worked so well with his face, she wondered if it was permanent. The strong jaw and the penetrating green eyes would've melted most women. She thanked her stars every day that she wasn't like most women.

      She put more pressure on the man's throat. "What the hell do you think you’re doing?"

      The man looked up with a cool grin. "You know, he's getting away."

      Lyra had to admit, his eyes staring into hers did make her heart flutter a bit. Then again, that may have just been the hard sprinting she'd been doing for the last several minutes.

      She gave him the stink-eye. "Don't you worry about him right now. You're the one who just fired some freaky space weapon in public trying to kill him."

      "It wouldn't have killed him. It would have just knocked him out."

      "And why am I supposed to trust you?"

      His grin widened. It was incredibly captivating. "I have a trustworthy face. Isn't that enough?"

      Lyra could feel the muscles in the man's neck flex against the pressure she applied. Only there was something strange about the way his body felt against hers. Yes, it was slightly exciting, but there was more beyond that. During the short time in which she'd been pressed close to his muscular body, she hadn’t felt a single heartbeat.

      He looked deeply into her eyes. "You know, all this chitchat is going to let him get away."

      She gritted her teeth. "And what does a vampire want with a reptile at six in the morning?"

      He chuckled softly. "Probably the same thing a hunter wants."

      Lyra relieved some of the pressure on the vampire's neck. He’d called her a hunter. It'd been nearly a decade since anyone had used that word with her, and now two unhumans on the very same day seemed to know exactly who she was.

      So much for a secret identity.

      Her eyes burned into his. "Stay out of this, he's part of an ongoing investigation." As Lyra turned to look in the direction of the perp, she saw a fleck of green scaling up one of the buildings adjacent to the L tracks. "I don't want you to move a muscle until I come back."

      The vampire shifted his midsection toward hers. "You may need my help."

      As he exhaled, she could feel her hips instinctively shift toward his. There was a part of her that wanted to move her mouth closer to his and taste a vampire for the second time in her life. But, it didn't take long for her to remember that she was on the clock and had work to do.

      Before another second could go by, Lyra pulled out a pair of handcuffs and locked the vampire's wrist, attaching the other end to a nearby metal pole.

      "Though my partner would tell you different, I work alone."

      The vampire pulled at his now-encumbered wrist. "I don't think you understand."

      Lyra raised her eyebrows. "Enlighten me later. I’ll be back."

      As much as she would hate to admit it, Lyra and her body both appreciated the short respite as she ran back toward the perpetrator. When she reached the building the lizard had climbed, she easily scaled up brick by brick. Her mind contained a few trace remnants of the vampire she'd handcuffed down below. She couldn't tell whether her heart pounded from the treacherous climb, or if it was the image of his face imprinted into her memory.

      Remember Lyra, the last time you shacked up with a vampire didn't end up so well.

      She did her best to shake off all the feelings that came with those recollections, as she finally reached the top of the building. She saw the lizard standing on the edge of the far side of the roof. He was looking down toward the L tracks, as the familiar sound of the Brown Line came churning around the corner.

      "Oh no." She ran in his direction. "Stop! I'll shoot you!"

      Spencer turned back to provide a salute and a wink, as he leapt into the air. Lyra reached the edge just as she saw the beast land directly on top of a speeding train.
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      Lyra was somewhat impressed when she saw the lizard maintain his footing on the moving target below.

      She shook her head. "Giant lizard on a train. What is this, Tokyo?"

      As she watched the train speed up, Lyra sprinted along the top of the building, attempting to keep pace. When she ran out of real estate atop the roof, she pressed down into the earth and leapt high into the air, landing with a somersault on top of the next building. She lost sight of the lizard momentarily while she kept moving forward. As the train passed another building, she pushed herself into leaping and landing once again. By the time she'd gotten to the fourth and fifth building, her hips and ankles started to ache from the impact. She knew she'd been born with superhuman abilities, but even she had her limits.

      She spied the lizard once again coming out of the front-most car of the train. In the midst of her dash across the rooftops, she saw the next curve in the tracks coming up.

      I don't like hitting a moving target. But I guess I have no choice.

      Lyra willed her legs to work harder, and with a death-defying leap, she flew through the air. The world seemed to move at twice its normal speed as she watched the train approaching quickly below. As she stretched her arms out, she caught the railing at the top edge of the final Brown Line car. Despite her best efforts, her midsection slammed hard into the metal below her. But she was able to maintain her grip despite the pain that shot through her back and legs.

      "This shit was much easier when I was 16."

      With a grunt, Lyra hoisted herself onto the top of the train, ignoring the gasps from the passengers on board and the rumbling and screeching of the train heading towards its next destination. As she tested her balance on the top of the L, she trained her eyes forward.

      Her blood boiled as she watched the vampire she'd just locked up sprinting toward the lizard two cars ahead of her. Snapped handcuffs dangled from each of his wrists.

      "Damn it! Those were supposed to be reinforced for supernatural creatures." She channeled her anger into a controlled, balanced run from one car to the next.

      While most of her attention was on keeping her feet firmly planted upon the moving train, she couldn't help but stare as the vampire engaged the lizard on the front-most car. Even in the strangest of conditions, the handsome vampire moved as fluid as if he were on solid ground. Every punch and kick was graceful and incredibly fast. She almost envied the green scaly creature, as she hadn't had a worthy sparring partner in years. Though the vampire's abilities seemed almost unmatchable, the lizard evaded blow after blow. When the train hit a bump, sending the vampire down to one knee, Spencer took full advantage. Lyra cringed as she watched two blows to the groin and several kidney punches in rapid succession. As the vampire attempted to block the next dirty blow, the lizard revealed a tail that tore through his khakis and whipped the vampire off the moving train. There wasn't enough time for her heart to sink as Lyra leapt from the second car to the lead.

      Spencer’s tail undulated back and forth. "A prince and a hunter in one day. It's days like this that really make a guy feel important."

      Lyra didn't understand right away, but in the moments before their fight began, she put it all together. The vampire she'd handcuffed and that the lizard had knocked off the train was no mere bloodsucker. He was a member of one of the royal families. In her experience, it was rare to meet one of these vampiric nobles who wasn't a killing machine.

      She spared the vampire prince a single glance, before squaring up with the lizard. "Get ready to feel a whole lot less special."

      The creature smiled and whipped his tail around.

      Lyra easily ducked the clumsy tail and wrenched her arm around it. With a yank that nearly tore the appendage off, the lizard fell face-first onto the bumpy lead car. Before he could recover, Lyra leapt onto his back and slammed her forearms into the squishy rear of his neck. She heard the satisfying thump of Spencer’s head against the ridged metal. She took several more shots at him, before slipping her hands under his arms and tightening her grip on his head.

      She tensed her muscles. "How do you know who I am? What were you doing stealing all of those spare parts?"

      The lizard's laugh was barely audible over the sound of the train. "You're asking the wrong questions, Hunter. You care about the past, when you should concentrate on the fut–"

      Lyra wrenched the lizard's neck, and he squealed in pain.

      "If you’re interested in still having a head in the future, then I would answer whatever damn questions I have to ask."

      "I'm happy to answer whatever questions you have. But the first question should probably be, if I've killed this train's driver, how on earth is it going to stop in time?"

      Lyra's blood pressure spiked. She released one of the lizard's arms and used her anger and strength to break the other one.

      The creature screamed and strained beneath her, cradling his broken appendage as she stood. "I don't want you to move. I'm happy to break the other arm if you don't listen to me."

      She knew her request wouldn't do much good as she lowered herself over the side of the train and dangled her legs in through the front car’s window. If the smell of blood wasn't enough to clue her in to the lizard's veracity, the sight of the impaled conductor slumped on top of the controls certainly clued her in. Without time for propriety, she ripped the man's dead body off of the panel and threw him to the side. Blood soaked the sparking control panel.

      Lyra chewed at her cheek. "I always wanted to figure out a way to stop a speeding train when I've had absolutely no training to drive it."

      Her eyes zeroed in on the word “emergency” painted in red, and she pressed the button with all her might. The train continued to rumble forward, even seeming to increase in speed as it went.

      Lyra felt her pulse quicken when she looked up to see a stopped train pick up passengers at her train's next destination.

      She knew she had to do something, or the train would surely kill dozens...if not hundreds.
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      Lyra couldn't believe that her train wreck of a life had an actual train wreck in its future.

      She slammed on the emergency brake button a few more times. "You could've just ignored the crazy lizard man. You could've just stayed in the apartment and made fun of Carl. But no, you had to try to be Superwoman about the whole thing. A lot of good that's gotten you today, Lyra."

      After one more sigh, Lyra shimmied out of the open front-car window, and willed herself onto the front face of the speeding train. Wind pressed by her cheeks as she slid down until she was only a few inches from the track.

      She could barely hear herself think over the screeching and rumbling of the far-too-fast vehicle. "This is probably a terrible idea."

      Lyra dropped down to the tracks and braced herself for the force of a speeding elevated train. The moment her boots came into contact with the metal below, sparks began to fly up in all directions, and her muscles strained almost to the point of breaking as the train continued to push forward. The heat of the flying flares and the friction-torn rubber of her soles was much less painful than the speeding train itself, which felt like it was tearing her apart. But as she let out a guttural cry, she could see the train begin to slow from her efforts. It just wasn't happening quickly enough.

      As the pain within her body grew, her eyes watering in response, she barely registered the vampire in the brown trench coat joining her on the tracks. He wrapped his arm around her back and added his weight and strength to the effort before them. Double the number of sparks flew around her as she felt the vampire's strong grip on her body. His grunts matched her own as they continued to push their combined strength into the seemingly unstoppable train. When Lyra dug in her heels, she could feel the elevated train slowing and slowing and slowing. She barely felt it as their backs slammed into a wooden gate that had come down for safety precautions. Lyra screamed loudly and squeezed her eyes shut.

      The screeching noise was almost unbearable as the train finally came to a complete stop just inches short of the now-packed car in front of them. Lyra released her grip on the front of the train, marveling at the deeply imprinted handhold she'd left behind. Every muscle in her body screamed out in pain and exhaustion. But she wasn't about to let the vampire take all of the credit.

      His arm rubbed her back. "Are you okay? Do you want me to help you onto the platform?"

      She rolled her shoulder back to shake off his muscular limb, and she leapt off the tracks and onto the platform, where she was greeted with a round of uproarious applause. Passengers from the now-stopped train, as well as those from the unintended potential target before them, came out in droves, surrounding the officer in blue. Lyra shook hands with several train goers as she looked up to the top of the front car. Unsurprisingly, the lizard had not listened to her command. He was nowhere to be seen.

      I need more handcuffs, and they better be strong enough to hold these goddamned lizards and vampires.

      As the hubbub began to die down and Chicago Transit Authority crew members sought to figure out a solution to the morning travel ahead, the vampire tapped Lyra on the shoulder.

      She turned and folded her arms. "If you are about to tell me that ‘I told you, you needed help,’ I’m not going to have any of that crap."

      He lifted his arms into the air. "I wouldn't dream of it. By the way, I have a gift for you."

      "I'm too tired for any weird flirting right now."

      He gestured her toward the rear of the train. "No, seriously. Come this way."

      She tentatively walked along the edge of the platform toward the last compartment. Her legs reminded her of the consequences of heroism with every step.

      When the doors opened, it took a few seconds for Lyra to understand this "gift" inside the final car. But as soon as she looked up to the ceiling, she understood.

      For the first time that day, she grinned. "You got this for me?"

      "I figured it was the least I could do."

      Lyra looked up at Matthew Spencer the lizard man, wrapped completely from head to toe in the metal bars passengers used in standing room situations. The lizard lay unconscious as his tail dangled from the ceiling.

      Something gnawed at the back of Lyra's mind. "The least you could do. What did you mean, the least you could do?"

      The vampire sighed. "I meant, the least I could do since I'm stealing this investigation from you." The vampire pulled a badge from his pants pocket. "I don't think I've had a chance to introduce myself. Mace Carter, FBI."
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      Lyra cradled her hands around the warm cup of bad coffee as she watched the vampire FBI agent chat on the other side of the precinct with her superior officer. Even though the warm, brown liquid was some of the worst she had ever had, the beverage trickling down her throat did a little something to remedy her wounds, both physical and emotional.

      She saw Mace’s confident smile as he bantered with Lyra’s boss. She was mad that she’d run halfway across the city and put herself and hundreds of civilians in grave danger, only to have the investigation stolen out from under her. She was even more pissed off that she still found the vampire prince as sexy as she did. In the few hours since their heroics on the train tracks had spread through social media like wildfire, the vampire’s five o’clock shadow continued to catch her eye. As soon as Mace caught her staring, she looked back into the bottom of her brown, sludgy mug.

      "You know, I hear they’re going to give you an award."

      Lyra glanced to her right and saw her partner nursing a cup of his own joe.

      She shrugged her shoulders. "I guess they don’t mind much if you cause the damage you save people from."

      Carl smiled. "Social media is funny that way." He pulled a silver flask from his back pocket. "Want to spice that coffee up a little bit? You look like you need it."

      Lyra sighed and offered up her cup. The first sip of her new spiked drink did seem to help. Maybe her partner wasn’t such an ape after all. Besides, she had been working with Carl for four years and hadn’t maimed him yet. She supposed that had to mean something.

      As she and Carl sipped from their mugs, Lyra checked out the vampire prince from top to bottom. He was perfectly proportionate, a principle many vamps she’d known seemed to embody. His clothes hugged his body like a second skin. But as chiseled his features and alarmingly enticing his eyes were, the biggest question mark about him revolved around which royal family he came from.

      Lyra thought back to the first day vampires revealed themselves to the world. A popular congressman with a chance at the presidency withdrew his campaign one Sunday morning and explained that he could never be the leader of the free world without revealing the truth. The revelation sent shockwaves through the world, but particularly within the supernatural community. Unhumans that had laid in hiding for centuries began to share their existence with their friends, their coworkers, and their local registration offices. What started as a trend, ended up becoming a law. Vampires and other unhumans who were willing to share their identities with the government were granted a certain degree of protection.

      Before the law, Lyra continued her double life of high school and hunting. Just because one vampire was a few months of campaigning away from the presidency, didn’t mean there weren’t bloodsuckers going around killing people. But the day the law went through changed everything. Within 24 hours, her handler, Piers, had completely vanished. Her frantic efforts over the following weeks to contact her mentor and supposed friend were unsuccessful. When Lyra graduated high school, she moved away, changed her identity, and tried to find a new way of living.

      Lyra sipped the last of her whiskey-enhanced beverage and watched Mace give her one final glance before he disappeared into the interrogation room. She took a deep breath and buried her feelings in her work. She could barely believe a lizard creature who’d nearly derailed an L train had the innocuous name of Matthew Spencer. The scaly suspect had been spotted in the vicinity of four different robberies. There was an auto shop, a scientific equipment lab, and a couple of random machine supply companies. They seemed unrelated to the naked eye, but when you put all of those parts together, all they would need is a little bit of explosive firepower to create a pretty nasty bomb.

      Lyra leaned back in her chair, placing her sore arms behind her head. "A new age. A new age? Why would one bomb lead to a new age?"

      Lyra racked her brain for any kind of mystical or unhuman events that were coming up. Most students in high school only had a few hundred years of history to memorize. Lyra’s brain, on the other hand, had been stuffed to the brim with tens of thousands of years’ worth of facts. Even with all that info to draw from, she couldn’t find a way to connect Spencer to any upcoming supernatural events.

      Deep in her thoughts, she nearly missed her captain’s voice bellowing at her from his office. She popped two pieces of gum to cover up the smell of her afternoon treat, and she stepped into his office.

      "You wanted to see me, Cap?"

      Her balding captain rubbed at his gray temples. "You’re having quite a day, Thorne. First, you do something halfway miraculous, like saving an L full of people. Now, a suspect who might have a bomb big enough to blow half a city block refuses to talk to anybody but you."

      Lyra’s brow furrowed. "He’s not interested in talking with Agent Handsome?"

      "Your words, not mine. He says he’ll only do it without cameras and if you’re in there alone."

      Lyra pursed her lips. "You want me to use our standard No Camera Protocol?"

      A sly smile spread across the captain’s chapped lips. "I wouldn’t have it any other way."
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      Lyra caught more than a few stares as she took the hallway to the interrogation room. Mace was one of four agents who’d swiped the case from the CPD. A quick glance told her that the vampire prince was the only unhuman among them. That didn’t mean they were happy to see her as she passed them by. They protested Spencer’s demands, but without much time to spare, they were willing to turn off the cameras and make sure the area beyond the two-way glass was completely empty. Lyra’s stomach tightened as she realized that now it was her responsibility, and her responsibility alone, to figure out just what the hell this creature was up to.

      This day is getting more and more interesting.

      As she walked the last few feet, Mace stood beside the door with his arms crossed. "I don’t think this is a good idea."

      Lyra smirked. "I don’t think it’s a good idea to avoid telling a police officer that you’re an FBI agent when she could easily have shot you for resisting arrest."

      The vampire nodded. "I realize I could have shared more."

      "Share more? You didn’t share anything. And since when did the agency start giving out guns that look like they came from Men in Black or something?"

      Mace looked down. This gave Lyra a few seconds to stare once more at his strong features. She wondered if she looked hard enough, she’d burn a hole right through his annoyingly perfect face.

      He met her eyes again. "I’m sorry. Just be careful in there. We don’t really know what this guy is capable of."

      She patted him on the shoulder, trying to ignore how incredibly solid he was. "Of course, your Royal Highness."

      His practiced and professional demeanor slipped for a second. She could see that while he was publicly out as a vampire, the pedigree of his birth remained a secret.

      Not so different now, are we?

      She smiled to herself as she passed the dumbfounded prince and stepped into the interrogation room. She closed the door behind her before he could say another word.

      Spencer was sitting calmly behind a long metal table. One arm was cuffed to the top, and his legs were shackled beneath his chair. The lizard’s other arm hung limp at his side. Lyra just then remembered that she had rendered the appendage useless on the top of the train. She took slow steps across the room and sat down in front of him. For a man who was incarcerated, Spencer certainly seemed happy that he’d gotten exactly what he wanted.

      She peered into his eyes in an effort to get a look at the man beneath the scales. "If you’re trying to score a date, there’s got to be an easier way."

      The lizard grinned. "I’m sure you know how hard it is to be single in the city. Especially when most women want tall, dark, and handsome. Not green."

      Lyra took in a breath. "Earlier you said that I was asking the wrong questions." She leaned forward. "What are the right questions, Spencer?"

      The lizard straightened his back as best he could with the injury and the handcuffs. "Hunter, do you ever wish things were as they used to be? With humans on one side, and unhumans on the other or in the grave?"

      The lizard let the words sink deep into the silence. Lyra didn’t much like when people knew her past. Especially when those people were creepy lizards who build bombs.

      Lyra shrugged. "Do you want me to be honest? I like change about as much as the next person." She rubbed at her forearm. "You know as well as I do that I was born for a certain purpose. Nobody likes when outside forces control what you’re meant to do."

      The lizard nodded. "I appreciate your honesty. I have good news for you, Lyra."

      She had a sinking feeling that this good news was just as creepy as it sounded.

      Lyra opened her eyes wide. "What do you mean?"

      The lizard smiled as if he could tell the balance of power in the room was shifting. "My master and his associates have placed bombs throughout the city. But they won't hurt you and your human friends. They’ll simply cleanse Chicago of all its supernatural population."

      Lyra felt her throat tighten. "Where are the bombs? Who is your master?"

      Spencer was chained at his chair, and yet he seemed to grow larger and more intimidating with every word. "You can join us, Lyra. This is how it was always meant to be. You are the hunter, and it is time to reclaim your legacy."

      Lyra stood up, her heart pounding louder and louder within her. "Who is your master, Spencer? I– I– I need more information if I'm going to join."

      The lizard's eyes burned with intensity. "Your hesitation makes the choice for you. It's a pity, I was looking forward to working with–"

      In the blink of an eye, Lyra was on the other side of the table. It took mere moments for her to take the lizard's other arm and break it in the very same place.

      The unhuman screamed in agony. "You can't stop what's coming!”

      Lyra twisted the lizard's shoulder. "Give me a name!"

      Spencer shook beneath her grip. "Coleridge. Coleridge."

      Lyra felt some relief amidst the chaos of her emotions. "Coleridge."

      "It's too bad you'll be dead before you can find him."

      She braced herself for an attack, but none came. The lizard slumped in his chair, a peaceful look spreading across his face. In the calm, Lyra heard something she hadn't noticed before. It sounded almost mechanical, but it was extremely faint, as if it were very far away. But her first instinct was wrong. The sound wasn't from several rooms over or deep within the ground. The noise was coming from inside her suspect. The mechanical movement came to a stop, replaced by an almost imperceptible beeping noise.

      Lyra's body tensed as she sprinted for the door.

      His voice was like velvet. "Good bye, Hunter."

      The moment the beeping ceased, a bomb within Spencer's chest exploded.
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      Lyra had just enough time to reach the other side of the door and scream a warning when the explosive device detonated. Her hand was still on the handle when the blast sent the door off its hinges and flying into her. The sound was deafening, especially for her superhuman senses. She felt the heat from the explosion as it sent her careening down the hall and in between two rows of desks.

      While the impact from the door caused immense pain, it acted as a sort of shield preventing her from the worst of the damage. Her ears rang and her eyes watered as she looked up to see the havoc the lizard had caused. Smoke spread throughout the room, and screams of pain punctuated the cacophony of voices and cries for help. Lyra attempted to stand, but the shockwave of agony sent her back to the ground. She looked down at her right leg to see that several pieces of shrapnel had lodged themselves in her calf muscle. Blood trickled down her skin onto the white linoleum. As her eyes adjusted to the smoke, she saw several nearby officers who had likewise been struck with the painful metal.

      When a familiar voice coughed loudly a few feet away, Lyra shifted her weight and crawled through the pain toward the sound. Her massive gorilla of a partner had only been hit once in the arm, but the contents of the weapon didn't seem to be agreeing with him.

      "Lyra, what the hell happened?"

      She patted his chest. "That bastard had a bomb inside his chest. This whole thing is ridic–"

      Her partner started convulsing wildly, sending his massive injured arm back and forth. Lyra gritted her teeth and shifted the hulking partner's upper torso onto her lap.

      "Carl, are you okay?"

      Her partner continued shaking as if he were having a seizure, but she knew he had no such history to speak of.

      Confusion spread through Lyra's mind. "Carl! Carl!"

      As the man continued seizing, she noticed something strange about his face. He no longer looked like himself. In fact, his large features appeared to shrink beneath her. He seemed to go from 300 pounds to half that in a matter of seconds.

      She glanced wildly at the other victims to see if they were experiencing the same thing. But Carl was the only one. That's when she realized the truth. The lizard wasn't kidding about these bombs affecting unhumans, and her partner of four years apparently wasn't human. The secret shapeshifter ceased his movement and went limp in Lyra's arms. Even with the ringing of her ears still present, she could've heard if he had a heartbeat. Her partner was dead.

      Lyra swung her fist so hard into the desk beside her, she punched a whole straight through to the other side. "Damn it! That son of a bitch." Lyra tried once again to stand up on her injured leg, but the pain was too great. "Son of a bitch!"

      As she listened to the groans of her coworkers, a stray thought entered Lyra's mind.

      Mace. Mace was nearby.

      She looked around for the vampire prince, but all she could see was the spreading smoke and then the source of that smoke. The bomb had begun a fire that was headed in her direction.

      She began crawling on her good leg as fast as she could. It felt like knives slicing through her body with every inch she moved. The heat from the approaching fire made her wonder if this was the encounter that would finally end her life. She didn't expect it when the powerful creature hoisted her up in the air behind her.

      Mace's mouth was covered, but she could tell exactly who he was from his piercing green eyes. "Are you okay?"

      "Don't ask stupid questions." Lyra’s pain was almost unbearable. "The boiler room is just below us, so we better get the fuck out."

      The vampire didn't have to be told twice. He moved way too swiftly for someone who was carrying dead weight; his incredible strength took the both of them through the smoke and into the building's front hallway. She imagined he could hear it just as much as she when the fire had finally reached the major source of kindling below.

      The explosion was even louder and larger than the bomb had been. Fortunately for them, Mace was several feet out the front door when the blast of fire shot through the building. Her savior didn't stumble as he continued running away from the precinct. She looked back to the place that she’d called work for the last half a decade, and saw the flames rise high into the air. Once they'd reached a safe distance, Mace lowered her gently to the ground.

      Lyra tried to ignore the pain as she ripped off her button-down uniform, revealing the tank top below. "I should’ve heard the bomb earlier. I am so stupid. What’s the point of being a freak if I can't use it to save people?"

      Mace didn't say anything for a second, and she realized that the vampire prince was staring down at her now slightly-uncovered chest.

      She rolled her eyes. "Ahem." She ripped her former uniform in half.

      The sound of the tear took Mace out of his stupor. "Sorry, I–"

      "Had to check out the goods? I understand. Very important in the midst of all this."

      Mace looked into her eyes. "None of this was your fault."

      Lyra growled. "Not very convincing." She handed him half of the shirt. "Hold this."

      "What are you doing?"

      When Mace took the offering, Lyra stuffed the other half of the shirt in her mouth. She bit her teeth down hard, and yanked out the first piece of shrapnel.

      She was extremely close to passing out from the pain, but heavy breaths through her nose seemed to give her enough oxygen to stay awake. She watched the blood trickle out of the first wound as she pulled out the second. It wasn't any easier than the first, but enough endorphins had worked their way through her system that, by the time the third and final piece of metal was out, it felt less like a knife and more like a screwdriver.

      Mace marveled at her show of pain tolerance. "Jesus."

      Lyra spit out the shirt and held out her hand. "Thought you guys had your own religion."

      Mace handed her the other half of her shirt, which she promptly used to tie a tourniquet on her injured leg.

      "Some of my relatives claim they met Jesus back in the day."

      "Vampires, always name dropping." She watched the wounds on her leg start to ooze out less and less blood. "Do you think anyone's still alive in there?"

      Before Mace could say a word, a group of seven gunmen surrounding the building took out their weapons and began opening fire on the devastated precinct. The street erupted in a sound reminiscent of a war movie.
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      Lyra felt herself being pulled to safety once more as she and Mace ducked behind a parked car and watched the gunmen unload on the precinct. She wasn’t sure who exactly Spencer’s boss was, but the bastard certainly didn’t mind overkill.

      Lyra shook her head. "They’re kind of adding insult to injury."

      Mace's eyes looked like they could barely believe the carnage in front of them. "My partner was in there."

      "Mine too."

      Lyra wondered if all of this had somehow been inevitable. It was impossible to think that nobody would ever find out her true identity. She’d put a lot of vampires back into the grave, and that meant she had a whole lot of enemies. She supposed her day of reckoning had finally come, and those who had trusted her were the ones paying the price.

      Lyra took a step away from Mace and tested her bloodstained leg. It still hurt like hell, but she’d survived much worse.

      Mace rushed to prop her up. "What are you doing? They’ll see you."

      Lyra gave him the side-eye. "Well, considering that I’m about to go kill all of them, they’re probably about to see me a lot closer up."

      Before Mace could grab her, Lyra ducked around the side of the car and headed straight for the first gunman. The blast from the earlier explosion had numbed her eardrums enough that the sound of the gunfire hardly seemed noteworthy at all.

      About ten feet away from the attacker, Lyra leapt off her good leg and lifted herself into the air. She plowed through a pillar of smoke and landed with all her momentum on the gunman’s back. She heard his ribs crack satisfyingly underneath her as she quickly rolled the injured man on top of her. When another member of his crew saw Lyra, he turned and fired, but he only propelled his gunfire into the unfortunate human shield. The bloodied corpse on top of her let out his dying breath as the other attacker approached. He didn’t make it very far: Mace easily disposed of the human with one quick snap of his neck.

      The vampire stared her down. "You shouldn’t be fighting. You’re injured."

      Lyra rolled the dead body off of her and ignored the blood soaking through her tank top. "Mace, would you please be a gentleman and get the fuck out of my way?"

      Before he could respond, Lyra was off again. She slid low underneath the next attacker’s weapon and slammed the butt of it up against his unprotected chin. As he released the weapon, she used it like a sledgehammer on the side of his face. He fell to the ground unconscious. Over her shoulder, she heard Mace take down another attacker. He then dodged a point-blank shot from a man behind him before a punch to the chest sent the gunman halfway across the street. The flying attacker landed hard on a parked car; glass and metal shattered beneath him.

      She sensed the sixth attacker creeping behind her and moved at just the right moment to avoid the shot. The sound of the bullet sent her ears ringing again as she grabbed the nearest thing she could find. With one hand, Lyra gripped the front wheel of a police motorcycle and lifted it off the ground. In the blink of an eye, she threw the vehicle straight into the attacker. Despite his best efforts to stop the motorcycle-turned-blunt-object, it slammed into him hard and landed on him with a crash. Any sense of satisfaction Lyra had from her feat of strength evaporated when a bullet pierced her side.

      While adrenaline had certainly helped in her battle, sometimes there are only so many shots a person can take. Cradling her wound and crouching on one knee, Lyra tried to fight back against the suffering that told every cell in her body to stay down. The gunman was about to take another shot when Mace came out of nowhere. With a rapid series of punches and kicks, the vampire didn’t just knock the attacker unconscious. He most definitely shattered several bones in the man’s body. When the last man standing went down hard, a sort of quiet settled over the street and the smell of gunfire loomed large.

      Lyra looked around at the victory, though her precinct was now a fiery bullet-riddled mess. She doubted more than half of the people inside had survived. When she tried to stand up, dizziness took over and sent her tumbling to the ground. Looking through squinted eyes at her wounds, she noticed that her tourniquet had come undone, sending just as much blood out of her shrapnel wounds as the liquid gushing from the gunshot wound in her side. Blackness surrounded the edge of her vision. As she reached up toward the angelic vampire before her, unconsciousness finally took hold.
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      Lyra awoke on a far too comfortable bed. As her eyes adjusted to the dimness, she saw she was in a sparse bedroom with a modern flare. The slate-colored walls fit with the dark dresser and matching wardrobe beside it. This was not the dwelling of someone who cared about accessorizing. It was cold and calculated.

      Her voice was raspy. "I think all vampires have the same interior designer."

      With a great deal of effort, she sat up and was surprised not to be met with relentless pain. She noticed the wound on her side and the matching holes on her leg had been expertly bandaged. She also realized, somewhat embarrassingly, that she was wearing a new shirt. Somebody who lived in this condo had seen her naked, and the thought was annoyingly sexy.

      Without a window to the outside world, Lyra attempted to use her keen sense of smell to determine the location. Her handler had helped her use nearby bodies of water, like the Chicago River and Lake Michigan, to determine where she was in the city to a fairly strong degree of accuracy. Unfortunately, she could pick up neither and realized she’d need to use context clues to determine where the hell she was.

      Mace broke her investigation and her train of thought by walking into the room shirtless. He was more tanned than most in a city with eight months of winter. He looked just as perfectly proportional with his shirt off as he did with it on. She took in everything: his toned pectorals, his muscular eight-pack, and the cryptic tattoos that covered half his back. He also sported more than his fair share of scars, the longest of which ran down his right shoulder blade. She realized her mouth was hanging open at just the same moment he noticed that she was awake.

      He took a surprised step back. "Lyra. You’ve been out for days. I didn’t realize you’d be—"

      "You’ve obviously seen me shirtless at this point. Seems fair enough for us to trade."

      Mace blushed, which was way cuter than Lyra would ever admit. He pulled a shirt from the black set of drawers. "It was for practical purposes only. Not entertainment."

      Lyra laughed, even though it hurt to do so. "Uh-huh. You may have saved my life a couple of times, but that doesn’t mean I trust you to not look at my breasts."

      The vampire’s face continued to redden as he pulled the shirt over his head. Before it covered his upper torso, she noticed a bullet hole that seemed close to healed on his lower back.

      He let out a puff of air. "It’s probably time to re-dress those wounds. Is that okay?"

      "You’ve been doing it with me knocked out the last few days, so I say go for it."

      She pulled back the sheets and saw less blood than anticipated. "Not bad. Wouldn’t have taken you for much of a nurse."

      Mace smiled. "Things were pretty bad before we became public. After my parents died, I more or less had to fend for myself. Sometimes that meant patching up bullet holes." He continued to speak gently, matching the care he used with her leg. "When the law came out, a few wealthy businessmen funded a program to get vamps off the streets. Turned me from a nurse for a South Side gang, to an up-and-coming FBI agent."

      As Mace removed the old bandage and placed on the new one, his hand rested against her thigh.

      She suppressed her instinct to guide his fingers higher. "That’s a nice story, but it doesn’t explain the weird gun you pointed at Mr. Lizard earlier today."

      He raised an eyebrow. "You tell me how you became a police officer, and I’ll tell you everything about the gun."

      He gestured for her to raise her shirt to attend to the gun wound.

      "Quid pro quo. I like it." She may have lifted her clothing a bit higher than necessary, allowing the bottom of her bra to come into view. "Not much to tell really. I couldn’t stay where I was, after all, my rep would get me put away for the rest of my life. Maybe a couple of lifetimes."

      The old bandage was off, and Mace slowly applied the new one. His face was inches from hers as he moved a bit closer on the bed.

      She shivered ever so slightly. “Used some of my contacts to get a fake ID and Social Security number. Finished school elsewhere, went to community college, and ended up here. I figured protecting and serving was a good use of my skill set."

      Mace finished applying the bandage, but his hands remained on her body. "So you’re saying we’re more or less the same."

      She tilted her face towards his. "Other than you being immortal and me being destined to kill you, I would say you’re right."

      He smiled. "I can tell you’ve been with a vampire before. Even if it was a long time ago, I still smell him on you."

      Lyra took in a deep breath. "As long as you realize you aren’t that special."

      Mace moved his lips to Lyra’s neck. The five o’clock shadow she admired earlier brushed against her skin. She closed her eyes.

      Lyra placed her hand on the back of his neck and let her fingers brush one of his scars. "I want to know who you are. Before we go any further, tell me your clan."

      Mace lifted his head slowly as he turned to stare into her eyes. "Are you sure you want to know?"

      Of course she wasn’t sure. A large part of her wanted to stop anything having to do with talking, and let them do what came most naturally.

      But that wouldn’t be very responsible.

      She nodded. "I’m not interested in a person with secrets."

      He looked from side to side and met her eyes again. "Okay. I’m from the Tuscan clan."

      Lyra instinctively moved back. "Tuscan? And Spencer said you were a prince." Her heart started pumping twice as much blood. "But that means–"

      "Yes. It means that you killed my father."
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      Lyra wasn't sure how she made it out of bed so fast, but before she knew it, she was at the bedroom door crouched in a fighting stance. She looked at the confused and sheepish vampire prince who still knelt on the bedspread. As his eyes met hers, she finally gleaned the family resemblance. His father had murdered hundreds of innocent humans, and if it weren't for weeks of training specifically geared toward taking the king down, she would have joined the list too.

      "Don't come any closer." Her heart beat fast, helping to overcome some of the weakness in her legs. "I can't believe I let myself trust you."

      Mace stepped off the bed, though he honored her request not to bridge the gap between them. "Lyra, you're not the only one who wanted my father dead."

      "Yeah, I bet the relatives and friends of the hundreds of people he killed wanted a piece too." Lyra ignored the twitching of her still-healing quadriceps. "Stay right here, unless you have plans to meet your dad today."

      With that, she stumbled out of the room and exited through the front door. As her eyes adjusted to an even dimmer hallway, she couldn't help but remember the terrifying battle with the Tuscan king. The image of the vampire's cold eyes would never leave her, no matter how many years and battles had stacked up in between. His claws were as sharp as razor blades, and she had the scars to prove it. As her legs sent the sensation of pins and needles to her brain, she wondered if there was any way in hell she could get herself psyched up for a second family battle.

      From the sound of footsteps behind her, she knew that Mace hadn't honored her second request.

      "Lyra, wait! You shouldn't go that way."

      As she ignored the vampire and continued moving forward, she thought of every punch and kick and drop of blood that took place over a decade ago. If it weren't for her mentor, Piers, she would have died beside the king, choking on a pint of her own blood. Her handler would’ve just shook his head at her current unpreparedness. When she looked up for a way out, she realized something. Mace's apartment was the only door in the entire hallway.

      Where the hell did he take me?

      She turned a corner down another seemingly deserted hall.

      "Just because my father was a homicidal maniac, doesn't mean I am!" Mace was taking it easy on Lyra, keeping the same slow pace as she was. "Maybe it skipped a generation."

      "Skipped a generation?" Lyra never stopped moving as she spoke. "Wasn't your grandfather known as the Conqueror?"

      "Maybe it skipped every other generation?"

      As Lyra's legs regained most of their feeling, her slow shuffle became a marathon jog. But then she turned another corner to discover something completely unexpected. The ceiling gave way to a room as tall and wide as three airplane hangars combined. The room had a secret society feel to it, with artificial light beaming down upon spotless, metallic surfaces. The room was absolutely massive and impressive, and Lyra had no clue on Earth where to find an exit.

      Upon hearing a noise to her right, she ran in that direction, picking up one of the futuristic weapons Mace had used a few days prior. She pushed several buttons on the side until she heard the satisfying purr of machinery humming to life. Only a brief second of fear snuck through her adrenaline.

      I hope I don't make this damn thing blow us all up.

      She used the gun to push open a slightly cracked door, and revealed a skinny bearded man wearing a polo shirt. He had both hands wrapped around a foot-long sandwich, which seemed to grab all of his attention, despite the scrolling lines of code dancing across his computer monitor.

      Lyra stood up as tall as her broken body would let her. "Get me the hell out of here!"

      The man's eyes opened wide as he released the sandwich from his grasp. It hit the ground with a squish.

      His words came out rapidly without a breath of air to be found. "Lyra Thorne, the 57th vampire hunter in existence. The incredible, undefeated protector of humanity. I've been following your work for so long; it's amazing to actually see you in person. If you weren't holding a gun in my face, I'd want to shake your hand or hug you if you were up for that sort of thing. I assume you're not–"

      "Shut up!"

      The bearded man's hands rubbed together, causing some of the remaining breadcrumbs to float to the ground. "I'm sorry for all the talking. People have told me that I'm a bit of an over-explainer, and I can understand where they're coming from, but I think sometimes words are our best possible defense–"

      Lyra aimed the weapon at his head. "In as few words as possible, tell me how I can get out of here."

      The man nodded. "Of course, of course. But I'm pretty sure Mace doesn't want you to leave. At least that's what he–"

      Lyra screamed. "I will shoot you with whatever the hell this is."

      "Did Mace not tell you why you're here?"

      Lyra relaxed her muscles slightly at this. "What do you mean why I'm here? What is this place?"

      "I never quite got to tell you that." Mace leaned against the doorframe. "This place is where you continue your mission."
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      Lyra backed farther into the room to keep her eyes on the man with the beard and Mace at the same time. She now trained her weapon on the vampire prince who'd taken her to this strange place. She assumed the skinny sandwich eater wouldn't pose much of a threat, but she'd been wrong about that sort of thing before. As Mace put his hands in the air, she spied a whiteboard beside him. She couldn't make out the words, or at least their meanings, except for one name that stuck out: Matthew Spencer.

      She shook her head. "I want answers. Now!"

      Mace took a step into the room and opened his mouth.

      Lyra's finger twitched on the trigger. "Not from you!" She glanced toward the skinner of the two. "I want answers, Sandwich Man. Succinctly, if you can."

      The man smiled and gave a dorky wave. "Hi, my name is Doug. As you know, I'm a huge fan of your work. In fact, I have a few questions about some of the holes in your timeline."

      “Enough!" Lyra sighed and turned toward the vamp. "Fine, feed me a few more of your lies, Your Highness."

      Mace smiled. In the midst of all this ridiculousness, she still somehow found his grin sexy.

      "Doug is a hacker and a genius. He helps us to hunt down unhumans who aren't exactly on our side."

      Lyra took another second to twice-over Doug. He certainly did fit the profile of a computer nerd.

      She took a deep breath. "And whose side are you on?"

      "Mine." A short woman with long, silver hair stepped into the doorway. She spoke with the confidence of seven decades, if not 70. "We're also on your side. Really, all of us are on the same side as humanity."

      The woman seemed wise beyond her years. Maybe beyond everybody's years. She strode into the room like a person who'd accomplished more than you could ever dream possible.

      But Lyra knew that being sure of yourself wasn't the same thing as being right.

      Lyra kept her gun pointed at Mace, though she was no longer sure he was the biggest threat. "If you want me to trust you three, then I need you to answer some questions. For instance, where the fuck are we and why did you bring me here?"

      Mace continued to keep his hands raised in the air. "I wasn't lying to you that this is a safe house. It's just not a safe house for the FBI."

      The old woman's face creased in a grin. "When the vampires came under government protection, certain parties weren't so sure of their intentions. After your handler left you alone and the Order dissolved, somebody needed to step up and protect the world from unhumans who weren't so interested in the new status quo." The woman kept walking until Lyra's gun was an inch from her face. She extended her hand toward her, as if there was no weapon or enmity between the two. "My name is Rhea, Ms. Thorne, and I assure you that if I meant you any harm, you would certainly know it by now."

      Lyra had seen countless creatures and oddities in her time. But there was something about the woman standing before her that felt like she'd just met something new.

      Lyra pointed the weapon to the floor and let it hang by one finger.

      Doug ambled over and took the device from her hand. "With the settings you had primed on that thing, it would have splattered me all over the walls. See, the way I put this device together, it was meant to handle the molecular structure–"

      "As for where we are–" Rhea gave her resident hacker a sideways glance. "We're currently 10 stories below the Hancock Tower. In a way, we're hiding in plain sight."

      Lyra looked up into the main area of the hideout. She could hardly believe that there were thousands of people bustling around above them. Then again, she'd had no clue that something like this could have remained undetected beneath the city streets.

      She flared her nostrils. "And someone whose father killed so many innocents is the lead member of your team? How am I supposed to believe that you're looking out for humanity with someone like him in control?”

      Mace walked forward. "I never had a father. Not really. I didn't have any inkling to be like him or kill like him. If it weren’t for Rhea, I was a lot more likely to kill myself."

      Lyra suddenly felt a stronger connection to the vampire. The same type of thoughts had crossed her mind on many different occasions.

      A silence spread through the room, until Doug cut through it like an annoying knife.

      "So, we're obviously the good guys. Now, when you stopped the apocalypse in 1998, how exactly did you kill that 20-foot tall demon creature? I've been trying to figure it out for years."

      She raised an eyebrow at Mace. "Is he always like this?"

      His seriousness melted away. "He is, but he seems to have a special spot in his heart for you."

      Lyra rolled her eyes toward Doug. “Fire weakness. Molotov cocktail." She took a deep breath and sent a silent prayer upward through the tall building above before eyeing Mace again. "What do you guys know about someone named Coleridge? It was the one piece of evidence I was able to get out of Spencer before he blew himself up."

      Rhea nodded as if she was processing the information outwardly. "Coleridge? Yes, his name makes sense. There is a Coleridge who runs a real estate company that's buying up foreclosed office buildings throughout the city. If there was someone plotting to kill unhumans, a few dozen abandoned buildings would certainly help that cause." Rhea glanced between Lyra and Mace several times with eyes that looked like they'd seen almost everything. "If you're up for it, I'd like you and Mace to go check this company out. That is, if you're interested in joining us?"

      Lyra looked around the room. Doug seemed to be barely suppressing the joy that he seemed to feel from quizzing her on more of her landmark kills. She couldn't read Mace's look. He seemed frustrated and hopeful at the same time. But that didn't mean any of them were trustworthy.

      She shrugged her shoulders. "Since I don't have a precinct to go back to, I guess I don't have much of a choice."

      And since you guys might be my only chance of stopping whoever killed my friends at the station, you may be the only way I'm solving this case.

      She smiled as if her decision had been made with 100% confidence. "I'm in."
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      Lyra and Mace looked up at the stunning Chicago high-rise from across the street. She had to admit, it was wild to think that one person could own that entire property. And for that person to be the last name mentioned by a suicidal maniac, she wasn't sure if that made it less or more impressive.

      Lyra stretched out one leg on a nearby lamppost while she still felt the remnants of her injuries; fast healing had always been one of her favorite superhuman benefits. "So, I have another question."

      Mace folded his arms. "Am I going to get to ask some questions, or is this just an extended interrogation session?"

      During the trip over there, Lyra had learned more than a few things about the vampire prince. While he was the oldest living descendant of his father, the Tuscan clan's throne remained vacant. Even his vampire brothers and sisters didn't seem interested in following in their father's footsteps. She learned that while he was in a secret organization, he did actually work for the FBI as well. They knew he was a vampire, and they'd actually recruited him as part of a program to give disadvantaged unhumans an opportunity to thrive. She'd considered asking boxers or briefs, but she thought that might be too personal."

      Lyra stretched the other leg. "Is this underground Scooby-Doo club your way of making up for your family's horrible, horrible crimes?”

      He took a long, hard look at the building as he spoke. "Rhea came to me when I was at my lowest. I really didn't know how many more days I would last. She gave me an opportunity to do something good with my life." He turned his attention toward her. "She taught me that we don't always have to follow the path laid out for us."

      Lyra wrinkled her nose. "Whatever. Your secret club and underground lair are pretty weird."

      Mace laughed. She had a sudden desire to do everything she could to make him laugh and hear that sound again as many times as humanly possible. She stuffed the urge back down with all of the other inappropriate desires she'd conjured since they’d left the compound.

      "It's way easier to bend the law when you're a secret." He looked down at her extended leg. "Are we warming up for a 5K, or are we actually going to go see this guy?"

      She stood back up and stuck out her tongue. "I'm sorry for not being as naturally limber as a vampire prince. So, how are we getting in? Did Dougie Boy come up with some blueprints?"

      The comm buzzed in her left ear. "Do not call me Dougie Boy. I have a PhD!"

      "Does that make you Dougie Howser, MD?"

      Doug grumbled on the other end of the line.

      Mace let out a huff. "Stop it, you two. There are no blueprints. I actually made an appointment with Coleridge."

      Lyra's shoulders sunk. "So much for being secretive." She watched the nearby stoplight change, and stepped into the crosswalk with a groan. "I guess we'll just go in through the front door. No covert mission necessary, I suppose."

      Mace matched her stride for stride. "If it makes you feel any better, I did use a fake name."

      She kept her eyes away from his. "I guess so. I always thought it would be fun to scale another building, that's all."

      Mace opened the door to an impeccable lobby. She breathed in the cool, clean air of the pristine, high-ceilinged room.

      Wow, whoever this Coleridge guy is, he must be doing pretty well for himself.

      While the room looked as though it could handle hundreds of shoppers or businesspeople, they were met with an eerie silence as they entered. Their footsteps echoed throughout the nearly empty lobby, as they took the long walk to the lone receptionist's desk.

      After Mace gave their generic fake names to the long-legged woman keeping watch, she led them over to the elevator. Seemingly out of nowhere, two broad-shouldered men, who filled out their black suits quite nicely, stepped toward the elevator as well to flank her and Mace. As the elevator opened, the four of them left the receptionist behind and took the awkward elevator ride skyward.

      She whispered in Mace's ear. "I have a bad feeling about this. A guy with a creepy huge building is probably going to be pretty creepy himself."

      He tilted his head toward her. "It's fine. It's an informational trip."

      With his head so close to hers, she took in his scent like she had in the safe house's bedroom. She tried to block out the image of sharing that bed with him once again.

      "Informational. Might end up executional."

      Mace gave her the side-eye as the doors opened to another silent, beautiful hallway. One of the hulking guards urged them to follow him. It was a short trip to the ornate door with the CEO’s name on a plaque to the side.

      "Mr. Coleridge will see you now."

      He held open the door with a meaty paw, and the two of them walked inside.

      The owner of a massive building in the middle of one of the most expensive cities in the world sat in a chair with his back toward them.

      He cleared his throat. "So nice of you two to visit. Won't you please take a seat?"

      Lyra's chest tightened. The voice was chillingly familiar. Neither her brain nor her heart could truly believe who it was.

      Her voice broke as she said the name. "Piers?"

      As the chair turned around, her suspicions were validated. The man who had trained her to hunt the unhuman scourge was sitting right there in front of her after over a decade of absence.

      "Lyra Thorne. It's so very nice to see you again."
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      Lyra's mind raced through years of intense pain and growth with the man sitting behind the mahogany desk. She'd spent so many hours looking up to her mentor; whether she was on the ground after a particular nasty training session or looking into his eyes when he explained yet another ancient curse she would have to dispel. She'd spent thousands of hours with the man, but after six years of training, one government announcement apparently caused him to vanish without a trace. Until now.

      Lyra gripped the arm of the chair to her side. "Piers. I didn't know you were still alive. You never said good— You tried to kill me, didn't you?"

      Piers' temples had grayed in the decade since she'd seen him, but he still maintained his stern, unforgiving demeanor. He was absolutely terrifying when she'd first met him at the age of 10. She was starting to rival his glower by the time he'd skipped town.

      Piers sighed. "Guilty as charged." He glanced toward Mace. "And if it isn't the prince of the Tuscan clan. I'm truly honored by your presence."

      Mace didn't seem to appreciate the familiarity. “He was your handler?"

      Lyra gave a curt nod. "He was. Until he ran away and became the Great Gatsby of real estate, apparently."

      Piers grinned. Which was especially creepy for Lyra, having only seen her mentor smile on several key occasions. Usually his glee was reserved for the hunter’s highest profile kills.

      "Lyra, Lyra. So dramatic, it's as if nothing has changed from those teenage years of yours. Besides, I didn't run. I regrouped."

      Mace pursed his lips. "That sounds like something a person who ran away from their responsibilities would say."

      Piers' smile was gone. "You can't run away when there's nothing to run away from. The Order was no longer in power, and they could no longer protect us."

      Lyra's emotions bounced around like a pinball in her brain. "If protecting me was so important, I don't see why... I don't understand how you could've abandoned me, when I had no clue–"

      Piers stood up and slammed his hands on the desk. "I must've done something right if you survived that bomb." He smirked. "I could never teach you self-reliance. You had to earn it for yourself."

      Mace stepped forward and met her former handler eye-to-eye. "Enough of the therapy session. Tell us about the bombs, Piers. Or is it Coleridge?"

      The man behind the desk once again gave a look of self-satisfaction. "They are really quite remarkable. Ancient mystical weapons combined with modern technology. The remnants of the Order cooked them up a few years back. Before I killed the lot of them."

      Lyra's heart sank even further. While she'd never had much love for the Order and their rules that effectively stamped out her teenage years, she wasn't about to murder them.

      "What happened to you, Piers? You wanted to protect humanity. None of this makes sense."

      Piers stood up tall. "You always had my intentions wrong, Lyra. Protecting humanity and snuffing out the unhuman threat are completely different animals." He looked down on her like a small child who'd misbehaved. "I'm not surprised that you're exactly the same as you were as a teenager. You're still an idealist. And you still can't tell when you're walking right into a trap."

      With all of the feelings bubbling in her body, only then did Lyra hear the footsteps approaching from the other end of the hall. Only then did she know that Piers was absolutely right.
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      Lyra crouched low as she heard the forces start to gather outside of Piers' office. As she turned back to the man who made her what she was today, he had completely disappeared.

      She gritted her teeth. "He did always have a flair for the dramatic." She tried to breathe out the flood of emotions. "I told you we should've snuck in. There are fewer surprises that way."

      Mace's knuckles cracked as he formed tight fists. "We should run before more of them show up."

      She shook her head. "No. We make our stand here. Help me move this desk."

      Mace grumbled. "I don't think it's a good idea."

      She let out an exasperated sigh. "Your plan got us into this; let my plan get us out. If we block the doors, they're going to bottleneck. Then we can take them out from there." She took one end of the desk. "Now help me!"

      Mace grabbed the other end and they easily hauled the massive piece of furniture in front of one door.

      "Gee, your handler sure is a nice guy. I can see where you got all of your compassion and grace."

      Lyra sneered at the vampire as her comm buzzed in her ear. "This is Rhea, you two. Doug has developed the technology to track magic that originated from the Order."

      Lyra grunted as she lifted a bookcase into the air. "You have the technology to track special magic, but you couldn’t get us a blueprint so we could sneak in and not get into this mess? No."

      Doug ignored her as he spoke over the comm. "From what I can tell, these bombs are working on a sort of magical countdown. If my calculations are correct, we have until around sunset until these things go off."

      Mace helped Lyra set the shelf down in front of the other entrance. “He goes by Coleridge. He has bombs that go off at sunset. Piers sure is a poetic guy.”

      Lyra suppressed a desire to slap Mace, opting to use her anger for more productive purposes. She prepared to fight whatever it was that came in through those doors.

      She heard a heavy metal thunk against the door with the desk braced in front of it. A small line of cracks began to appear on their side. Lyra's pulse quickened as the crack expanded. And expanded. And expanded. Until the top third of the door broke away and landed with a thump in the office. Lyra didn't hesitate. The moment the dozen or so men on the other side of the door were revealed, she leapt into action. With a sprint and a spin, she roundhouse kicked the first guard in the throat, slumping him over in the small opening. As she was about to strike again, a blue blast of light shot over her shoulder, and stunned the next guard.

      He collapsed unconscious, and Lyra turned back toward Mace with a death glare. "A little warning next time would be nice."

      The vampire held a more portable version of the weapon from the other day in his hands.

      "I wasn't going to hit you."

      Lyra grumbled to herself. "The next time I get invited to work with a super-secret team that has cool guns, they damn well better give me one."

      As a third and fourth guard pushed past their unconscious coworkers and into the room, Lyra waited for one to approach her, while Mace aimed his weapon at the other.

      She recognized the guard who walked her way from the elevator. "You sure you don't want to take off that suit jacket and fold it up somewhere nice for your funeral?"

      The man's gruff voice didn't seem to have a sense of humor. "This won't take long."

      Lyra smirked. "You don't know how right you are."

      As the man charged for her, she wound back her fist and slammed it with all her force into his charging sternum. He flew farther and harder than she expected, slamming into and breaking in half the desk that blocked the doorway. The remaining guards charged into the room as Mace fired his weapon on as many targets as he could. Half a dozen fell within a matter of seconds, and the other three surrounded Lyra. When they grabbed for her, she rolled away with ease, silently happy that her legs didn't cramp up after the painful events of a few days ago. She grabbed half of the massive desk from under the hulking man in the suit and whipped it as hard as she could at the remaining three. The heavy projectile caught two of them in the head and knocked them unconscious immediately. The third one attempted to sprint toward her to gain an advantage, but Mace's blue blaster took him down before he could get within a few feet.

      Lyra breathed heavily. "Not bad. I thought Dougie Boy said that thing would liquefy people."

      Mace nodded. "Not if you turn it to stun." He looked at the bodies piled high in one entryway. "You know, we're still trapped."

      She shrugged. "At least there aren't any good ways to get in."

      As she spoke, an image she didn't expect came into view through the outside windows. Hanging from bungee cords and swinging toward them was another team of guards. As they came crashing through, glass shattered in every direction. A hail of gunfire aimed squarely at Mace ripped through the room. One shot collided with his wrist, sending the futuristic weapon sliding across the floor.

      Lyra dove to her side to avoid the gunfire and grabbed the weapon. She rolled away from two bungeed attackers and pointed the weapon upward. Her aim was true, sending a hot blast of blue energy just to the side of a smoke detector.

      As the sprinklers kicked in, Lyra attempted to take advantage of the distraction. She crouched and swung her leg wildly, knocking down several guards. As she tried to leap upon them, two other guards grabbed her by the waist and used plastic ties to bind her arms together. Before she could use her strength to rip them off, the guards threw her to the ground and bound her legs as well. As she turned her head to the side, she could see that Mace was bloody and bound as well. One of the attackers ripped at her ear and yanked out the embedded comm device. Getting in touch with Doug and Rhea was their only chance of locating and disabling Piers’ bombs. She watched as a black combat boot stomped out those hopes right in front of her face.
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      As Lyra felt the cold metal pressing against her wrists and ankles, she thought back to the last time she'd worn this many shackles. After months of hunting down a hell demon who was looking to send the entirety of Chicago to his native land, she discovered the foul beast's lair only to be captured. The hairy, disgusting monstrosity from below had intentions to boil Lyra to death. He'd just made one mistake: molten metal was pretty handy at breaking chains too. She was surprised by how quickly the creature dissolved in his own extremely hot contraption.

      But she couldn't count on a mistake this time. After all, Piers always seemed to think of everything. She stood beside Mace, who was in his own set of chains and shackles. The vampire was quiet and pensive-looking. She wondered if Piers had any sort of plans for the prince. Perhaps, after demonstrating his show of power in Chicago, he'd be able to ransom off the unhuman royalty to the highest bidder. If not to the Tuscan clan, then maybe to one of its rivals.

      Lyra had an itch on her lower back, right next to several of the bruises she’d sustained in the office. She absentmindedly reached for the irritated skin before the length of her chains kept her from doing so. She gave a frustrated grunt and yanked once again at her arm and leg restraints. She both could and couldn't believe that her former handler was capable of this. She started to question the years she'd spent under his tutelage. Had she imagined compassion in the man? He seemed gentle enough when helping her to bandage her wounds and ice her bruises. Though, in a way, he had been responsible for many of those injuries through their quests to tamp down the vampire scourge. But the man also let her talk about girly teenage things, and he'd at least played along on half a dozen occasions. But were all of those moments of kindness and goodness in the man all a front? Had it all been about using her to kill unhumans?

      Mace turned toward her, as if he could read her troubling thoughts. "Don't go second-guessing yourself, Lyra. You've done a whole lot of good in this world."

      Lyra shook her head. "I don't know. I'm not sure anymore. What if I was actually on the wrong side all along?" She chuckled to herself. "All this time I thought I was one of the good guys. I guess not.”

      Despite his motionlessness, Lyra could tell that Mace wanted to reach out and comfort her. He did the best he could given the conditions with his eyes alone. "I know your kill list. You slayed some murdering assholes, my father included. I would say that's a lot of notches in the win column. Don't let Piers changing sides make you doubt yourself."

      Lyra wanted to think about every stake she'd put through a vampire's heart. She thought that trying to remember her kills would help her assess their worthiness. But there were so many she didn't remember. So many she couldn't remember; after all, it was easier just to forget about how much blood she'd spilled over the years. That could make it impossible for her to know if she was working for the forces of good or someone else.

      Lyra struggled at her restraints once again. "And how many notches in the lose column would be acceptable, Mace? Is killing five innocent vampires okay? How about 10? Murder one family man here. Slaughter a vamp who works for a nonprofit there? I don’t think there’s an appropriate answer here, Your Worshipfulness."

      Mace looked deep into her eyes. He barely knew her, and yet, the way his eyes dug so deep without judgment, she wondered if she actually could trust the occasionally lying vampire prince.

      He looked away for a moment and seemed to turn inward. "Nobody is innocent. Nobody."

      There was a long bit of silence. In a room without windows, Lyra tried to guess at how much time they had left until sundown. At most, they had four hours. But it was much more likely that in two to three hours, a large portion of the city’s unhuman population would be no more.

      As Lyra looked around the room for the hundredth time trying to see if Piers let something accidentally slip through the cracks, something did actually come slipping through the cracks. In fact, a loudly buzzing insect the size of a large fly came in through a small drainage grate on the far side of the room. In the silence, the insect's wing-flapping echoed through the chamber. The strange thing was, the bug didn't seem to be flying around at random as most creatures do. It appeared to be coming straight for them. The insect made quick time across the room and landed upon Mace's shoulder. Lyra watched the bug more closely. It seemed to have a sort of mechanical glow to it. She blinked twice when she watched the winged creature stand up on its hind legs and give a sort of salute.

      A familiar voice came from the tiny creature's mouth. "Phew. It was tough to find you two.” One of Doug's contraptions was projecting the bearded man's voice. "You guys ready to get out of here?"
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      It took a few seconds before Lyra caught herself with her mouth hanging wide open. The insect wasn't a pest at all. It was their way out.

      Mace grinned. "I didn't know your latest toy was already finished, Doug. It's ugly as hell."

      Lyra would've crossed her arms if she could have. "You mean, you knew that Sandwich Man had a way of finding us and you didn't say anything about it to me?"

      The vampire gave a restrained shrug. "Like I said, I didn't know it was done."

      Lyra huffed, wondering if she should use her first free moment to scratch the itch on her back or slap her fellow captive.

      Doug's voice piped out of the insect once again. "I had a little incentive to finish it quickly. But I think you're really going to like my next trick."

      The rear of the robotic insect opened up like a hatch. Suddenly, barely visible nanobots shot out of the opening. Half of them went for the lock that was holding Mace's chains together, and the other half rallied toward Lyra's. As the tiny devices entered the keyhole, Lyra could feel her chains loosen. The restraints hummed as the nanobots did their work. Once her arms were loose enough, she pulled herself free and finally scratched her nagging itch.

      Mace shook his head and smiled. "Those things are incredible."

      "Yeah, Dougie Boy, you've exceeded my high expectations." Lyra worked her legs out of the now-unlocked restraints. "Would you happen to know how many guards are out there?"

      A tiny laugh escaped the tiny robot. "How many guards? 10. How many conscious guards? Zero."

      Lyra's forehead wrinkled. "Are you telling me your bug knows kung fu or something?"

      With their tasks finished, the nanobots joined together and headed for the lock of the cell door.

      The robotic insect hovered above Mace and headed for the door. "I may or may not have used my nanobots to enter through their nasal cavities and knock them unconscious from the inside."

      Even Mace seemed impressed about that one. "Wow. How much did it cost to make this batch of bots?"

      "If I tell you, then Rhea will hear. And if Rhea hears the bill, I have a feeling I'm not going to live to see tomorrow."

      Mace laughed and rolled his shoulders. "Fair enough." He glanced toward Lyra. "You ready, hero?"

      Lyra smirked. "Sure."

      The insect led the way as they walked through the now-open door and passed the unconscious guards.

      Lyra tensed and untensed her tight hamstrings as she walked. "Did you find the bombs?"

      The insect performed a happy spin. "Good news on that front. We've neutralized three out of five of them, but the other two disappeared before we could get a full read on them. One is on the North Side, while the other is downtown near the Tribune Tower."

      A sense of hope welled up within Lyra. Maybe they could actually stop Piers after all. She just didn't know if she was up for killing the man who taught her everything.

      She looked at the insect, only then realizing the absurdity of asking questions to a fly. "Are there enough of the bots to stop both bombs?"

      "These are actually the only ones I–"

      A blast of electricity lit up the air and slammed hard into the robot. Lyra and Mace dove in opposite directions to avoid the attack, but Doug's toys weren't so lucky. Lyra looked up to see the bearded man's creation producing a tiny explosion as it landed in a pile of ash on the ground. Lyra and Mace shared a glance before they discovered the source of the electricity. Across the dimly lit hall, they saw the building's receptionist. The woman who had seemed so harmless earlier now had blue magical light swirling around her outstretched hands. As another burst of lightning came their way, Lyra and Mace ducked around the nearest corner and crouched by the base of the wall.

      The air buzzed with an electrical current, causing the hair on Lyra's arms to stand straight up.

      "So much for the bots." She felt her heartbeat quicken. "We're toast if we go near her. She could hold us off for hours."

      Mace pursed his lips. "I know."

      "Got any bright ideas? And this is not the time for a lightning pun, by the way."

      Mace looked left and right, and then a plan seemed to strike him. "I do have a bright idea. But you're going to need to hold her off for a couple of minutes."

      "Wait, what?"

      "Thanks for your help!"

      Before she could stop him, Mace was on his feet and sprinting back in the direction of their cell.

      Lyra cursed his sexy behind as he turned the corner and out of sight. "Keep her occupied. Great."

      Just then, the receptionist turned the corner and fired her magic once more.

      Lyra sprung off the wall and barely rolled under the blast.

      When her attacker geared up for another charge, Lyra was ready this time. Not only was she able to duck under the hot burst of lightning, but on the way to standing, she pulled a gun from the holster of one of the unconscious guards. She fired several shots at the receptionist, and while the witch was able to block them with magic, the receptionist was forced to retreat back around the corner.

      Without hesitation, Lyra followed and fired several more rounds in the woman’s direction before another blast of lightning forced her back. They continued to go back and forth for what felt like ages. Lightning strike. Gunfire. Lightning strike. Gunfire. Lightning strike. Click.

      Lyra looked down at the now-useless weapon. Her heart sank. "Could really use that bright idea right about now, Mace!"

      From the corner of her eye, Lyra spotted the vampire prince. He had linked the two sets of chains together, with one end wrapped firmly around his hand and the other trailing off behind him and out of sight.

      His eyes were wide. "I think I'm ready."

      Lyra raised an eyebrow. "Are you going to try tying her to the bed? From experience, I know that's way sexier in the movies."

      Mace didn't react to the joke. He seemed to be tensing up his body for some reason. "Get ready to be very, very stealthy."

      The realization hit Lyra hard. "I don't think this is a good idea."

      Mace ran forward screaming. The receptionist turned the corner and sent her electrical energy directly into Mace's chest. As he bellowed in pain, the current from the blast went through the chain and sped through to the other end. Lyra wasn't sure if he'd attached it to a light socket or a circuit breaker, but before she knew it, the dim lighting that had highlighted their battle went completely dark. Silence loomed large.
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      Lyra crouched low in the pitch-black hallway. She listened intently for the sound of breathing before she remembered that vampires have no breath to begin with. She chastised herself internally for not stopping Mace from his stupid, sacrificial plan. She had to admit, it worked like gangbusters.

      Lyra quietly stepped out of her boots and went into stalker mode. While the receptionist seemed to understand that using her magic in the dark would put a target on her back, she didn't understand how much her employer had trained Lyra for just these kinds of situations. In the six years that the handler had instructed Lyra on every fighting scenario imaginable, she had to imagine that at least 10% of that time was spent without the benefit of light. That meant Lyra didn't need a shining blue beacon to know exactly where the witch was.

      The receptionist took an errant step, alerting Lyra to her location and the best silent path to take her down. The magic user seemed to hurry her pace, abandoning silence with the fear of death approaching. But it was too late. Lyra leapt upon the receptionist and wrapped her arm tight around the witch's thin neck. The choke-hold victim attempted to turn and fire another bolt of lightning, but Lyra was fully locked in. She stayed in place upon the receptionist's back as the witch turned to fire. The woman grunted and whined, as Lyra felt the pulse weaken under the strength of her arms. When the receptionist collapsed to the ground, Lyra kept her hold tight until the final breath had been choked out.

      Lyra stood up and cracked her neck to the side. "I'm going to go ahead and put that notch in the win column." As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she could see a faint hint of smoke emanating from the back of another unconscious creature. "Mace."

      She rushed to his side and turned him over. His eyes were closed and not one part of his body seemed to stir.

      Lyra considered mouth-to-mouth for a second, but she remembered quickly that most lifesaving measures wouldn't work on an unhuman. She slammed her fist into his chest, but nothing happened.

      Her heart raced. "Come on, you vampire bastard. I'm not going to be able to stop these bombs alone!" She looked around and spied the hilt of a knife sticking out of one of the guard’s holsters.

      She snatched it and held the blade above her wrist. "I can't believe I'm going to do this." She raked the sharp metal across her wrist, and warm blood rushed to the surface.

      Lyra ignored the pain and kept her wrist straight until it reached the vampire's mouth. "Ugh. This is a terrible idea." She placed her wrist just above Mace's lips, and waited for something to happen. All of a sudden, the fangs descended in his perfect mouth and he dug them into her bleeding arm.

      She gritted her teeth at the uncomfortable sensation, but as the vampire drink ravenously, his hips shifted toward hers. Lyra ran her other hand through her hair and closed her eyes. Her breathing became heavier as the pleasure from the vampire's grasp mixed with her pain. Mace unconsciously wrapped his hand around her waist and flipped himself up on top of her. In a haze, she barely registered the change in position. The vampire pressed himself into her, all the while continuing to suck her essence through his mouth. She placed her hand on his lower back and compelled his body toward hers. At the moment she let out a low groan, reality rushed in. Lyra realized she was starting to get lightheaded.

      She didn't hesitate or ask him nicely: she wound back and sent her elbow into Mace's cheek.

      As the unhuman pulled back, leaving Lyra's wrist to bleed from both the original cut and her two new wounds, she could see his eyes go full vampire. For several moments, he was as much a beast as the dozens of rabid vamps she’d killed in her youth. But the ravenous look on his face didn't last long. His eyes returned to something resembling human, as his fangs ascended back into obscurity.

      He took a long, deep breath. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to lose control like that–"

      "It's fine." She didn't move a muscle beneath his weight. "Feeling a little less crispy?"

      His smile was different from before. It had been hesitant, but now it somehow felt more intimate. "I know it was a stupid plan."

      Lyra resisted the urge to wrap her legs around his lower half. "For what it's worth, I did try to stop you."

      A few beats of silence passed by. Their eyes locked, and everything else in Lyra's life seemed to slip away. There was only Mace and nothing else. Then their dire situation had to come barreling back through into her brain.

      She grunted. "Those bombs aren't going to defuse themselves."

      Mace's head shook, as if he just snapped out of a trance. "Of course." The vampire rolled off of her and stood. "I'll head to Michigan Avenue and get in touch with Doug to find the one bomb."

      Lyra's mind wanted her to sit and stand, but another part of her wished they could resume their previous position. "I have a pretty good idea where the other one is."

      Lyra got to her feet and retrieved the cell phone from the dead receptionist's pocket. Mace did the same with one of the unconscious guards. They deciphered each other's numbers and hurried outside.

      As Mace flagged down the first cab, his eyes seem to want to ask a question, but his mouth wouldn't dare. "Be careful, Lyra. Your old handler seems to have a lot of tricks up his sleeve."

      She nodded. "I know. You be careful too."

      Her hand brushed his shoulder, as he stepped into the car and left her alone on the sidewalk.

      She sighed to herself. "I knew the blood was a bad idea." She used an app on the dead receptionist's phone to catch another vehicle to take her to the other bomb. She typed in the destination. "I probably should’ve just left the microwaved vampire on the ground to rot. Damn it."

      When the cab arrived, she jumped in and slammed the door. "Get there as fast as you can and I'll give you a big tip. Besides, an old friend is buying."

      The driver pulled up the address on his GPS. "You got it. Wrigley Field, here we come."
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      Lyra arrived a block away from the north side of the ballpark to avoid some of hubbub as she walked along the sidewalk to an iconic city landmark. The sound of cheering fans and organ music filled the neighborhood air. Lyra easily got a discounted ticket from a scalper trying to get rid of his stash halfway through the game.

      She glanced up at the surrounding area, which was covered in construction that never seemed to end. The old bars and buildings she used to frequent in college had been knocked down to pave the way for posh hotels and shops that would change the feel of Chicago forever. But in the midst of the revitalization, nothing could truly change a building with over a century of history. She stepped past the ticket taker and felt a wave of mystical energy that seemed to come whenever she entered a building that was more than a couple of decades old.

      She knew that the magic of Wrigley Field drew humans and unhumans alike to the friendly confines. There was only one problem with that: Piers knew that among tens of thousands of fans, he would take out plenty of unhumans in disguise.

      She stepped into the lower level of the stadium and watched the fans in blue and red cheering for their hometown team. The Cubs had a one run lead in the eighth inning, but she had a feeling her handler wouldn't let the game end without a bang. As she approached her row, she closed her eyes and reached out to feel the energy that the bomb might have left behind.

      Piers had taught her this ability, of course, but it didn't come easily. In a world of distractions, it was easy to lose sight of the people around you, let alone their mystical energy. Somehow, in the midst of thousands of cheering locals, Lyra was able to reach a meditative state. She reached out from the inside and felt humans and unhumans alike. Sitting underneath it all was a dark current of energy that felt archaic. She didn't have to be an expert in qi to know it was deadly as well.

      "This is really bad. If I don't stop this thing, Wrigley Field is gonna become a graveyard."

      Lyra opened her eyes, but she no longer saw the visible realm alone. She could see the spiritual energy in everything. Her feet guided her forward down the cement stairs as she looked onto the field. It was easy in her state to ignore the balls and strikes and focus completely on her objective. On the well-manicured, green field, Lyra spied a faint yellow glow. The energy underneath second base, in the midst of the baseball diamond, was where she knew she could find the bomb.

      Lyra wasn't surprised that she could sense the energy of something so potentially destructive. What did surprise her was that she could feel exactly what Doug had mentioned. Both his computers and her sixth sense could tell the exact same thing: the weapon was counting down.
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      Lyra blinked a few times to get her vision back in line with reality. The sounds of the game and the fans around her reentered her senses. The area below second base was no longer glowing in her field of vision, but she knew what she had to do.

      "Now how the hell am I going to get on the field to stop it?"

      She considered her options. She knew that interrupting the game would not only draw the ire of the security guards on the field, but she might have 30,000 angry diehards to deal with as well. She took out her stolen cell phone and considered dialing in a bomb threat until several unhumans who'd shed their disguises made the decision for her.

      She heard a scream, which multiplied amongst the fans, as two werewolves and an eight-foot-tall reptilian creature stormed the field. She had to give the security staff credit for giving it the old college try, but their efforts to subdue what at first glance might look like strangely costumed fans, were completely unsuccessful. She watched one guard take a particularly nasty slash from the werewolves' claws to the back. The creatures approached the infield, and players and fans alike began sprinting to safety. There was havoc all around Lyra, and she was being pushed the wrong way in the fan base's efforts to get the hell out of Dodge. She cleared a path with her arms and pressed down hard with her feet. With a flying leap through the air, the former hunter landed on home plate. Even with thousands of people running for the nearest exit, she felt a faint sense of history when she stepped onto the field. But there was no time to reminisce about the legendary status of the park or all the secretive mystical happenings that occurred within its walls. Instead, Lyra picked up the wooden baseball bat that one player had dropped in his effort to escape.

      She smiled as she tightened her grip around the handle. "Hey, Uglies!"

      The two werewolves turned in her direction and snarled, their large pointed teeth bared.

      She licked her lips. "Batter up." The unhumans dropped to all fours and dashed toward her with incredible speed. The first werewolf met an unfortunate fate, as Lyra cracked him in the side of the head with her bat. The impact both broke the weapon in two, and seemed to split the creature's brain in half as well. The wolf collapsed in a heap as the broken shards of the bat littered the infield. The second wolf charged at the now-weaponless Lyra, who tossed the broken handle in the creature's outstretched mouth before it could take a bite out of her arm. When the wolf leapt for a second strike, Lyra sprinted and slid on both knees underneath the beast. Her knees crossed home plate as the unhuman floated above her just in reach of her fists. With a well-timed punch, Lyra's knuckles struck the creature's groin. With a whimper that sounded more puppy than predator, the werewolf landed on the grass with a thump. Lyra got back to her feet quickly and knocked the growling creature unconscious with a kick to the side of his whimpering face.

      She looked toward second base, where it seemed the tall reptile was digging into the dirt.

      "Two outs. One to go."

      She sprinted toward the unhuman and had reached the pitcher's mound when a wave of unexpected fire shot out of the creature’s mouth. She dove to her left, barely dodging the flames that threatened to engulf her. As soon as she landed, another fiery breath shot towards her, and this time, she wasn't as lucky. While she avoided the worst of it, her lower leg caught fire from the blast. She could feel her ankle burning under her pants, but it took all her energy to avoid the next wall of flames. Upon landing awkwardly on the ground, she looked up at the creature, who seemed to have temporarily run out of gas.

      She rolled to her left and pulled her ankle toward her to pat out the flames. "A fucking dragon? You have got to be kidding me."

      The moment she put out the fire, a new blast headed in her direction.

      While her ankle stung from its dance with flames, Lyra knew she couldn't keep this up much longer. She ran straight toward the beast, waiting to dive until the last possible second before rolling forward and continuing to run towards the creature. After repeating her pattern three consecutive times, she was almost completely out of breath but finally within striking distance. She swung wildly at the dragon's face, which didn't seem to do much more than piss it off. A last second forward flip was the only thing that got her out of a point-blank barbecue. Unfortunately, she landed on her crispy ankle, tumbling to the side and leaving herself wide open for the next flambé.

      She looked up into the dragon's eyes as he opened his mouth wide and prepared to strike. But in the moment before the flames were about to come pouring out of his mouth, a small, white projectile clunked into the side of his head. The dragon put one clawed hand to the site of the forming bruise as a trio of baseballs zipped through the air, two of which hit him in the midsection. The dragon roared with anger, giving Lyra a quick opportunity to see what the hell was happening.

      She could barely believe her eyes. A half dozen-drunken fans had gotten into the dugout and were tossing a bucket’s worth of baseballs in the general direction of the dragon. She couldn't make out much from their garbled rantings, but she could swear she heard a "Boooo!" in there somewhere.

      With the dragon occupied by the onslaught, Lyra had just the opening she needed. When she spied a sizable sharp chunk of wood from the earlier broken bat, she leapt toward it and grasped it in her left hand. As the dragon screamed and shot fire in the direction of the dugout, Lyra made it behind the creature and readied her weapon. With a sprinting thrust, she stabbed the dragon directly through the heart. Black blood gushed out as the unhuman screamed before collapsing onto the infield.

      She knelt beside the fallen reptile. "I guess Daenerys will never find you after all."

      Lyra took a moment to wave at the drunks before she checked her wounded ankle. While it did sting in the open air, she thanked her luck that the burns were superficial at best.

      When she turned her attention toward the hole beside second base, she could see part of the bomb glowing through the dirt. The moment she unearthed the unholy creation, her phone began to ring.

      Placing the bomb gently on the ground, the answered the receptionist's cell. "Dead girl's phone."

      "Lyra, this is Doug."

      She shook her head. "You guys are wasting a lot of money on weird technology. How do I stop this thing, Sandwich Man?"

      Doug's voice was calmer than she expected on the other line. "It works on a sort of magical circle system. All you have to do is introduce an element from the physical world into it and you should be okay."

      Lyra scrunched up her nose. "In English?"

      "Hit it really hard with something that isn't magical."

      "Now you're speaking my language." Lyra sprinted to the on-deck circle and came back to second base with another wooden bat in her hands. "Really glad this bomb didn't have anything to do with that red wire/blue wire shit." With a massive wind up and swing, Lyra brought the bat down upon the bomb.

      The glow and hum of the magical device faded away into nothingness. The fourth bomb had been defused.

      Lyra picked the phone back up. "It's done. Have you heard from Mace?"

      Doug's voice went from clear to static in a hurry and by the time it faded back in, it was no longer the skinny bearded man who spoke.

      "Lyra, you impress even your former teacher."

      She wished her mentor was close enough that she could reach him with her bat. "Wrigley Field was a nice touch, Piers. Why don't you tell me where the last bomb is?"

      "Your vampire friend found it almost right away. Unfortunately for the prince, I found him before he could do much about it."

      Lyra tossed her wooden bat far into the stands. It landed with a hollow thunk.

      "What do you want, Piers?"

      "I’m texting you an address. Please be there promptly. Otherwise… you may miss the show."
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      Lyra stepped onto the ground floor of the half-completed sky-rise. Through the unfinished walls and beyond the steel girders, she could see the sun beginning to descend toward the horizon. She knew there wasn’t much time left.

      As she was apt to do, Lyra took stock of her assets and liabilities. She knew that if it were just up to kicks and punches, she had a pretty darn good chance of taking out Piers one-on-one. Even though he taught her many of the fighting styles she knew today, her superhuman strength and speed would likely be too much for the aging handler. It wasn’t much of an advantage, but she’d take it. Unfortunately, her liabilities were plentiful: she had a second-degree burn on her ankle, sore legs that had yet to completely heal from pieces of shrapnel, and a bullet wound that still caused her to slightly favor her right side. If she could, taking an extra day of rest would certainly improve her chances.

      Lyra walked toward a set of work lights that remained on in the mostly abandoned building. "I am not loving these odds."

      As she continued to press ahead, she saw a half dozen of Piers’ lackeys standing by a work elevator. One of them waved her forward.

      She smirked. "It’s always so polite when the bad guys say, ‘Come over here now, I’m not going to try to kill you until later.’"

      She could feel the unhumanness in all of the goons who surrounded her as she stepped into the wide, rickety, metal box that would take her to her former mentor. None of the creatures spoke as the elevator began pulling them upward. She wondered just how Piers was able to recruit so many self-hating unhumans who would immediately be snuffed out by the weapon they currently worked to unleash.

      I hate myself sometimes too. That doesn’t mean I want to kill myself and everybody like me.

      She opted to keep her thoughts to herself as the lights flickered creepily and the elevator creaked as it lifted.

      Lyra felt as though she had been transported into some sort of horror movie. She had yet to gather enough information to see if she’d be one of the final girls or just the next victim.

      The metal cage lurched to a stop, and the gate slowly creaked open. She looked up at the unhumans around her. "Thanks for the lift. Any of you want a tip?"

      The beasts beside her remained silent, and she took the hint.

      "I was trying to get rid of my last twenty, but I guess you guys aren't going to be around too much longer either."

      As Lyra stepped onto the floor, she could see exactly what her handler wanted her to see. The vampire prince was hanging up on a crudely assembled set of poles. Lyra watched the blood trickle down from lacerations on his side and back. He seemed to be going in and out of consciousness as the crimson trickled down.

      She slowly walked to his side, unsure of whether she had enough time to get him down or not.

      Lyra sighed as she took in the painful-looking cuts on his body. "A lot of good that blood of mine did you. Half of it’s on the floor already."

      Mace’s eyes shot open, as if her voice had brought him out of a haze. "Lyra, Lyra…"

      Whatever Piers had done to him, it had made his voice hoarse and barely intelligible.

      Lyra placed her hand on his muscular shoulder. "Don’t worry about it. You’re too weak to talk."

      She looked left and right but there was no sign of her former handler. She did, however, spy something interesting from her past. On the ground beside the vampire prince was a half-foot-long wooden stake. It was an efficient kind of weapon that Piers had taught her to use in close quarters. In fact, she thought it might actually be the weapon that she’d employed on multiple occasions.

      She looked down at the item that brought back far too many memories from her past. "Are you trying to make me feel sentimental or something?"

      "You don’t know quite how many keepsakes I have from your time as a hunter."

      Lyra’s eyes shot toward the darkness from which Piers emerged with a large swirling green bomb just behind him. The contraption was at least three times the size of what she’d defused at Wrigley Field. Something about it gave her the sense that this one held significantly more power. It’s possible that nobody would survive this one going off, even on the outskirts of the city limits.

      Lyra stood up straight. "You could’ve given me a high school yearbook from the early 2000s. We could talk about old times. We could share embarrassing stories. Maybe we could even defuse a bomb together."

      Piers remained as stoic as ever. "Pick up the stake, Lyra."

      She laughed. "The days of you giving me commands are long gone."

      Piers stepped back and placed his hands on either side of the explosive. "It’s not a suggestion, Hunter. Pick up the damn piece of wood."

      A shiver coursed down Lyra’s spine as she bent over and grasped the familiar weapon in her hands. It was obvious when she grasped it that this definitely had been the stake she’d used. It was impossible to know quite how many vampires she’d killed using the razor-sharp weapon.

      She stared straight into Piers’ eyes. "If this is some kind of traumatic reenactment for your sexual pleasure, I don’t think today’s encounter is going to last very long."

      "None of this is for my benefit, Lyra. Stake the prince."

      Lyra glanced down at the weapon. It’s not like killing Mace would be difficult in a physical sense. Her muscles had gone through the motions so many times, and her training taught her exactly where the unhuman’s heart lies. It was the thing she could do better than anyone in the world. That didn’t mean she was about to listen to a madman with a bomb.

      She crossed her arms. "I think I’ve seen this movie before. I do exactly what you want me to do, and then you go ahead and blow the bomb anyway. Unfortunately, I think that film tanked at the box office."

      Piers took a step toward her. "Lyra, you need to remember who you are. You aren’t a cop or some underground vigilante for the forces of good. Killing vampires isn’t just in your blood or destined for you." He almost seemed to smile at his own words. "It’s who you are."

      Lyra let the truth wash over her. He was right that she’d never quite fit in at the precinct. Heck, she hadn’t even known her own partner well enough to figure out he was a shapeshifter. In her short time moonlighting above the law, she’d almost been killed multiple times.

      She looked down at the stake and thought of the thousands of hours she’d put in to train her body and mind for one sole purpose. She looked to Mace, who seemed to have a pleading look beneath the haziness.

      She looked back to Piers and held the stake tighter in her hand. "You’re right." Lyra moved into position. "I was meant to kill vampires."
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      Lyra turned toward Mace with the stake. Following Piers’ instructions would be easy this time, but it hadn’t always been that way.

      She thought back to her first kill, a day she hadn’t brought to mind in far too many years. Her legs had shivered in a short skirt that day. It had been picture day at school, and many of the girls avoided pants despite the chilly Chicago fall. Piers had met her the moment the final period ended and whisked her away to a Southside alley where a vampire was standing over a dead girl’s corpse. He wasn’t that much older than her, perhaps 14 or 15 when he’d been changed. He was sucking the blood out of the girl’s neck when Lyra and Piers arrived on the scene.

      Her handler waited until she was out of the car, tossed her a stake, and drove away at top speed. She was alone with the vampire, and only one of them would walk out of that alley alive. She left the encounter with cuts and bruises and a kill under her belt. Her future missions tended to go much more smoothly than the first, and disposing of a bleeding, half-conscious vamp would be one of her easiest assignments yet.

      Piers eyes widened as Lyra approached the vampire prince.

      Lyra readied her weapon. "I am a hunter." She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "But that doesn’t mean it’s who I have to be."

      With a flick of her wrist, Lyra tossed the stake like a dart. The pointy wooden weapon flew as fast as a bullet toward the heart of her former mentor. The handler’s reflexes were lightning-fast as he caught the weapon just before it impacted his chest.

      Lyra sprinted across the room and let out a volley of kicks. She swung her right leg, but her mentor blocked the blow. She spun with her left, but Piers was fast enough to repel the kick. She followed up her assault with a combination of a dozen punches, including highs, lows, lefts, and rights. Piers blocked every single one, grabbing her wrist tightly on the last punch of the combo.

      "Is this really what you want? Are you going to let a vampire scum tell you what to do?"

      Lyra twisted her wrist to get ahold of Piers’ arm, which she promptly twisted behind his back. "It’s better than listening to a creepy, old man who saves your stuff from 12 years ago."

      Piers kicked backward to free himself from the arm hold. He let loose his own barrage of punches, but she knew all of his moves too. On the final block, she caught his hand in hers and squeezed with all her might. She heard the bones break in her grasp.

      As Piers screamed, he swung his other fist, but Lyra caught it as well. She whipped her neck back and then suddenly forward to use her forehead as a battering ram. She hit her former mentor hard in the temple, and as soon as he staggered back, she let his hands go and lifted her leg high to kick him in the neck. He wobbled back and forth but remained on his feet.

      Adrenaline coursed through her. "I’m not your little girl to command anymore."

      As her former mentor gagged, she stepped forward and landed an uppercut just underneath his chin. The handler flew high in the air and landed with a sickening bounce on the concrete.

      Lyra cracked her knuckles and felt a bit of retribution as she looked at Piers’ fallen body. She nodded to herself. "Another tally in the win column."

      She glanced toward the elevator, where the unhuman guards were rushing inside to escape. Lyra shook her head and let them go without a fight.

      When she heard the vampire prince groan, she ran back in his direction and released the restraints that held him in place. Mace’s bloody body collapsed onto her, and she gently let them both sink toward the ground.

      The vampire prince was groggy and continued to try to speak in his condition. "Lyra, Lyra–"

      "Don’t worry about it, Mace. I’m going to defuse the bomb and everything will be fine–"

      "Piers has magic. Lyra, Piers has mag—"

      A powerful blast of green energy shot from across the room and slammed into both of their bodies. The magical burst shot them in both directions, sending Lyra through the air and onto the hard floor below. She rolled several times to her right until she came to a stop.

      Lyra looked up to see Piers standing tall and decidedly conscious. Green magical energy swirled around his hands.

      The former handler smiled. "I always told you to never turn your back until the stake is through the heart."

      Lyra couldn’t feel it before, but now that Piers had made his magic known, she could tell that it was unnatural. As if the ability had been gifted from a much stronger individual. Lyra knew from her long studies into the subject that magical gifts always require great sacrifice.

      Lyra’s mouth hung open. "Piers, what have you done?"

      "I’ve done what I’ve had to do for the greater good."

      Lyra watched her former handler with dread. What exactly had he given up for this unexpected gift?

      Lyra attempted to move her legs to kip-up, but her muscles would no longer respond to her brain’s commands. A quick look down at her ankles revealed magical green restraints holding her in place.

      Lyra shouted. "Piers! You don’t actually want to do this. You and I both know there are good unhumans out there."

      Piers chuckled softly to himself. "Using reason. Very nice, my dear. It’s exactly what I taught you to do." Her mentor began building up a larger and larger ball of energy between his hands. "But this is not a time for reason. This is a time for change."

      The man who taught her everything she knew aimed his large ball of green energy straight for the bomb that would immediately silence thousands.
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      Lyra struggled against the magic that was holding her down against the concrete, but it was no use. She screamed and cursed and fought with everything she had. And still the unnatural energy kept her from any progress whatsoever.

      Sweat dripped from Lyra's face. "Piers!"

      Her mentor ignored her cries as he let the magic go from his hands. The green blast of energy shot forward toward the explosive. It was within inches of making impact, when it hit something different instead. A purple shield of light appeared around the weapon at the last second. Piers’ magic collided with the forcefield and fizzled into nothingness.

      Lyra’s eyes widened. "What the hell?"

      Piers scrunched up his face and built the energy anew. With a shout, he sent a second blast of energy, twice as large as the first had been, toward the bomb. Once again, the burst of energy slammed into the purple barrier and completely evaporated.

      Piers yelled at the unknown forcefield and tried once again to conjure up the magic. In his effort to go larger the third time around, the green energy sputtered between his fingers. He was temporarily spent.

      Lyra felt the powerless restraints release her legs and she was up in a heartbeat. Beyond the now-protected bomb and her incensed former handler, she saw the source of the magic behind them.

      Her jaw dropped.

      All five feet and two inches of Rhea stepped forward and blasted Piers in the chest with a wave of purple magic. Her handler flew so far and so fast that it only took seconds for him to reach and go over the edge of the open-walled floor. Lyra’s heart jumped as she watched Piers vanish over the side. Before she could ask Rhea just what the hell was happening, she watched her former handler float back into view.

      Piers’ laugh echoed through the half-finished building. "This is my destiny. You will not stop this from happening."

      Rhea planted her feet and lifted her hands into the air. "We’ll see about that."

      Piers went full-on Superman, flying horizontally and straight for the short, elderly woman. His flash of green was no match for Rhea, who spun out of the way at the very last second and propelled Piers into a pole with her quick magic.

      Mace caught Lyra’s eye with a wave of his hand, and she ran in his direction, ducking a magical blast as it shot over her head.

      She rolled to his side and pulled him underneath another enchanted projectile. "Mace, will you explain to me what on earth is happening here?"

      In the midst of Piers’ battle, whatever hex he placed on the vampire had seemed to vanish.

      Mace’s breathing seemed heavy. "Rhea is neither human nor unhuman. She has incredible power that neither of us could–"

      "Whatever. Can we go defuse the bomb now?"

      Mace smiled and nodded.

      Lyra spied exactly what she needed to render the bomb inert. The very stake Piers had wanted her to kill Mace with. She kept low to the ground under the zipping bursts of magic and placed the stake in her hand. She crouched down and made it back to Mace’s side.

      The barrage of green and purple light ceased for a second as Rhea and Piers stood 10 paces away from each other.

      The woman who wouldn’t be out of place at a senior center seemed ready to go another 10 rounds. "That magic isn’t yours, handler. Let this one go and return to whoever gave you this power."

      Piers snarled in her direction. "I don’t need your permission to do what has to be done."

      The two magic users sent equal blasts of energy toward one another, meeting in the middle. A loud, almost electrical hum filled the air as Rhea and Piers struggled to overcome one another. With bursts of their magic shooting off sparks in every direction, Mace and Lyra needed to stay low.

      She caught the vampire’s eye. "Give me a boost over to that bomb."

      His forehead wrinkled. "You might get hit."

      "Hasn’t stopped you."

      He smirked and placed one hand over the other. Lyra took a few slow steps back before all-out sprinting toward the vampire. When she placed her front foot on his hands, she put all her weight behind it. With a mighty heave, Lyra flew into the air, just avoiding several blasts of energy along the way. As she landed a few feet away from the bomb, she heard Rhea’s scream. The second she turned back to see that Piers had taken the advantage, her arms and legs once again locked in place. Her stake was frustratingly close to the bomb beneath her.

      Piers sent a controlled burst of magic toward the immobile Lyra, and it wrapped around her throat. As the green energy squeezed, her lungs fought for oxygen that wasn’t there.

      Piers stepped toward her. "This is your last chance to pick a side, Lyra. Will you die fighting for them, or live your true purpose by killing them all?”

      Her mentor released the magic around her neck and she coughed to fill her lungs with air.

      She took one look at Piers and gave a slight smile. "You know which one I’ll choose, but I have to tell you something before you kill me."

      Piers raised an eyebrow. "And what is that?"

      "You should really do a better job of following your own advice."

      Before Piers could react, Mace leapt onto Piers’ shoulder from behind, sinking his fangs into the former mentor’s neck. Piers screamed, releasing Lyra just long enough for her to bury the stake into the bomb. She could feel the ancient energy begin to dissipate from the unenchanted weapon. Within moments, it was just as harmless as the cement floor it lay upon. Beside her, Rhea got to her feet and joined Lyra. They watched Mace release his fangs from Piers’ neck and stand above the fallen handler. As the three of them converged upon him, Lyra noticed something.

      The green energy that had been at his beck and call now seemed to be eating him alive. The man was dissolving from the bottom up.

      Lyra knew she didn’t have long to pay her respects and knelt beside the man before he was completely erased. "I’m sorry, Piers. I’m sorry you made this choice."

      If there was any pain from the magic destroying his essence, he didn’t show it as he looked deep into her eyes. "It wasn’t a choice. I did it to save…"

      Her mentor gasped as the magic blasted through his midsection and caused him to completely evaporate before he could finish. The man who’d made her into a hunter had completely faded from existence.
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      Lyra sat on a cold, metal chair 10 stories below the Hancock Tower. After a scolding from Rhea, Doug and Mace left her alone with her thoughts for a while. Even though she should be cursing his name and burning him in effigy, she couldn’t help but flip through old photos on her new phone that showed her mentor in better times.

      She paused on one particular picture that showed the man with his arm around her at her thirteenth birthday party. Somehow, whoever had taken the photo had even encouraged him to smile. Her smile was beaming too. It was a happier time. A time potentially filled with coerced murder, but a happier time nonetheless.

      She imagined that a regular person in a similar situation might cry, but she simply looked down at the photo and stared. "What did he mean it wasn’t a choice? Who were you trying to save? Me?"

      She wasn’t sure how long she looked down at the photo before Mace cleared his throat to get her attention.

      Lyra gestured with her head and he took the unforgiving metal seat beside her.

      Mace looked down at her phone. "You were a cute kid. What happened?"

      Lyra suppressed an urge to punch him hard in the shoulder. "What do you mean? I look just like that. I think I might even still fit into that dress."

      Mace took one look down at her bosom before catching her eyes again. "Whatever you say."

      Lyra sighed. "We would have died up there if it wasn’t for Rhea. What did you mean when you were talking about her up there? How could she be neither human nor unhuman?"

      "What I’ve told you is everything she’s told me. It’s rare to see her use her power like that, but obviously, she came in at just the right time."

      Lyra nodded and stowed the phone in her pocket. She took in the vampire beside her. A lot had happened in the last few days, but she hadn’t forgotten that the prince by her side had seen her naked, brushed his lips against her neck, and had sucked the blood from her body. It was a pretty intimate start to things.

      He caught her eyes on his body. "I need to tell you something."

      "If you’re going to tell me I’m not as cute as I once was, you can stow it."

      His smile was infectious, but it faded quickly. "When I attacked Piers and drew his blood, I could see some of his past."

      "And?"

      Mace shuffled uncomfortably. "I could see that he did engage in some type of deal to get his powers. Whatever he lost in the bargain, it was major."

      Lyra chewed at her cheek. What could it have been that Piers lost? Did whatever he traded change who he was?

      Lyra pictured the dissolving man in her mind. "Can you see who it was with? Do you know what it is he traded?"

      Mace shook his head. "There’s only so much you can tell through the blood. It’s just snippets of moments that you need to try to string together."

      Lyra smiled. "And what did you see through my blood?"

      Mace leaned toward her, the smell of his skin and the sweat from his body wafting over. "I saw a few regrets. Maybe a few dreams. Perhaps…a few desires."

      Lyra’s heart beat faster as he tilted his head and moved his lips toward her. There was nothing more she wanted than to let him make impact. Before he did, she placed her hand on his shoulder to stop him.

      She let out a deep breath. "If I’m truly going to join up with your little gang, I don’t want any reason to leave."

      Mace pulled back sporting a confused look. "Kissing now doesn’t have to change that.”

      Her grin remained internal. "It will though. It will. It can’t help but change things." She looked up into his eyes and wished the truth wasn’t the truth. "I’m sorry though."

      He nodded. "Of course. I have to respect that." Mace slumped back in his chair and looked up to the high ceiling. "You do want me though, right? This is one of those tortured ‘you really want to, but your job is too important to let it get in the way–’"

      "Shut up. You’re so full of yourself."

      He smirked. "I’m pretty great, so it’s easy to be full of myself."

      Lyra pursed her lips. "How do we know that Rhea isn’t just another Piers? How do we know she isn’t out for her own agenda?"

      Mace’s look went from saucy to serious in a hurry. "I guess there's no way to really know. But she did just step in and save thousands of unhumans."

      She looked up to the ceiling as well. "Piers saved people too."

      Another wave of silence hit as they looked up toward the bustling city above.

      Mace turned his attention toward her. "I have no way of knowing what Rhea really wants. But I know that I'm looking forward to working with you."

      He patted her twice on the thigh and walked away.

      Lyra looked down at her leg and then pulled her phone back out. When she unlocked it, it still remained on the picture of her and Piers from long ago.

      She stared into the eyes of her dead mentor. "I'm not sure why you didn't have a choice, but I do. And I hope I'm making the right one."

      Lyra put her mourning on hold and chose to get to work.
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        If you plan to continue with this series, there’s an epilogue…but I suggest you stop here if you don’t like cliffhangers and don’t plan to continue.

        Thanks for reading!
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      A pale vampire wearing a long, red cloak shuffled through the darkness. If it weren't for the glowing, green magic of his eyes, he would've easily tripped over the rocks jutting from the ground in the musty cave. He dug his claws nervously into his palm and released them. He repeated the gesture several times as he guessed at his master's reaction to the upcoming news. He licked his lips, brushing his tongue against his fangs.

      I hope he doesn't stake the messenger.

      The vampire reached the base of a tall throne of rock carved into the cave floor. A massive creature sat upon it and looked down upon the lowly vamp at his feet.

      The creature's words echoed throughout the chamber. "Is there news from Chicago?"

      The lowly vampire bowed his head. "Your emissary failed. The unhumans remain. Things didn't go quite as planned."

      When the creature upon the throne was silent, the vampire below expected the worst. If his heart pumped blood, he imagined it would be going faster than ever.

      The creature's booming voice spoke up again. "And what about our second objective?"

      The vampire removed his hood. "That was a success, my lord. The hunter has been drawn out of hiding. We have eyes on her whenever she's on the surface."

      The creature was pleased at this, at least it seemed so, with him slapping his knee one or two times. "Good, good. Then the overall plan is still in place."

      "Yes, my lord."

      "The hunter will be dealt with soon enough. It has been foretold that she's the last of her line. If that's true, that either means the end of us, the end of them, or the end of all of us."

      The vampire dug his claws into his palm once again. "There is another wrinkle."

      "Oh?"

      The messenger’s throat twitched as he spoke. "The hunter has sided with one of the gods."

      The creature laughed so wholeheartedly, rocks fell from the roof of the cave and slammed into the watery pools below. "The gods? Even they can't stop us in the long run. Is that all?"

      The vampire stuttered. "Act– actual– actually. There's just one more piece–"

      "Really, you're doing so well. Just out with whatever it is."

      The vampire nodded. "The god and the hunter aren't the only ones involved." He dared meet the eyes of his master. "Your son was there too."

      The creature said nothing as he leaned forward, slightly moving into the light reflected from the cave's opening and the green of the messenger’s magic. As he moved, the lower vampire could see the grizzled scar from his master's deathblow coming into view. The Tuscan king had been through much to return to this realm.

      He smiled from ear to ear. "Thank you for the information. Don't worry, when the time is right–" The fangs descended in his mouth. "We'll have a family reunion my son will never forget."

      

      
        The End
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        A bloodthirsty general. A witch with a secret. And a cataclysmic force that threatens to destroy them both.

      

      Rome, AD 79. Pompeii is burning. But out of the ashes, what will arise—hero or monster?

      My name is Titus Aurelius, and I do not want to tell you this story.

      But a certain mage I am acquainted with feels otherwise. He insists there is some merit to my tale, though I doubt anyone is ready to bear the weight of it. To hear how I came to be both witch and vampire. How nothing in my life turned out quite as I expected. I did not intend to have a son. I did not intend to fall in love.

      I did not intend to die.

      When Darkness Falls is a novella of approximately 33,000 words. It is Book 0 of the Mage Tales Prequels, but can easily be enjoyed as a stand-alone work.
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      “Darkness fell. Not the dark of a moonless or cloudy night, but as if the lamp had been put out in a closed room. You could hear the shrieks of women, the wailing of infants, and the shouting of men; some were calling their parents, others their children or their wives, trying to recognize them by their voices. People bewailed their own fate or that of their relatives, and there were some who prayed for death in their terror of dying. Many besought the aid of the gods, but still more imagined there were no gods left, and that the universe was plunged into eternal darkness for evermore.” —Pliny the Younger, in a letter describing the destruction of Pompeii

      [image: ]

      My name is Titus Aurelius, and there is one thing I must make absolutely clear, “dear reader”:

      I do not want to tell you this story.

      However, my son, the misguided, do-gooding mage they call Joshua, feels otherwise. He contends there is some merit to my tale, that I should put it down for posterity. That others might learn from it. I have to wonder if he insists on this as a way of finally getting me to tell the truth about my life. My past. Things that have happened.

      Things I have done.

      Personally, I find this memoir notion idiotic, tedious, and more than a bit self-indulgent. But, I’ve discovered that when one produces children, one has little say in one’s own life. And, though I did not intend to fall into the habit of addressing you so familiarly as “dear reader,” the way my son does, you can see I’ve done it already, damn him. Oh, well. Quo fata trahunt retrahuntque sequamur. “Let us go wherever the erring fates may lead.”

      In fact, many unintentional things have happened in my life. Nothing really turned out as I expected. But I suppose I am no different than common mortals in that regard. I did not intend to have a son. I did not intend to fall in love, and certainly not more than once.

      I did not intend to die.

      [image: ]

      Rome is dying, and so am I.

      Not right away, of course. It took several decades, or even centuries, depending on whom you ask. And before Rome was dying, Pompeii was burning. The smells of charred buildings and charred flesh. Smoke that stung your eyes and throat closed. Like descending into hell itself. And my ears filled with the screaming. So much screaming . . .

      To say “I remember it like it was yesterday” is at once a tired cliché and the absolute truth. No, more than absolute. I don’t remember it like it was yesterday. It was yesterday. It is today. It will be with me tomorrow. It is less an isolated event, and more an ever-living nightmare.

      But I’m getting ahead of myself. Pompeii’s destruction occurred twenty or so years after I met the person I thought was the only other witch in the world.

      Of course, I didn’t know I was a witch at the time. I didn’t even know the word witch. The closest thing we had to it in ancient Rome was malefica, or perhaps incantatrix. And the rumors I heard—about such sorcerers bewitching crops, or causing a mother’s milk to dry up—didn’t come close to describing what I felt. What I could do. Like heal almost instantly from any injury. Rarely incur illness. Raise myself in the air without lever or pulley. Move objects with my mind.

      But it was more than that. At times, I swore I could feel trees talk, hear the whispers of the mountains on the wind. When I was alone, there was a faint, distant humming that ran through me, underneath me. Like a secret river made of blood and dreams and fire song, coursing through my veins, through everything, forever and ever, in realms I could neither see nor fathom.

      Then, it would vanish as quickly as it appeared, and I’d convince myself I’d imagined it.

      But one learns quickly that, when one is different, the difference must be hidden—fast. History is full of all manner of frenzied mobs willing to descend on anyone they deem responsible for their ills. And mortals are all too happy to assign such responsibility to anything unfamiliar to them. I swore to myself I would suffer no such fate.

      I don’t know the exact year I was born. My most educated guess would put it somewhere around AD 35 or so. This was past the time of Caesar, Virgil, and Ovid. Mark Antony had been defeated. Now was the age of Pliny the Elder, of Seneca. I was a sallow, wide-eyed child with hair that matched my overall pallor. Thin and gangly, I had to work hard to put on muscle, but don’t you dare tell my son that.

      And unlike Joshua, who spent decades searching for his mother, I never met mine. There was, however, a blonde, hollow-eyed slave woman who lived next door at the home of a senator. That might have been her. She was probably from some northern province. Tall and slim, she would look at me from time to time with great sadness in her eyes. Then, one day, she was gone. Sold off or killed by her owner—our neighbor—for some trifle. Or perhaps she escaped, or was murdered. I never did find out. I heard a rumor my father was a senator; perhaps he was her master. Or he could have been an entirely different senator, at his colleague’s house for a visit. What difference does it make? He never bothered to give me his name—first or last.

      But I am not one of those maudlin fools who weep over their terrible childhoods. There was never one to weep over. I was born a slave in Rome; it is that simple. Most slaves’ lives are terrible. At some point, I assume I was sold next door, or handed off there to pay some debt. The first difference I noticed between me and other children was I did not have a bulla, the gold medallion worn about the neck, meant to protect the young of Rome. Free children around me played with marbles, nuts, dolls, and balls. Or, if they were wealthy enough, they rode in toy chariots pulled by goats.

      I was not so lucky. As a slave child, my pastimes consisted of doing everything from disposing of human waste to cleaning boots to serving food. Beatings occurred regularly, and for the slightest infraction. Sometimes, they occurred for no infraction. And it wasn’t just the master who dispensed these punishments. Older boy slaves wouldn’t hesitate to cuff an ear or bloody a nose if one so much as looked sideways at them.

      But, as soon as I was able, I put a stop to such nonsense. Opponents would oft find themselves naked in the courtyard at first light for all the house to see, with no recollection of how they got there. Or pots and pans would mysterious fall from high kitchen shelves onto their delicate, waiting skulls. A sinister smile was all it took to show them what happened to those who crossed me. But I always dispensed justice in a way that couldn’t be proven, that would sound insane if they tried to accuse me. I had no desire to incite those pesky human mobs I mentioned earlier. And, of course, those who attacked me also soon learned I could dish out a blow even more easily than I could take one.

      No, since I had no bulla, I had to be my own defender. Hell, the only thing around my neck was a chain with a metal tag bearing my owner’s name. No one offered slaves protection. No one cared if a slave got maimed, fell sick, or died. Unless they were especially valuable.

      After a while, I found out just how valuable I was to become. For the most part, I kept this a secret from my owners. I learned I was stronger than those around me. Not as strong as a gladiator, but powerful nonetheless. I only needed about four hours of sleep a night to be at my best. I could turn myself invisible, and read and control certain peoples’ thoughts.

      Over time, deft use of such skills ensured I wasn’t treated too poorly. I’d use them to turn the lash away from myself, or similar things. Another slave would mysteriously get the blame for a meat pie I stole. Yet, I never used my powers to run away. This was, firstly, because the life I was born into was the only one I knew. Certainly, I could have used invisibility to slip my captors’ grasp. But then what? Where would I go? I had no real home, no family. A slave’s bed was as good as any . . . not that we had real beds.

      The second reason I stayed was because my powers were something I only gained knowledge of through the years—not all at once. By the time I realized their extent, Fate had stepped in. My life began to change for me. One night, after bragging about how valuable I was, my master lost me in a drunken game of dice. My new owner—a weapons instructor in the army—was quick to recognize my potential, my intelligence. My fighting prowess. And Rome always needed soldiers.

      That was because Rome had always been at war. At least, for as long as I or anyone could recall. Not in the modern, literal sense where one country declares war on another. But Rome was in continual need of expansion, or defense from an attack. Battle-readiness was its constant state, and there seemed no end to the killing. The advantage of this was that soldiers enjoyed a very high status throughout the empire. They would never turn into the limb-lost tramps you see on street corners today, begging for the refuse of a country they helped to save. On the contrary, our veterans were given bonuses and often, a plot of land after an honorable discharge.

      Learning to fight with actual weapons now, instead of just my fists, was no hardship. I excelled in all manner of combat with ease. I was a master archer long before some idiot would go running through the woods, calling himself Robin of Loxley. At first, my master used me as a sparring partner for new recruits—until I started beating them all. After that, he was hard-pressed to find a reason to keep me from enlisting, especially when, as I said, Rome always needed soldiers. Additionally, the cost of one slave was a pittance compared to the prestige that came from training and honing such a fine fighter. And thus, I was freed.

      But it wouldn’t do to have an ignoramus out there in the world, representing you. Oh, no. My master quickly caught me up on reading and writing Latin and Greek. I was also taught philosophy, history, geography, mathematics, music, astronomy, and rhetoric. I impressed my benefactor by excelling in these subjects as easily as I did in mortal combat. At the time, I was unaware that my magical blood was responsible for this gift of superior intelligence. I’ve since learned that it is common among our kind.

      After that, my former master gave me the necessary recommendation, and I was posted to a century, or unit of one hundred men. There, our training continued. We used double-weight shields to give us strength. We attacked six-foot-high wooden stakes. I learned to throw a javelin, swim, and ride a horse. I worked a catapult and battering ram. Here, I incurred more wounds than I ever had previously. At times, it was difficult to conceal their rapid healing. But a little mind magic here, an illusion or two there, and I managed. My reputation for resilience and fortitude increased. Three times a month, we marched eighteen miles wearing our full kit. A soldier learns not to complain.

      Although the preparations were grueling, I was unused to a comfortable life, so it made no difference to me. Hell, I was fourteen before I even had a blanket to sleep under. I was sixteen before I tasted meat. I never thought of deserting the army. One of the penalties, after all, was crucifixion. Being beaten with sticks—sometimes, to death—was also a common punishment. Besides, I enjoyed my work. Rome paid her soldiers well, though they had to spend much of their time away from home. Since I never had a home, that caveat meant little.

      I worked my way up from the equivalent of a modern-day army private to a centurion, or captain. From there, it was a bloody—yet easy—road to lieutenant, and finally to imperator, or general. I say it was easy, because for the most part, the blood spilled was not mine. Then, as far as the military went, the only person who outranked me was the emperor. But I had designs in that area as well.

      In those days, one had to be a patrician in order to qualify for the title of emperor. I was, at best, a freedman: a former slave who’d earned his emancipation. However, the reigning emperor had the power to promote men into the patrician class. And the emperor was all too happy to grant me this request after I won a particularly gory campaign against the insurgent Iceni tribe. In ancient Rome, nothing was more important to an emperor than expanding his empire. To be the ruler of all he surveyed and more was to be a god. So, there was no one more valuable—more revered—than a capable general.

      When I was born, the name my master gave me was Aurelius. As was common in those days, when I was freed, I took the first name of my emancipator, which was Titus. But even as I did so, I swore to outdo him in both name and deed. I was the Titus history would remember.

      And so I set out to be the most tremendous general of my age. And that meant causing pain. Pleasure, we forget. But pain . . . pain is burned into our memories, branded on our minds lest we fail to heed its warning. Just like Pompeii is branded on mine.

      I didn’t make my men march three times a month; I made them march six. If any man turned on his brothers, I had them beat him to death. I didn’t just threaten to crucify deserters; I told them their families would meet the same fate while they watched. Strangely enough, in all my decades as general, not one of my recruits abandoned his post.

      Despite all this, I was popular with the men I commanded. This was because, while other generals let their legions do the fighting for them, I plunged headlong into the thick of it. I never watched from a safe distance, or stood on the sidelines while my men ran to their deaths. You’d be surprised at the loyalty men feel—even to a harsh master—who appears to put his life on the line for them. I did this partly because I was confident my powers would protect me, as they always had. And I won’t lie: I did it partly just for the thrill of it.

      I even developed a certain way of speaking, of combining my mundane voice with the magical one into the voice that commanded men to do my bidding. That spurred them to greater acts of violence and self-sacrifice than they had even dreamed possible. My son, Joshua, calls this my “general’s voice.”

      He thinks I do not know he does this.

      I was also popular because of my generosity with the spoils of war. I let my men take almost anything they wished, after Rome had her share. Gold, silver, slaves, spices . . . I would need the men’s support—and that of their families—in my eventual bid for emperor.

      Stop looking at me like that. I don’t care if you don’t think the spoils were mine to take. I’ll have none of that politically correct nonsense. If you were on the receiving end of one of my campaigns, well, “woe to the conquered,” as the saying goes. I won’t bother to recount for the reader further details of my exploits. A cursory glance at ancient Roman history will give you more than your fill. Besides, I wouldn’t want the delicate reader to have nightmares tonight.

      But ah, yes. You wish to know more of that other witch I mentioned, back when I thought I was the only one. Well, if you’re certain, then we’ll continue. Her name? Sabine.

      She died, too.
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      It is the twenty-fourth of August, AD 79, in Pompeii. Just one day after Vulcanalia, the festival of the Roman god of fire. Early in the morning, there are the usual birds chirping, dogs barking, the shouts of vendors, mothers, and street children. Far in the distance, one can hear rumbling sounds. The earth and buildings shake a little. Smoke begins to rise from Mount Vesuvius in the background. Then, all is still.

      Two hours later, dogs are barking louder, howling, pacing back and forth. Birds cease their chirping. The ground trembles again. Doors creak in their frames. The meat hanging along vendor stalls sways from side to side. Cups and bowls rattle on their shelves. Pompeii pays these things no notice. They are used to such tremors.

      Another hour passes. Wild birds fly away from the town; tame ones flutter in their cages. Water stops flowing from the public fountains. People curse and kick the basins, the spouts. They yell for a supervisor to check the aqueducts. There is a sore need for water. It is high summer, and a hot, dry day.

      I remember thinking how nice it would be if the gods could send rain.

      [image: ]

      Being a soldier, I was, of course, intimately acquainted with death. Sometimes, we were bitter foes. Other times, we joined forces to rout a mutual enemy. It was my close kinship with death—and the willingness to employ it—that made my formidable reputation. I was one of the youngest generals in the history of Rome, and one who’d earned more than a few triumphal processions. Such renown was also the reason I attracted the attention of the proconsul, or governor, of several African provinces: a Gnaeus Metilius Egnatius by name, whose permanent residence was in Pompeii. It was also how I met the woman whose knowledge would shape the rest of my life . . . and whose face would forever haunt my dreams.

      It wasn’t long before I was a comite, as they were called. Comites served as a sort of executive council to the proconsul, helping him make decisions. Although the proconsul was technically the head of the army in his provinces, Egnatius’s knowledge of the military was close to zero. He preferred spending his time at chariot races, or watching gladiators at the amphitheater, to learning the art of war. And so, the fool came to depend on me to manage even the smallest aspects of his militia.

      These were the heady days of Caligula, Claudius, and Nero. Contrary to popular belief, that last one did not fiddle as Rome burned. The year was AD 59. I remember, because there’d been a riot at a gladiator contest in Pompeii, and everyone was complaining about the amphitheater’s closure. Little did we know it would remain closed for the next ten years. Without the promise of thrilling violence to while away the hours, I thought Pompeii would hold little draw. How laughable that turned out to be.

      Pompeii is about 150 miles south of Rome. She had all the accoutrements of a modern city at that time. Cobblestoned roads. Theaters. Libraries. Slave markets. Aqueducts, like miles-long bridges, with huge dome cutouts underneath. Before us, in the distance, loomed Vesuvius, peaceful and serene as she’d ever been. She hadn’t so much as grumbled for nearly a thousand years. With the volcano on one side, and the shining Bay of Naples on the other, Pompeii was nothing less than a coastal jewel.

      It was late in the afternoon, springtime. We’d just come from the baths—myself, Egnatius, and his other comites—and were on our way to the proconsul’s house for some revelry. Egnatius’s bodyguards followed closely—a dozen solidly built men. The primary one marched, stone-faced, steps ahead of Egnatius, ready to clear the way of any rowdy crowds.

      The noise of the busy streets was all around, from the shops on the ground floors to the apartment buildings above. Though only eight or nine stories high, they were to us what I imagine skyscrapers are to you, now. We could hear rumblings of the horse-drawn carriages so often used in town. Then, the larger carts came groaning by. The whips of the drivers cracked over and over as they urged their oxen forward. There was the incessant pounding of metalworkers, the cries of vendors, the shouts of drunken soldiers on leave.

      From the next street over, we could hear the wails of a funeral procession headed just outside one of the city gates. Soon, the dearly departed would be laid to rest in a lane of tombs that lined the way into Pompeii. These miniature “houses of the dead,” some two stories tall, were necessary because citizens could not be buried within town limits. Of course, this was the law throughout the empire, not just in Pompeii.

      Mounds of clothing hid people’s faces as they carried their garments to the fuller’s to be washed. Important men, like Egnatius and myself, wore togas. Egnatius’s had broad, purple stripes denoting his station. The freedmen around us wore only tunics. Because Pompeii was near a port, it was always full of interesting foreign visitors, in all manner of color and costume. A man in Spanish dress next to me splashed water on his face from one of the public fountains. Slaves—in shabbier tunics—shuffled by in chains, single file. I recognized the owner’s name on some of their brands and tattoos—a fate I’d managed to avoid during my own servitude.

      We marched past wave after wave of goblet and jewelry displays that glinted in the sun. Carved animal carcasses dangled from above butcher’s stalls, all but waiting to drop into the watering mouths below. Steam rose from vats of rich, hot food in row after row of stalls. Hungry dogs and lazy cats wound their way around a sea of legs. Cripples and madmen slumped in doorways. Children laughed and shrieked, chasing each other, darting between the adults.

      If only something could be done about the damn smell. Citizens dumped animal and human refuse directly into the street in those days. Eventually, the rains would wash it away, but never soon enough for my liking. As we made our way over the stepping stones that kept us above the filth, we gratefully inhaled the smell of freshly baked bread wafting through the air. Only the wealthy had kitchens in their homes; the common lot lugged raw dough daily to bakeries to make use of the ovens. We went past fishmongers, frescoes, graffiti, until we finally arrived at the home of Egnatius—so large, it spanned the entire block. Egnatius’s servants greeted us at the door, with word their mistress—his wife—was still getting ready.

      “This is the first time you’ve ever been in my home, isn’t it, Titus?” Egnatius barely glanced at the bowing servant as we made our way to the atrium at the house’s center. His bodyguards stepped to the sides and lined the room, ever vigilant. “Welcome, welcome! I hope it meets your expectations,” he said slyly.

      “I’d wager it exceeds them, my lord.” Indeed, the home was among the most impressive I’d seen. Servants scurried back and forth over mosaic floors and their thousands of delicate tiles. Intricately woven tapestries cascaded down the walls. Scenes of landscapes and dancing gods mingled, courtesy of murals boasting bright colors characteristic of the region. There were rich blues, greens, and a deep crimson called Pompeian red. Every stick of furniture that was not marble was made of rare and expensive wood, inlaid with silver, gold, or ivory.

      Not far off, I could see doors opening into not one, but several dining rooms, where I would later enjoy many feasts held by Egnatius. Beyond that, I glimpsed a peristyle surrounding a sizable open-air courtyard, well laid out with hedges, paths, fountains, and statues. We passed Egnatius’s prominently displayed ancestral shrine, the busts and wax masks of his ancestors following us with their glowering eyes.

      A few yards away, statuettes of the protector gods of the home, and of the genius—Egnatius’s life force—sat serenely in a shrine among their offerings. This tiny altar, more private than the ancestral one, resembled the entrance to a temple, with two columns supporting a triangular pediment nestled into the wall.

      “I hear Publicus Valerius is building himself a villa in nearby Herculaneum,” Egnatius said. “I was thinking I might do the same. Good to get out of the city every once in a while.” He waved vaguely around him, the rings covering his short fingers catching the dusky light. In his fifties, Egnatius was a good six inches shorter than I, with tufts of hair sprouting everywhere except the top of his head. His eyelids drooped so much, one worried the next blink might shut them permanently. He was also one of those men whose weak chins were on too-familiar terms with their necks.

      Cispius, a fellow comite and magistrate, nodded. “A wise idea, Proconsul. Splendid way to take advantage of the view of the Bay of Naples.” He expertly sidestepped the sunken pool of water underneath the atrium’s skylight.

      “More and more are doing it these days,” agreed Nerius, a senator. “Herculaneum’s garnering a reputation as a resort town among the best sets.”

      “You could join me there, Titus.” Egnatius smiled at me broadly. “What with you soon having the funds to build your own villa. Think of all the fun we could have, dashing about unsupervised!” he chuckled.

      It was true. I’d just come off a particularly successful campaign and was quite pleased with myself. Of course, I’d had to torture a few of the conquered in front of the rest—just so I could quell the dissidents long enough to sell them off. Bloody lot of trouble, too. But my men were rallying around me more than ever, and my personal coffers were growing nicely. I was only a few years past twenty, and in my prime. All in all, it was an invigorating time to be alive. But my mind was never far from the next campaign, the next prize.

      “Indeed.” I gave a quick smile. “But what about what I was saying earlier, Egnatius? Should we commit more legionnaires to the border to solidify—?”

      “Oh, Titus, your mind never rests for a moment, does it?” Egnatius took a cup of honey-sweetened wine off the tray held out by a servant. “Rome can be left to her own devices for one day without falling down around us. Now, what I want to know is, did you see Plautus’s The Haunted House?”

      “I did; it is a most excellent play, your grace.” Cispius took a cup of wine, and a large swallow from it. “Truth be told, I haven’t enjoyed myself so much at the theater since . . .”

      The conversation drifted into talk of which actors were better than which, and what salacious goings-on might be happening backstage. I doubt Egnatius would even remember my query, let alone think on it for the rest of the night.

      I know what you’re thinking, dear reader. If Egnatius was such a fool, how’d he become proconsul? It will come as no surprise that, in ancient Rome, such appointments owed as much to social connections, bribes, and favors as they did to ability. At times, I think some of the more feebleminded politicians in your modern era would have been quite at home in mine.

      Egnatius’s other guests began to arrive. The stone walls soon rang with the sounds of laughter, shouting, and music. Servants strummed on lyres all around us. I was still conversing with Egnatius and the rest of our circle when someone complimented one of the tapestries.

      “I can’t take credit.” Egnatius gulped down another cup of wine, one he’d immediately picked up after servants took away the last. “Sabine’s fine taste alone is responsible. You’ve never met her, have you, Titus? Where is she?” He peered over the crowd. “Must be here somewhere . . .” A particularly well-endowed female servant walked by. Egnatius’s eyes stopped scanning the room, locking instead onto the servant’s backside as she walked away.

      I trust the gentle reader has no grandiose notions of Egnatius’s fidelity. While men of his class could have their wives executed for indiscretions, they themselves could partake of pleasures of the flesh with impunity. Women were expected to look the other way, and if they didn’t like it, well . . . no one cared what they thought.

      Finally, Egnatius spotted his wife. “Ah, here she is now!” He took another swig of wine, then wiped off the drops that dribbled down his chin. We were all clean-shaven in those days, with our hair brushed forward. “Sabine, my love!” He gestured for the woman to join us.

      I turned. Then, I saw her.

      From that first moment, I knew there was something different about Sabine. It was like that same distant humming I felt at odd times. Of blood and fire and rivers. It was stronger when I felt myself healing rapidly, or when I purposely confused an enemy’s mind so he’d misdirect his troops. If I’d spent my life around other supernatural beings, no doubt I’d have known immediately this was the familiar air we all had. An unspoken aura that helped us know one another, that seemed to whisper the words, magic is here.

      It didn’t hurt that she was stunningly beautiful.

      I’m not sentimental enough to believe in love at first sight. But lust? Certainly. As she glanced lazily up at me with her dark, liquid eyes, the attraction between us could only be described as physical. As unconquerable as gravity. Like water flowing downhill. As inevitable as that.

      She needed no hairdresser to twist her hair into a fashionable set of curls; clearly, nature had blessed her in that area. Her lips needed no red paint, her brows no antimony to frame her magnetic gaze. The powdered, corpse-white faces of the beauties surrounding us seemed stark and disturbing next to Sabine’s. Her skin was the warm reddish-brown of desert sands. Of amber from the east, of their secrets within secrets.

      Her long, sleeveless stola had a deliciously round, ample shape, thanks to her generous curves. Silk from China, no doubt—a proconsul’s wife would be paraded around in nothing less. Bracelets and bands designed to look like serpents snaked around her wrists and arms. The glittering of gold and colorful gems only served to make her entire body seem warmer, more alluring. Of course, these were more a proclamation of her husband’s position than her vanity. In those days, patrician ladies were often weighed down with as much jewelry as their bodies could support, whether they liked it or not.

      She wasn’t as young as some of the other wives I’d seen; I’d put her at thirty or forty. Though I'd soon learn I was as wrong in that as many other things about her. It would be some time before she told me how witches could glamour themselves to look any age they wished. We can even stop the clock on our mortality for an indefinite period of time. She could’ve been hundreds—or even thousands—of years old. She never did tell me.

      “She looks . . . well, my lord.” I hid a hard swallow behind a cup of wine, struggling to tear my eyes away.

      “Doesn’t she, though?” Egnatius beamed—not because he appreciated her beauty, but because other men did. When he could have as many women as he desired, a comely wife merely reinforced his status. She was as much a trinket as the jewels that hung on her. “Sabine’s constitution mirrors yours, Titus,” he continued as she walked over to us. “For she is never ill, and always glowing with youthful vitality.”

      “Truly, the gods have smiled upon us,” I murmured. In actuality, I thought no such thing.

      “Wish they’d confer such smiles upon me,” Egnatius grumbled. “Third time this season I’ve battled the gout.” His eyes snapped up. “Which reminds me, Claudius said he had a remedy. He just got a new slave from Greece, a physician. Claudius! A word!” He waved to a man across the road, then strode over, comite flunkies at his heels.

      At the same moment, Sabine arrived by my side. She glanced over her shoulder at the husband who’d momentarily forgotten her, then gave me an apologetic smile. It was one I imagined she had to employ frequently. We bowed to one another and introduced ourselves.

      She probably holds Egnatius in about as high esteem as I do, I thought. I narrowed my eyes. Odd. I should be able to see if she does or doesn’t. Why can’t I read her thoughts?

      Sabine gave me a knowing smile. “Well, finally, I meet the great Titus Aurelius. Egnatius speaks of nothing but your miraculous exploits.

      “Really?” I raised my eyebrows. “The way he speaks of them to me, one would think he hardly noticed.”

      Sabine laughed softly. “It must seem that way. But, believe me, he’s delighted to have found such a . . . capable general.” I couldn’t tell if the pause was so she could sip wine, or to appreciate a split-second glance at my waist.

      “Leaving him more time to spend at home with a beautiful wife.” I moved closer. I tried not to run my eyes all over her frame; I didn’t want to appear too eager. The last thing one wants a woman to know is how much power she holds over you. But I was already speeding through a mental list of the ways her appetites could indulge mine.

      “You flatter me.” She turned slightly, looking over the ocean of guests. Now, I could not see quite as much of her body as before. “I hear your campaign in Volubilis was successful.”

      “Yes, the natives there make fine workers . . . with a little convincing. Soon, we may even be able to push into Mauretania.” So what if she’s a little older than most of my other lovers? There’s something to be said for experience. Perhaps I’ll even learn a few new tricks . . .

      “No doubt my husband was as indispensable as ever.” Sabine sniffed. “You know how he enjoys working diligently for the glory of Rome.” There was a guffaw from the other corner of the room. We turned in time to see Egnatius nearly trip over his toga onto a senator. It ended with Egnatius spraying wine from his mouth in laughter, a sound somewhere between a choked belch and a wheeze. Sabine sighed and angled her body back to me.

      Perhaps you think I harbored vague notions of danger or guilt by taking Egnatius’s wife. Rest assured, dear reader, I was troubled by neither fear of being caught, nor scruples. Egnatius would never find out. He was an imbecile. And I was hungry.

      “But enough about the provinces.” Without taking my eyes off her, I placed my wine cup on a stand. A servant whisked it away. “Where does a goddess like yourself hail from?” She had an accent that didn’t sound like it was entirely from Pompeii. The Roman Empire was on its way to being the largest in the world at this point. She could have come from almost any continent, been the child of dozens of lands.

      “From the bosom of the earth, same as you,” she said coyly. Next to us, oil lamps dangled from hooks on a man-sized bronze stand. I watched as the light played off her gleaming skin.

      “Yes, but where in Rome?” I purred. Again, I tried to read her thoughts, but they were impenetrable. Still, the night was young. I had time for a game of cat and mouse.

      “Does it matter?” She lifted her wine cup, and all but caressed her throat with it.

      “One merely wants to know where to make the appropriate offerings to the gods for their generosity.” I brushed a finger along her upper arm, on the side nearest the wall, so no one else would see. “Though I’m surprised you don’t live at the capital. You are, after all, the greatest beauty in this room. And Rome is the greatest city in the world. You two belong together.”

      “Rome, the greatest city?” She shrugged and glanced away again. “Perhaps.”

      “Perhaps?” I dropped my hand and stood back. Beside us, a riot-hued exotic bird squawked in its cage. I winced. I owed everything I was to being Roman, to becoming Roman. I hardly knew who I’d have been without it. I don’t think I need to impress upon the reader what Rome gifted us. A way of marking time with calendars, arteries of highways, veins of roads. Thick, muscular stone bridges. Life-giving aqueducts. All of this was heretofore unknown on such an epic scale. And yet . . .

      “You speak as though we are a common, conquered nation,” I said. “Why, the teeming Forum Romanum alone—with its enormous statues and monuments, its temples and shrines—is the most splendid public place ever created.”

      “Then what is such a great general doing so far from Rome, if that is where his heart lies?” She faced me again and tilted her head to one side. The quick movement of her pearl drop earring seemed like a wink at me.

      “Oh, I never said that,” I replied quickly. I see . . . it’s all part of the game. Goading me, to enhance the thrill of the chase. Very well. I didn’t mind, if the outcome was certain. “Besides, a general’s true home is wherever Rome sees fit to send him. Don’t you want a great, strong army protecting you from the barbarians?” And a great, strong general in your bed? My smile implied the second question.

      “Some might say we are the barbarians.”

      My smile froze, then flickered. Strange game. This was not what I expected to hear. “Yes, the uncouth, unwashed, uneducated. Those who are not Roman say that.” Is she, in fact, making a demure attempt to resist my charms? Or is my offer being denied outright? It was a warm night; a slave came by and tried to fan us. An irritated wave of my hand sent him away.

      “Indeed,” she murmured, lowering her gaze. Is it modesty? Modesty did not seem something that would sit in this woman’s breast. Yet, the denial was not definitive either. Maddening.

      “Are you sure you are pure Roman yourself, General Aurelius?” she asked. My face went stone-hard.

      Who is she to allude to my slave past? And why bring it up now? It was no secret where I came from, how humble my origins were. But it was certainly not something I enjoyed being reminded of. Have I not done enough for my country, fought for her as much as any natural-born citizen?

      My voice was black ice. “I hardly see why that’s relev—”

      “Have you ever wondered how you know your opponent’s next move before he makes it?” she interrupted in a whisper. Her piercing gaze held me in place. “Or how the weather is clear and perfect over your army, while your enemies are shrouded in fog?”

      My brow furrowed in confusion. She’s not referring to my low birth. But then, what . . .?

      “Why you are able to heal many of your men’s injuries, as if given an elixir by the gods?” Her tone was still hushed, but more demanding now.

      “How do you—”

      She held up her hand. “Please don’t deny it. I am the one person you cannot lie to.”

      “How do you know these things?” Though finally able to finish my question, Sabine’s answer opened a floodgate. A thousand new questions burst forth. She gave a little smile, then stood in front of me, her body blocking the room’s view of us. She lifted her fingers from around the wine cup. It hovered in midair between us. My eyes widened, then darted to the other guests. No one but me had seen it. Sabine’s next words came not from her lips. I heard them only in my mind.

      Because, Titus . . . I am exactly like you.
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      Another hour or so passes after the fountains stop flowing. I check on Egnatius’s usual whorehouse; he is still passed out drunk there from the night before. It will be several hours until he awakens. I walk the streets, on my way to see Sabine.

      There is more rumbling from the mountain—deeper this time. Babies cry and wail. Pieces of slate tumble from rooftops and shatter when they hit the ground.

      I am a fire witch, and so I feel the explosion before I see it. If I could describe the way the earth feels, it would be angry. Anger so hot, it is not red, but white. It is foolish to think that rock and soil can have emotions, so I don’t know why I sense this. Only that I do. Like fury that begins deep in the belly, a growl that rises in the throat and becomes an unintelligible, raging scream. It is like that. Except this is the belly of the whole world.

      There is a cross between a roar and a deafening boom. People gasp and shriek in surprise. Fingers point north, toward the volcano. A thick, black column is rising from the center.

      Vesuvius has awoken.
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      I couldn’t read Sabine’s thoughts at first, of course, because she blocked them. It was a bit off-putting to realize she’d been able to read mine the entire time, until she taught me to block unwanted intrusions as well. Eventually, she let me read some of her thoughts—our secret, convenient way of communicating. Though I’m sure there were deeper, darker ones she hid from me. She must have. Otherwise, I’d have known what was coming.

      After some momentary shock, the rest of the evening passed in a haze of revelation. How could it be? I thought I was the only one. We managed to slip out to the courtyard and talk until dawn, when the party ended, and I was forced to tear myself away. I wandered the streets in a daze, mind reeling, going over and over my conversation with Sabine. I couldn’t even tell you which route I took to get back home.

      She did not refer to herself as malefica or incantatrix, those terms I trust you are familiar with now. She would always say vaguely “our kind,” or “people like us.” As I mentioned earlier, witch was a word I would not hear for centuries, and even then, it was the Christians using it, and not in a tender way. I only employ it here as a kind of shorthand for the reader, so as not to confuse you fragile-minded mortals.

      Thankfully, Sabine’s teasing game did not last long. Although we didn’t become lovers that first night, very little time passed before the inevitable.

      I confess, I did learn a few new tricks. Far more than a few, actually.

      Sabine taught me other things, too. Many of them were less carnal, but no less intriguing. For instance, she described how each witch is born to one of four elements. This was not a political affiliation or nomen gentilicium—the family name handed down from father to son. It was magic: in the blood, the bones. My element was fire. She knew it as soon as she met me.

      “How could you tell?” I propped a pillow roll under my head. The other pillows had gotten strewn haphazardly around the floor, along with most of the bedclothes. The room was dark, except for a few candles. In those days, windows were rarely seen in bedrooms, to deter thieves breaking in from outside. If there were windows, they were usually small. It was a rare day, with Egnatius in court. He would not be back for hours.

      “How could you tell what I was right away?” Sabine poured a cup of wine without using her hands, and sipped it.

      “I knew you were . . . different. But I still don’t know what element you are.”

      “I am earth,” she replied. A second cup of wine floated over to me. I took it from Sabine and smiled.

      “Does that mean you can command mountains?” I took a large swig of wine. Being with Sabine always made me thirsty. “Speak to stones?”

      Sabine laughed. “In a way. Earth magic comes to me most easily, the way fire does with you. I can mend things quickly, make crops flourish.” She traced her finger around the silver rim of the cup, and, for a moment, the metal glowed. “You could toss around bonfires as if they were marbles, if you wished, Titus.”

      “But I could not move mountains, as you might?” I finished my wine, sending the cup back next to the bottle on its low table beside the bed.

      “With a little more study and practice, indeed you might.” The cup’s rim stopped glowing and returned to its usual silver. Sabine took another sip. “Just because an element is not your master does not mean you cannot master it. It just takes a little more effort, that’s all. Besides, I can hardly move mountains.”

      “You’ve certainly moved this one.” I turned and pressed my hips against hers, so there could be no mistaking my words.

      Sabine’s wine was jostled in its cup by my movements. She released the cup from her hand so as not to spill anything, letting it float above us. “Are you disappointed in your element, enough that you wish to change it?” she asked me.

      “Not at all.” I leaned over and kissed her neck. “Unless it displeases you, of course.”

      “Never.” She rose, the wine cup following her to the table. “Fire is a very powerful thing. So is light.” I watched her hips sway gently as she walked behind the candles, the flames’ shadows slinking into the folds of her stola. “In fact, when I first saw you, I thought to myself, ‘Ah! He must be Vulcan.’ ”

      Vulcan. The god of fire. As if such things could be.

      I learned there were other beings like us . . . and yet, not like us. Mages, for instance. Less powerful than witches, but even lack of natural ability can be compensated for. You’ve seen as much with my son, I’m sure.

      “They are often the offspring of a mortal and a witch, these half-breeds,” Sabine explained, after another assignation.

      “And how did you know I was not one such creature?” Not waiting for a reply, I pressed my lips to hers.

      She laughed through our kissing. “You are a full-blooded witch, Titus Aurelius. I could feel it the moment I met you. Such untapped power . . .” She ran a smooth hand over my bare chest. “No, both your parents were witches. I’m sure of it.”

      “If you say so.” I shrugged. I had no way of knowing, either way. Even if it were true, it was not the kind of thing my mother and father would have broadcast to the public. Laws forbidding magic were enacted at varying intervals in ancient Rome, with punishments for practitioners meted out accordingly. Magical books were periodically rounded up and burned. The trouble was, you never knew when you were entering a stricter interval, or a more lax one. One day, you might be executed for causing a neighbor’s wife to go barren, then desperately consulted for a breastfeeding charm the next. But the unknown—and therefore, the magical—was always feared, if only vaguely.

      “It is absurd that we are capable of so much, and yet denied the right to use those gifts. Like a simmering volcano.” I gestured north, toward Vesuvius. “It’s enough to make one explode.”

      “Let’s hope neither of you does,” she chided. “Besides, if citizens knew the kinds of things we are truly capable of, they might grow jealous, or even more terrified of our powers. There would be nothing but pain and death for us then. No, let them think those with our blood are only capable of a few protective charms and hexing amulets. It’s safer that way.”

      I laughed. “You, one of those wretched, childless old women, hawking your tablets and amulets in the crowded market? I can hardly think of a less fitting place for my Sabine than that. Though perhaps I should ask for a charm or incantation for my armies. To lend them strength, or luck.”

      “You scarcely need my help to ensure victory, Titus.” Today, we’d managed to keep the bedclothes on the bed, and she pulled them further over her chest. I frowned. “Your magic grows stronger every day. You’ve begun selecting more auspicious days for battle. Enemy generals now manage to fall ill at precisely the right moment. Your own unspoken magic is always at work.”

      Indeed, the magic I wrought was valued far above Sabine’s, though Rome did not know about it. Likewise, the danger of being found out was greater for her than for me. That was because a particular threat to the commonwealth was thought to come from magical females—and not just the haggish ones. Whispers of older women ensnaring young men with erotica magic, or nymphomania . . . all these unnatural powers were reputed to wreak havoc on the unlucky victim.

      But such rumors did not trouble me. At one point, I did wonder if Sabine was casting a spell, forcing me to fall in love with her. But she did not need mysticism to make her charms felt. I confess, it would take a stronger man than I to resist them. No, if there was magic involved, it came from her being more woman than witch.

      “All that I do is to lay the glory of Rome at your feet, my love.” I pulled her sheet down again.

      Sabine gave a wry smile. “I do admire your prowess in that, Titus. In all things.” She rested one hand between my legs. “Still, I wonder if it is inevitable, all this conquering and being conquered. Mortals have the tendency to destroy themselves over time. So, too, might our kind. Often, I think men act no better than frightened beasts. Perhaps our aunt Circe had the right idea by matching their form to their hearts.”

      Sabine did not mean “aunt” in a literal way. She was referring to the woman’s magical blood, of course. Everyone knew Homer’s Odyssey, in which the seductress, Circe, transforms men into animals. Through her knowledge of herbs and potions, she is able to keep a cache of hapless men at her side with no means of escape. But I never associated such acts with myself or Sabine, or thought that we had anything in common with Circe. This was the first I’d heard mention of my strange abilities in such a manner.

      “You cannot mean such things. Not about me. Not about us.” I pulled her to me. “We are on a trajectory that can only go up.”

      “You think that way because that is all you have known.” She breathed into my mouth. “I heard tell our kind were gods once—with goddesses especially worshipped. Of course, this was long before my age.”

      I pressed my lips against her neck over and over. “You shall always be a goddess by my side. I will make every age your age.”

      “Then, I come here, and all talk is of men and war and killing.” She kept speaking as though we were guests at a banquet instead of in bed. I didn’t know if Sabine meant “here” to Rome, or to something else. When I pressed her about her origins, her answers were always vague. I admit, in my younger years, it fueled my secret fantasies that she was the goddess Juno, or Venus, come to earth to take me as her lover. But today, she did not seem as enthused by our lovemaking as usual.

      “But it is all to bathe you in honor and riches, my pet.” I moved my lips from her throat to her breasts, then her stomach. If I went low enough, I was certain I could tear her mind away from these lonely musings. “Don’t you want to live the” (kiss) “finest life” (kiss) “possible?”

      “It would be finer if life were honored more,” she said. “Including those who make it possible.” But her breathing grew shallow, and soon, she ceased speaking.

      Sabine wasn’t entirely wrong. By now, it will come as no surprise to the reader that ancient Rome was no friend to women. Unlike the more liberal-minded Aegyptians, our empire considered women tools to serve a man’s purpose. Yet, Sabine spoke of a balance, an equality between us, that wouldn’t come into vogue for thousands of years.

      There are times when I curse her for this. She planted a seed in my mind that set me apart from other men. Made me incapable of entirely understanding their use of women, despite centuries practicing their customs. Often, I cannot enjoy debasing them the way I should. Was this part of a moral conscience Sabine sowed in me? Damn her for it, if it was.

      But there was no question that I would learn all I could from Sabine. I had no other avenues to find out about my true nature, my heritage. Often, I wondered from whence these powers of ours sprung. However, Sabine seemed about as inclined to divulge this information as that of her own past. Or perhaps she just didn’t know.

      “But how are we able to do the things we do? Where do witches come from, Sabine?” I pressed during one of our brief respites. “Where do we come from?”

      “Where do mortals come from, besides other mortals?”

      “You know that’s not what I meant.”

      “Well, then, I suppose the simplest explanation is that, thousands of years ago, our kind were just ordinary mortals.” Her eyes lingered on several naked bodies on the bedroom’s mural walls. “Through the years, we learned to channel and control our energy to work with the forces of nature. We helped humanity survive, served the earth and her cycles. On the surface, we seemed capable of impossible tasks.

      “But they were really not so far away from your modern hypocausts, or aqueducts.” She pointed to a mural depicting Rome, with its stone monuments and temples. “It wasn’t long before these abilities were passed down to future generations, although certain witches acquire them on their own.”

      “On their own?” I dipped my hand into a bowl of dates.

      “It is possible for a mortal to become a witch—”

      “Usurp our power?”

      “No, not like that. A year and a day of study are required, a three-day fast—”

      “That’s all?” I popped a date into my mouth.

      “And the initial transition is complete,” Sabine sighed. “The decades of further practice, study, and potential proficiency come later—if they come at all.”

      “But where does the magic come from? The power?”

      “I’ve no idea. It’s like the air, the sea . . .” She motioned with her hand. “Where does anything come from? Or the gods, for that matter?”

      “The way you speak, I’m beginning to think we made them up.” I pointed my finger at a date. It rose from the bowl and traveled to Sabine’s lips.

      “Better not let the priests hear you say that,” she said. “They’ll behead us both for blasphemy.” But her smile told me she didn’t entirely disagree. She opened her mouth; in went the date. “Though you Romans . . .” She chewed thoughtfully.

      “You Romans?”

      “Though Romans do have religious leanings similar to witches’.” She swallowed the rest of the date. “There is the gods’ right hand, Fate. There is the All, a powerful culmination of deities. From the All sprung forth Hecate . . . Aradia . . .” She took the bowl from me, her finger twirling the air above it as she mindlessly stirred the dates. “Yes, we, too, worship gods of our own. At least, we used to worship them.”

      “And you do not do so now?” Gently, I moved the bowl from her hand to the table and rubbed her shoulders. “Or are you too busy enjoying pleasures of the flesh?” I breathed in her ear. She did not answer, and I did not care. I had no idea if the gods were just another children’s story told to while away the decades. There were other, more gratifying ways to spend the time.

      What I did know was that we existed in a transparent, yet impenetrable world that stood parallel to the world of mortals. Witches and humans, moving side by side, rarely able to cross over. It was as Sabine herself had said, or almost said. We were the closest things these creatures had to gods on earth. For all I knew, we were gods. There was no one to tell us otherwise.

      “What if we just declare ourselves gods to mortals one day and see what happens?” I asked her once. “A quick demonstration of our powers would provide ample proof. If we are not gods, then perhaps we are descended from them, as so many Roman emperors claim to be. Stranger things have come to pass.”

      “Yes, and deadlier things.” She leaned her head on my shoulder, laid her hand on my heart. “You are too young to know, Titus. There were times in the past when our kind tried this—without success and at great personal cost.”

      “Yes, yes.” I rolled my eyes. Though I did not yet have her years, I was tired of Sabine holding that against me, saying I couldn’t understand this or that. Was I not the youngest, most accomplished general in the history of the empire? Had I not done in a few short years what had taken other men hundreds to do? Was I not a formidable companion and lover, as evidenced by the highest-ranking woman, second only to the empress, claiming me as her own? What more was there to understand?

      “Perhaps it’s time for it to be undertaken again.” Holding her to me with one arm, I stroked her shoulder with my thumb. “By a pair whose knowledge and abilities far outweigh those of their predecessors.”

      She raised her head to look at me. “And you think we are one such pair? No, Titus.” She lay back down. “As much as I wish it could be, most mortals would not recognize or accept a god in their presence, even if proof were assured. You have already seen what they do over the most minor incantations, the simplest of spells. No, leave well enough alone, Titus.” She turned to one side, her back to me. “Just leave it alone.”
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      A mushroom-shaped cloud billows up from Vesuvius. People turn to each other, talking in rapid-fire confusion. Was Vulcan not satisfied with his celebration the day before? Is he voicing his displeasure?

      Darkness falls across Pompeii. The volcano’s rising cloud has blocked out the sun. It is the last benevolent sun I ever see. Strange, dust-colored snowflakes begin to fall, despite the heat of the day.

      Then, the screaming begins.
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      Over time, I learned about others of our kind from Sabine. Thirteen of them comprised the High Council, who tasked themselves with keeping everything orderly in the world of witches. They were just one more reason Sabine didn’t want me exposing what we truly were.

      “I should be very interested to meet them.” Leaning back on a pillow, I lazily traced a finger in the air. Across from us, candlelight flickered on the wall, making interesting shadows. “You are the only other person I’ve found who has anything in common with me. Are they like the senate in Rome? Is there an emperor of witches?” I already had someone in mind for the position.

      “There is no emperor of witches, Titus, and there never will be.”

      “Why not?” I asked. “You wish for our present one—Vitellius—to stay the course? I confess, I rather hope he does, at least for a while. Two suicides and a murder . . . three emperors is enough in any one year.” I chuckled, raising and lowering my finger. The flame followed, making one shadow seem to cut down the rest.

      “Stop that.” She pointed at me sternly. My finger froze, along with the candlelight. But I knew she wasn’t referring to the dancing flames. “I can already see your machinations at work. No witch goes out seeking the High Council, unless they are desperate. The less contact you have with them, the better.”

      I put my hand down. “Why?”

      “Because they exist to eliminate what they consider threats.” Sabine’s words were so sharp, one of the candles blew out, though no drafts flowed through the room. “Therefore, you want to remain as far outside their awareness as possible. Trust me, if the Council ever has reason to seek you out, it will be the beginning of your problems, not the end.” She seemed so adamant, I did not press the matter further.

      As the years passed, I kept a sharp eye out for other witches, but never met any until long after Sabine and I parted ways. I never even knew her true family.

      “They’re all gone now.” Sabine sat on the edge of the bed, staring forlornly at the door.

      “Gone? Where?” I wrapped my arms around her waist from behind. “Where would they go when illness and injury hold no sway over them?”

      “I never said that.” Her tone was a scythe. Surprised, I loosened my grip. “Illness can invade our bodies if we’re not careful, if we’ve lost too much magic. We can suffer injuries like mortals that way. And there are ways we can die, Titus. Fire. Decapitation. Certain kinds of spells. Sometimes, even by our own hands.”

      Death by fire. I’d assumed as much, since several burnings as a child did not heal as quickly as my other wounds. And decapitation did not need to be clarified further. But what spells, then? And why would a witch choose to die, to make their own hands the murderers?

      “Why do mortals wish to end their existence?” Sabine replied when I asked her. “We have more in common with them than you think. When you live the same centuries over and over, you’ll be surprised how quickly you tire of them.”

      “What sameness?” I nuzzled the crook of her neck, and slipped my fingers between her thighs. “Things are forever changing—more so now than ever before.”

      “Nothing seems to change for me,” Sabine said glumly.

      I seduced her out of her moodiness as I had done so many times before. Often, I swore she feigned these fits of melancholia to increase my ardor. In hindsight, I wish I had known how prophetic they were. If I knew how to read the flights of birds, or steaming entrails, they could not have sent clearer signs for me to ignore.

      Over time, I tried various other methods to relieve her loneliness. “Why do we not try to find others?” I pulled my tunic over my head. Egnatius would be home soon. “Don’t you have questions you wish to ask them? Not to mention there is strength in numbers, should fearful mortals try to strike at us.”

      “You are the one with unending questions, Titus, as you should be.” She helped drape my toga over me, while I enjoyed a last glimpse of her naked body. “But you forget: I am older, and long more for peace than answers.”

      “Maybe these others would help you find both.” And how can I forget your age when you work so diligently to remind me? That last thought I kept to myself.

      “And what if one of them—or more than one—grapples for power with you?” She dangled my sandals between her fingers, just out of my reach. I grabbed for them. They floated higher in the air, above my head. “Attempts to take your place as the general of the divine band you see yourself leading?” Her tone was half-teasing.

      “That is one question you can answer yourself.” I used my own magic to overpower Sabine’s, and pulled my sandals down. “You’ve seen what happens to those who cross me.” Whether she asked because she believed such a thing was possible, or because she knew the mention of it would silence me, was anybody’s guess. Perhaps it was a bit of both. From then on, I rarely broached the subject.

      There was another reason. In my folly, I thought Sabine had no desire to seek out other witches because she had found me. What other magical companion could she possibly want, now that she had her one true mate? Did I not cater to her every desire, fulfill her every need? It seemed I did not.

      Yet, she more than met mine. Oh, I had other bedmates, of course. I was fairly certain Sabine did as well, though I never delved into the matter. Some things are best left unknown. I was often away on campaigns for months at a time, and Sabine was a passionate woman. It was one of the things I loved most about her.

      And, over time, I was able to hone more than my sexual prowess with Sabine. She taught me thousands of spells, and my magical abilities increased a hundredfold. I was then able to channel this power into my campaigns. She tutored me on how to speak to the trees so that they’d listen, would fall easily for my armies. Taught me to make the ground inexplicably swell up under an enemy’s camp. It was true what Sabine said: I probably could have conquered adequately without her. But with her . . . well, together, we were far more formidable. Yes, Rome owed much of its expansion to Sabine and me. But her part was always in the shadows, mine in the limelight. I wonder now if, perhaps, she resented it.

      And if she was bothered by other things, such as the force I used during my campaigns, she said nothing to me about it. Perhaps her respect for life was superseded by the need to be with a kindred spirit, to be near one of her own. Then, there was the undeniable sexual attraction between us.

      But there was something I failed to see: her pulling away. Not from me. Not at first. But later, she began to withdraw from the connection we felt as witches to all things. Perhaps the rustling of the leaves fail to stir her as it once did. Or the whispers on the wind grew fainter, till she could no longer hear them. Until everything seemed futile, pointless. Slowly, she was growing pale, colorless, no longer able to drink from the rich fullness of this life.

      But, for years, I went on, happily oblivious to this. Despite my frequent trips abroad, I visited Sabine and Egnatius so often, Pompeii became my second home. I was also a frequent guest at Sabine’s country villa while her husband was away. There, we were safe from the noise and gossip of the city. With slaves preoccupied by the constant farming done on such estates, we could be left alone as we wished.

      We made our own sacrifices to the gods—if there were any—on altars of need for each other. And when our devotions were complete, we lay in one another’s arms, looking out from her bedroom windows onto the vineyards. So many grapes to be made into wine. So many hours of pleasure to be enjoyed.

      For a long time, I was satisfied. It was wonderful to finally find a lover who could keep up with me—in mind and body. Whose tastes so perfectly matched mine, and who needed as little sleep as I did. It seemed fitting I should fall in love in Pompeii. After all, Venus was the reputed protectress of the city.

      Apparently, she was asleep at her post the day Vesuvius woke up.
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      It will come as no surprise to the reader that Sabine did not marry for love. How could she, when she had not yet met me? Very few people wed for emotional reasons in those days, anyway. No, Sabine’s marriage was pure politics, like the unions of most other women of her class. Divorce was all but out of the question, it was employed so infrequently.

      Besides, it would be Sabine’s reputation that took the hit, not Egnatius’s. With no family to go back to, and few male prospects who’d bind themselves to a “disgraced” woman, Sabine would have no means of support. And, as enterprising as she was in other matters, I did not envision her wandering the streets like a beggar. Or, as a less sophisticated kind of vendor, plying her trade to keep herself fed.

      Yes, I could have married her myself, and would have. But it would have meant ending my association with Egnatius, something that would’ve benefitted neither Sabine’s ambitions, nor mine. And, as we were both immortal, I assumed we had plenty of time to come up with an alternative solution. He would die, eventually. And, if he had trouble dying, I had no reservations about helping him.

      Let his esteem grow, his wealth and power build. They will make fine cushions for Sabine and me to lie upon when the time is right.

      Sabine had a fair hand in plumping those cushions herself. Egnatius easily won election after election, no doubt due to the part she played in his campaigns. Even when he lost, he was never out of power for long. Her beauty and charm effortlessly put people at ease, winning converts to her cause, or laying waste to an opponent’s. Though how much of this was due to her natural charisma and how much to her magic, one could only guess. Her powers were useful for other things as well. Ensuring one did not bear children from an oafish husband, for instance.

      “Aren’t you afraid he’ll divorce you for barrenness?” I asked. Her appearance put her a bit past the ideal childbearing years (gods only knew her true age, as I’ve said), but it wasn’t entirely outside the realm of possibility. I was surprised the subject of divorce hadn’t come up between them sooner.

      She laughed. “I am far too valuable to my husband’s career for him to do that. He may want proof of his virility, but he wants a consistent political position more. Besides, if he desires a son so badly, he can adopt one.” She was right, of course. To carry on their name, wealthy Romans would often adopt sons if the fates awarded them none of their own.

      “And do you use that same magic on our union to ensure there is no bounty there, either?” I asked.

      “Well, it would be unwise if there was. What if they took after you? How would I explain a pale-faced, yellow-haired girl or boy to Egnatius? He and I are both so dark . . . a lighter offspring would raise suspicion. Besides,” her voice deepened, “I’m sure he’s had a child—or a whole gaggle by now—with his whores over the years.”

      As the proconsul’s wife, Sabine had enough responsibilities without the added chore of raising children. There were parties and banquets, and guests to flatter, charm, and entertain at each. When she was fulfilling these obligations, I could not monopolize her for long, which rankled me. How we passed our entire first night together, speaking for hours sans interruption, is beyond me. Perhaps the gods arranged it. Doubtful, but perhaps.

      At least I was a frequent guest at these gatherings, being all but chained to Egnatius’s side by politics. But I didn’t mind the tether, if it allowed me to be close to Sabine. Pompeii became my home as much as Rome, if only because Sabine was there, and my heart's fascination with her.

      Often, the banquets held by Egnatius and Sabine were too large to accommodate the nine dinner guests Romans typically hosted. Instead of one large, square table, as was the custom, numerous smaller ones were spread throughout the house. I thoroughly enjoyed this, as it allowed me to admire the gifts I’d brought Sabine over the years, retrieved from my numerous travels and campaigns.

      There were textiles and glassware, amber, and pottery from the north. Gold, silver, and wine from Hispania. I gave her marble from Greece, ivory from Africa, papyrus from Aegyptus. She seemed mildly pleased with the dyes, perfumes, and incense I brought from our other eastern provinces. And, of course, I supplied her with slaves from just about everywhere.

      At first, I thought Sabine would be jealous of my ability to venture abroad, to move freely throughout the world in a way she could not. But she did move about a good deal with Egnatius in the course of his duties, though not as widely as I did. If anything, she seemed bored and apathetic toward these affairs.

      I flattered myself to think my gifts revived her from time to time, and kept her occupied when Egnatius traveled alone. My friendship and professional association with Egnatius was the perfect excuse for such munificence. And the gifts I gave him were even more extravagant, so that Sabine’s looked trifling in comparison. If the gifts had been equal in value, it might have aroused suspicion.

      “You are so good to remember my darling wife, Titus,” he said to me after I gifted him a pair of tigers from Libya. “Truly, you are second to none in generosity and thoughtfulness.” He leaned toward my ear. “Just between you and me, I’m fearful for her safety while I am gone. It eases my heart greatly to know you are so often here to protect her.”

      All at once, I closed my eyes, placed a hand on my chest, and bowed slightly. “My privilege, your grace.” Inwardly, I smiled. This is almost too easy.

      Almost twenty years passed in this manner. I’m sure that seems like a long time to you mortals, but to creatures like Sabine and me, it was a mere flash of lightning. I was a bit concerned that Sabine’s beauty did not fade during that time. Though I enjoyed it very much—and in numerous ways—I worried that others might suspect it was not entirely natural. I myself had elected not to “stop the clock,” as it were, on my own appearance. Not even after Sabine informed me we had such power. Not yet. I didn’t want mortals knowing what I was—what we were—until I was ready.

      Besides, I enjoyed the veneration that came with looking older. A seasoned general commands more respect than a youthful solider. And Sabine and I seemed more like a pair, now. Like we belonged together. So, if we ever do meet, dear reader, I will seem to you a solidly built man of forty-something. Not that we should ever meet, I think. It may very well mean you are my evening’s prey.

      “And you are sure Egnatius has no idea what you really are?” I pressed Sabine one day. We were in bed, as usual; I ran my finger down her smooth, flawless cheek. Her husband was a fool, to be sure, but even fools had eyes.

      “Do you think I’d have gotten this far in life if I let him find out?” Sabine busied her own fingers on parts of me that responded enthusiastically to their touch. “What sort of unskilled keeper of secrets do you take me for?” I could do nothing but give a satisfied grunt in reply. “No, Titus.” Her fingers continued their gratifying journey. “Rest assured, Egnatius does not know. He will never know, nor will anyone but you.” The rest of the afternoon passed in moaning.

      Even as the decades flew by, I still remember little moments like that. In fact, I recall one banquet in particular. Egnatius, as usual, had too much to drink. He’d stumbled off the left-hand couch we lay on, slaves briskly clearing the table in the center. It was three to a couch in those days; the lower-ranking guests on the central and right-hand couches quickly followed Egnatius as he went to watch some nubile acrobats I’d gotten to perform for him.

      They slithered and tumbled from table to table and guest to guest, Egnatius entranced by their skintight clothing and firm bodies. That left Sabine and me as the only two people left at the table. We feigned drowsiness and bid Egnatius enjoy my gift, which he was all too glad to do.

      Finally, we were alone, or at least as alone as we could get this evening. Although there were people all around us—laughing, talking, drinking—we were ignored for the most part. It was an infrequent and blessed reprieve brought on by the bloated-stomach drowsiness of guests, and copious amounts of wine. Egnatius’s bodyguards stood, as usual, stone-faced against the walls. Sabine and I lay next to one another, hips almost touching. We smiled at the irony of our deception. If only Egnatius knew how often our hips had touched before, and in much less innocent ways.

      Slaves washed our hands. The segund mensa—the final course—was done, and the center table wheeled away. In its place, a second table appeared, laden with all manner of sweets. There was fruit—peaches, grapes, dates, figs—honey cakes, walnuts, pine nuts, and chestnuts. We were done with the lighter, honey-sweetened spirits. Now was the time for stronger wine, served out of an enormous silver bowl into our cups. We drank deeply as I stared into Sabine’s eyes, drinking deeply of the wine found there as well.

      “So, what do you think Emperor Vespian is doing with that lake he drained in Nero’s palace?” I asked. “I hear he has something exciting planned. Should be amusing to see what it is.”

      Sabine shrugged. “One monument rises, another falls. Much like empires. But they all go the same way, eventually.”

      “Oh, come now. You can’t mean that.” I dangled a bunch of grapes in front of her, which she accepted reluctantly. “Not entirely. And certainly not about Rome. Your own star keeps rising, after all. And your husband’s.” Egnatius was slapping his thigh in laughter—too loudly—at something one of the other guests said.

      You know perfectly well he owes much of his continual reelection to you, I murmured in her mind. I pushed a fig into my mouth and gazed out over the dining rooms. Now, Egnatius was making a feeble attempt to join the acrobats. I’m surprised he’s still merely proconsul. With your help, he could be emperor one day.

      How do you know it isn’t because I’ve withheld my assistance that he is not? she said coyly, taking a healthy sip of wine.

      What’s wrong? Don’t you want to be empress, and rule over all you see? I leaned closer. Our lips were almost touching. I could see the rosy droplets of wine on Sabine’s, and how I longed to drink.

      Perhaps it is reluctance to be empress under a particular type of emperor, she replied. There was a loud thump, and Sabine leaned back, away from me. We glanced up to see Egnatius on the floor, tripping over his unwound toga. He was chasing after one of the female acrobats while the other drunken guests laughed and clapped their hands. He rose again and grabbed at the woman, who effortlessly dodged him. He tripped a second time—harder, but unhurt, making a sound like dough hitting a baker’s marble slab. Sabine closed her eyes, nostrils flaring.

      I pitied Sabine. Her mind was as keen as my own, if not keener. How frightfully dull this life must be for her. Chained to a buffoon of a husband who could never match her nimble wit, or her beauty.

      Perhaps, if the right type came along, you’d be more amenable to being under him? I glanced at her waist and smiled. The wine I’d drunk had made me bold, but not as idiotic as Egnatius. If there was one thing I couldn’t stand, it was a man who couldn’t hold his liquor. Still, I knew better than to play anything other than the loyal soldier at his side. I only protected what was his; I never claimed it as my own, including his wife.

      Perhaps, she said in a bored tone, stretching out languidly on the couch.

      Perhaps? I echoed. I lay on my back next to her. It was that time of the banquet when such positions were excused. When guests were exhausted by the evening’s refreshments and entertainments, and rules of decorum were relaxed. Of course, these were positions we’d assumed many times before. It was almost as if we’d just finished making love.

      Yes, Titus, she confirmed, placing her hands in her lap. Perhaps.

      I closed my eyes and sighed. I drifted in and out of sleep to the sounds of Egnatius’s guffaws and the shouting of other guests. Sabine was teasing me, I was certain. Why shouldn’t she and I reign over the world? I wondered to myself. The Roman Empire was already the largest in existence at that time. Was Rome itself not called Roma Aeterna, the Eternal City? They say all roads led there. It seemed a place made for two eternals like us to rule. Our ascension was inevitable.

      True, Sabine wasn’t enthusiastic about the idea of ruling by exposing our true natures. But she didn’t seem against stepping into the higher echelons either, if she could arrange it. She might pontificate on the sanctity of life all she wanted, but I knew she enjoyed everything Rome helped her acquire. She’d enjoy it even more with me.

      And I could convince Sabine to rule as the deities we were meant to be. I was certain of it. Though she didn’t think mortals would understand a god if faced with one, they would understand us. We would make them understand. It would be the same with the High Council, if we ever crossed paths. Far from being a threat to them, I was endeavoring to raise our kind to greater heights. Surely they would see that. And, if they didn’t, I’d simply find a way to conquer them like I did everything else. Then, Sabine would be honored and worshipped in whatever way she wished. Then, she would finally be happy.

      It was only a matter of time.
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      It is hot ash—not snowflakes—cascading over us. We do not know it now, but when Vesuvius erupts, she shoots up a column of lava that hardens in the air. The column turns to ash and pumice, which the wind blows for miles onto the unsuspecting inhabitants of Pompeii.

      Citizens shriek as the fiery debris rains down. Dogs howl. Oxen make low, pleading moans. Horses scream. People start running in all directions, colliding with one another. Pompeii may be a modern city, but there are still no street lamps at this time. Near-pitch blackness only adds to the confusion and terror. With the sky as dark as night, only fires started by large pieces of falling ash provide light.

      I am hit from behind, and nearly tumble headlong into one of the fires. My magic stops me mid-fall, the flames a hair’s breadth from my face. I scramble to regain my balance, and run like hell with the others.

      There are more deep shouts from men, and higher-pitched cries of women. Infants let out wordless, unintelligible wails. The rumbling from Vesuvius becomes more severe. We can feel it in the ground, now, working its way up and down the streets. Slates crash down from rooftops. One slices a man’s throat open. I have not time to watch him bleed to death on the stone pavement.

      Men are working on a building I recognize—a row of food stands that hasn’t yet recovered from the earthquake damage in 62. The scaffolding around them collapses; those not crushed run for their lives. One by one, more buildings falls under the weight of the rocks and ash, taking great swaths of human life with them.

      I can see more people, now, rushing out of their apartments. They have children in their arms, or sacks whose contents jut out at odd angles. Others emerge with carved boxes, rugs, and other items they consider precious. Some grope along the walls crumbling in the darkness, gasping for breath as hot ash fills their hair and mouths. Others pull togas or shawls over their heads as they flee. I am healing more quickly than those around me, but not quickly enough. Hot ash descends on parts of my skin that are already burned, increasing my agony. I wince, growl, squeeze my eyes shut. Gnash my teeth. Though my cries of pain would be swallowed by the cacophony around me, I fight them out of a soldier’s habit.

      The clumsy—or unlucky—are quickly buried under falling ash and rocks. The foul stench of sulfur stings the nostrils, the tongue, the throat. It makes my eyes water. Others cough and choke on the poisonous gas. Their hands clutch their throats; they sink to their knees, never to rise again. Later, Christians will equate this smell with their hellish brimstone. Had they been witness to Pompeii at that moment, I’m sure it would’ve confirmed their suspicions of divine wrath.

      People try to flee the streets on horses or in wagons. But the roads are blocked by crowds, corpses, and fallen buildings. Cats, dogs, and goats scatter, white-eyed, in every direction. Shopkeepers shove valuables into their pockets and purses, gems and coins and goblets spilling from them. Foolish ones try to stay, thinking they can prevent looters. And, as in every disaster, there are already looters. But they are not able to run as quickly as those unladen with booty, and many are swallowed by cascades of ash.

      The groaning sounds of oxen in their death throes reverberate in my bones. Horses scream in terror as they fall from overturned carriages and carts. People kill anyone who gets in their way, mowing each other down in blind panic. I see an infant’s head crushed by a gladiator’s heavy boot. Strangled cries—presumably the mother’s—soon follow.

      The screaming is not intermittent, but constant now. Vesuvius: that great, open wound on the face of the world, keeps vomiting fire onto us. The smell of burning meat is everywhere. Like many others, I realize the voluminous folds of my toga are weighing me down. I join the men of my class in tearing the cursed garment off, leaving nothing but my tunic. I scramble through the streets, buffeted this way and that by contrary rivers of humanity. Like them, I have no destination in mind. Only a vague, self-preserving notion to get as far away from Vesuvius as possible.

      When I wished for rain, I should’ve been more specific, I think bitterly. I should have asked that it be made of water.

      [image: ]

      June first, AD 79, Pompeii. It was the Festival of Carna, also called Cardea. Marked as a public holiday; courts and other public offices were closed, though most mundane shops were still open. The goddess Carna was believed to rule the heart. She had the power to turn away strixes, demon owls of ill omen said to drink human blood. The Greek writer Boios even told of a man who became a strix “that cries by night, without food or drink . . . a harbinger of war and strife.” Not that I believed such things.

      She was also known as the “goddess of the hinge,” and so all doors, windows, and locks belonged to Carna. On her feast day, citizens cleaned, oiled, and repaired these fixtures, and nailed charms to their doorposts. It was traditional for Romans to feast with their families this evening, making offerings of beans, bacon, and other forms of pork to the goddess. They hoped she would reward them with good health. It was believed that eating these foods would bring the power of the goddess into them, infusing the worshippers with vitality.

      A silly little festival, but they were common enough in those days. A nice excuse to shirk ordinary work and enjoy some frivolity. Things like these—along with bread and circuses—also tended to keep the public from rioting. Since I had no immediate family, and Egnatius considered me a brother, anyway, he invited me to celebrate at his home every year.

      Late in the afternoon, I walked past the Temple of Jupiter, toward the food market and the Forum. Ah, the Forum. It was where business was conducted in the grain warehouses, where politicians made speeches on the steps of the Basilica, where priests tended the temples, where stallholders haggled with customers in the arcade. One of my slaves followed me, ready to make whatever bargains or transactions I needed. The Forum was usually crowded, but with so many official buildings closed, the crowds were thinner than usual. It allowed me to spot Egnatius, his entourage, and Sabine easily.

      “Titus!” Egnatius smiled broadly and waved to me. Plastering a broad smile on my own face, I walked toward him. Although seeing him on this day was mere coincidence, he had no idea how many times Sabine and I had met here on purpose. On those occasions, it was easy enough to say we ran into each other inadvertently. Less public places would have granted more privacy, but also greater danger. The back alleys of Pompeii were as treacherous as any city during any age. They teemed with thugs all too ready to separate the unwary from their purses—or their lives.

      True, our magic and my physical prowess could have dealt swiftly with troublemakers. But why deal with them at all when Sabine and I could spend time freely in the Forum, sending our slaves away on some errand, happily immersing ourselves in the seductive conversation taking place in our minds? Today, when I finally caught up with Egnatius and his other comites, Sabine and their slaves were standing demurely behind them. Sabine had a silk shawl draped over her head like a hood. We all bade each other the usual greetings.

      “Didn’t expect to see you until the feast this evening,” Egnatius said to me. “I just returned from visiting my friend Pliny in Misenum. His nephew is in town. Anyway, Pliny was asking after the security of our African borders.” He ran one hand through what was left of his hair, now more white than gray. “I said we’d had a few problems here and there. But, for the most part, no one dares impugn the sovereignty of Rome in my provinces, thanks to our capable army.” He winked a wrinkled, droopy eyelid at me.

      “No more trouble with the Berber tribes, I hope?” I asked.

      Egnatius clapped me on the shoulder. “Not after the routing our Titus gave them the last time!” He laughed, and the other comites quickly joined in. “You all remember the way he slayed their men, destroyed their village, then let his legion have their pick of the women, and sold off the rest? I’m due to make another trip there shortly. Not as easy as it used to be, with these old bones of mine. But traveling should be much smoother than last time, what with the swath you cleared all the way to the coast.” He beamed at me.

      “Are you certain I can’t go with you, my lord?” My voice was plaintive, yet in keeping with the commanding nature of my office. I wanted to seem ever eager to serve the proconsul, to always appear his faithful comite. People were much less likely to suspect I was sleeping with his wife that way.

      Egnatius shook his head. “No, my friend. Nothing that will require your battle skills. Just dull, tedious tax assessments on Berber’s neighbors, I’m afraid.” He let out a long sigh.

      “I see.” I let my face fall—and let Egnatius see it. I often made such offers, ones I knew would be refused. I had found out the purpose of Egnatius’s visit in advance, of course, and knew that he would have no need of my services. “Pity,” I added.

      Egnatius chuckled. “Ever-faithful Titus! Always the same. Like a dog biting its chain: can’t wait to sink his teeth into the next piece of meat!” The rest of the group laughed again. I smiled indulgently. “Never fear, General,” Egnatius continued. “Plenty of wrongdoers around here the government could use your help with. I’m sure there’s enough in Pompeii to keep you occupied.”

      I gave a quick glance to Sabine, which she caught, but her husband did not. “Indeed,” I murmured, and tried to fight the wider grin tugging at my lips. Sabine stroked the edges of the shawl closest to her face and smiled at me. “But tell me, Proconsul,” I said abruptly, “what is your opinion on the new weapons being developed by General Caelius? Do they represent a significant advancement over the previous versions?”

      “Eh?” Egnatius was peering over my shoulder.

      He’s looking at a graffiti advertisement for a new chariot race at the Circus Maximus, Sabine said in my mind.

      “Oh, I don’t know, Titus.” Egnatius’s voice trailed off. “Whatever you think is best.”

      I gave a satisfied nod. Just as I suspected. Military subjects—ones that did not involve victories he could brag about—bored Egnatius to tears. They were also helpful in throwing him off the scent of my affair with Sabine . . . should he ever care to pick up the scent in the first place.

      But there seemed little danger of that happening right now. Egnatius stopped looking at the advert and leaned closer. “Do me a kindness tonight after we dine, would you?” he said in a low voice. “Let Sabine take you to the new tapestries—the ones woven with the silk thread you got us from India.” His rolled his eyes. “She’s been dying to show them off to someone.”

      “As you wish, my lord,” I sighed reluctantly. After that, we soon parted ways, saying how much we looked forward to seeing one another tonight. Especially you, Sabine, I said in her thoughts, and we stole another lustful glance. As soon as my back was to Egnatius and the rest, I didn’t bother to hide my grin.

      This is as easy as taking sweets from small children.

      That night, after the usual pork and beans, dessert was served, along with more wine, and guests were left to wander around the dining room. There were only nine of us this time—a smaller banquet. Still, Egnatius and the others were too drunk to notice when Sabine and I slipped away. We left them alone to discuss grain prices, which taverns were closing or opening, and who was likely to be elected to which office this year. As soon as I shut the door to her bedroom, Sabine motioned to me urgently.

      “I must speak with you,” she hissed.

      “Of course,” I murmured. “But Egnatius will be occupied with those other fools for hours. And he did say you wanted to show me the new tapestries.” I maneuvered my hands into her stola until they found her smooth, warm skin, the way I’d done so many times before. “Are they in here, I wonder?”

      Sabine slapped my arm—hard. I pulled my hands away. “Stop that,” she said. “I’m in earnest. This is a serious matter.”

      “You didn’t seem so serious this afternoon. Just the opposite.” I kissed her shoulder. “I was under the impression you were in the mood for some levity.” I kissed the crook of her neck. “Very much in the mood.”

      “Much has happened since then.” There was an undeniable darkness in her voice. She pushed me away.

      “Such as?” My own voice darkened as well. I found myself wondering if she’d met another man, one younger than I. Thoughts flashed in my mind of how quickly I could find out who, and all the creative ways I could kill him. I did not share these thoughts with Sabine.

      With her back to me, Sabine pushed her hands out from one another. A pair of curtains parted, revealing a tiny window. Sabine peered out. She pushed her hands together, and the curtains closed. She turned around, frowning.

      Who—or what—is she looking for out there, at this time of night? Or does she think someone will come looking for us?

      “After you left us at the Forum, I slipped away from Egnatius and the rest—including my slave—to buy herbs for various spells.” She ran her hands over one another. “Dusk fell, and I was on my way home. That’s when I saw them.”

      “Them?” I repeated. If it’s more than one man, I’ll have trouble killing them all undetected. Still, I was fairly certain I could manage.

      “The cult,” she said emphatically, as though the answer were obvious. She sat down on the bed, smoothing the sheets again and again. “Men and women—a whole mess of them, drunk and making offerings to the goddess Carna.” Her voice lowered to a murmur. “She who opens things that have been closed, and closes things that have been opened.”

      “Then I could certainly use her help tonight.” I sat beside Sabine and slipped my hand between her legs. She pulled it away roughly.

      “This is no jest, Titus! You take great risk drawing her ire.” She fiddled with the emerald bracelet I’d given her from my last campaign, mindlessly turning it around on her wrist.

      I let out a deep breath, and the tension in my body left with it. All is well. She hasn’t found someone else. I had no idea what had gotten her so wound up, but I was certain I could soothe her . . . and procure my own enjoyment in the process.

      “I’m not worried about offending some minor domestic deity.” At the moment, I was more concerned with Sabine’s ire. It might turn her away from our bed, which I was sorely in need of tonight. There was always the option of taking what I wanted by force, but Sabine was not the woman to travel that route with. I got on my knees and began pulling her stola up, showing her I’d do whatever it took to relieve her uneasiness. “I’ll make an extra offering of bacon fat later tonight, I swear by all the gods.”

      “They were making rites to Carna,” she repeated, brushing me aside and standing up. She paced the room. I was left kneeling in front of the bed, irritated and confused. “But Carna is about more than pork and beans. It is said that she alone marks the boundaries of this realm.” She pounded one fist into her palm, and paced faster. “Boundaries magical and mundane. She alone decides.”

      “My love, I don’t understand. What does this have to do with—”

      “She herself may be one of the doorkeepers of the world, the ianitores terrestres, guarding passage to the earthly sphere.” She went to the window as if to open the curtains and look out again. Then, her body snapped around abruptly, as if she’d changed her mind. “Surely you know that version of her name, cardo. How the Roman mortals repurposed it as the main north-south street of their towns. Did you never wonder why the surveying of these roads was attended by augural procedures aligning terrestrial and celestial space? Surely it is to honor her, to placate her.”

      “Perhaps.” I stood up, my brow furrowed. “But placate her for what reason? Surely beings like us are in no danger from—”

      “These cult rites were nothing like I’ve ever seen.” Sabine went on as if I weren’t there.  She was talking madness, staring into space. If her movements weren’t so sharp and brisk, I’d have sworn she’d had too much wine. “Oh, they appeared ordinary enough at first glance. Several people in a corner of the arcade, in front of an altar, drinking from a chalice filled with wine. Five or six of them. Not patricians—probably a few common plebs. But I noticed something peculiar about them, about the contents of the chalice. It reddened their mouths and lips much more than ordinary wine. Then, there was their laughter.”

      “What about it?” I lay back on the bed. Perhaps Sabine would take the hint. “Surely you’ve seen drunkards laughing before, your beloved husband among them.”

      Sabine shook her head. “This was different. Their laughter sounded . . . odd. Like pieces of glass clinking together. Not like the sound a human would make.”

      “Not human?” I sat up partway, suddenly intrigued. “They are like us, then?”

      “No, not witches either. I noticed a few had cuts on their arms. Just minor scrapes: the kind mortals get all the time. But when they drank from the chalice, the cuts healed instantly!”

      “So they are like us.” I sat all the way up, and leaned forward. “Fellow witches. We should find them and speak to them. I’ve never met another of my kind besides you.”

      “No, they are not witches. Don’t you see?” Sabine wrung her hands. “Whatever was in that chalice healed them. It wasn’t their own magic. And though those who drank from it exhibited strength like I’ve never seen. One lifted an enormous column of broken marble beside him with his bare hands. With one hand, Titus!” She thrust her palm forward at me. “As if it were an apple he’d plucked from a tree. And their skin was pale and cold after they drank. It only lasted a few minutes, but it frightened me. For a moment, their flesh looked like stone. As if they had commissioned living marble statues of themselves. Then, it was gone.”

      This was beyond bizarre. I’d never known Sabine to be frightened of anything, not in the entire time I’d known her. “Perhaps it was a trick of the light, beloved. You said it was dusk, after all.”

      “It had nothing to do with the light!” Sabine gritted her teeth. “I know what I saw. And what I felt. I sensed the magic in the chalice—and all around them—right away. It was deeper and more powerful than anything I’ve ever experienced.”

      “Deeper than me?” I began winding the toga off my body, smiling at her. “More powerful than the feelings I give you?”

      Sabine turned away. “They were too drunk to notice when I took the chalice.”

      I stopped removing the toga, and stood there with a handful of cloth. “You took it? To do what with it? Make your own offerings to Carna, the goddess of the door hinges?” I placed my hand on my chest, feigning distress. “Fate protect us all from squeaky fittings!”

      “Enough of your jibes, Titus!” Sabine whirled around, and raised her hand as if to strike me. “Yes, your precious Romans have absconded with Carna and made her the goddess of pigs and beans. But she is not to be mocked! She can open and shut celestial doors at whim. She could turn the world on a new axis if she wanted to. Planting beans is like planting any other type of seed. It could spring forth new life . . . or total destruction.” She lowered her hand.

      “Yes, yes,” I said impatiently. I debated if I should continue removing my clothes. “And she is said to ward off strixes from babes left alone in their beds.”

      “From what I saw tonight, I think those legends have it backward,” Sabine said somberly. “If you’d been there, Titus, you’d have seen it, felt it. This profound magic that seemed to come from the depths of the earth itself. I’ve lived for centuries; never have I seen the like. You forget the legends of the strix. Some are said to be demonesses who disguise themselves as mortals and drink their blood.”

      “I haven’t forgotten.” I draped the toga back over myself—for now. “But you said the worshippers were all mortal. You were sure of it. You cannot believe such nonsense about demon goddesses.”

      “What if it’s not nonsense? We exist. Why can’t there be other magics in the world?”

      “Why this sudden religious fervor?” I asked. “You never gave any gods such reverence before. Your paranoia over this chalice is overcoming your good sense.” I don’t understand this at all, I thought to myself. I was under the impression she half-believed gods were figments of our imagination. What is it about this chalice that unnerves her so?

      “That’s why I took it with me. To observe it, study it.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “You mean you have it here? Didn’t the worshippers raise a fuss when you tried to collect it?”

      Sabine shook her head. “They were far too drunk by then. I pretended to be one of them. I raised the chalice to my lips. I giggled and toasted Carna like the rest of them. A few of them were delighting in their new gifts, rising a few inches in the air, flying as we are able to do.” She waved her hand around vaguely. “But the drink had the usual effects of wine, or they’d had a great deal beforehand. Eventually, they all wound down, like a spinning top that slows. Then, when they were too drowsy to notice, I hid the chalice in the folds of my stola and slipped away.”

      “And no one else noticed these oddities? With all the crowds at the Forum, surely someone must have seen them acting . . . more than human.”

      “It was dark at that point, and they were in a far corner of the arcade. With everyone rushing home to prepare their festival feasts, the worshippers went undetected. And a good thing, too,” she murmured. “Revealing such things could lead mortals to start asking questions about our kind.”

      “And what if they crop up again, these worshippers?” I pressed. “What if someone catches them using their new powers? Or they throw caution to the wind, and in their drunken folly, demonstrate them for all of Pompeii? It might raise questions about magic. Talk of demons, of purging the empire of dark forces. Of people like us.”

      “Impossible. The healing, the flying, the changes to the skin . . .” Sabine’s eyes searched the ceiling, the far corners of the room, as if for something that did not want to be found. “All seemed to disappear after a few minutes. I doubt they retained these powers, unless they had more of this special brew stored elsewhere.”

      “Let us pray that they don’t.” I glanced at the tables around the room, to see if they held a flask of wine. But there was not even water. “The last thing we need is a witch hunt on our hands. But what did you do with the chalice? What if that idiot Egnatius finds it—or one of the slaves, while cleaning?”

      Sabine put her finger to her lips, even though there was no one around to hear us. She bid me follow her out the door, which I did, grimacing. The farther away we got from the bed, the greater the odds were of ending the night unsatisfied. And it was the perfect opportunity for such satisfaction. I didn’t think Egnatius would find us for hours, and as we slipped through the hall, I saw I was right. We walked quietly by him and the other guests, passed out on couches, dead to the world by way of drink.

      What hours of ecstasy are we ignoring for this goblet-related lunacy? I wondered.

      Sabine peeked at Egnatius and the others, too. But she didn’t even purse her lips or shake her head the way she usually did after seeing such displays. She merely stepped resolutely ahead, steady-eyed, until we came to a mural of some dancing fauns on a wall. Trompe l’oeils were popular in those days: illusions appearing real enough to fool an onlooker. Almost like a mortal form of glamour. This one looked like the fauns could’ve taken us by the hand at any moment to join their merriment. I squinted at it. I’d been in Egnatius’s house so often, I knew it as well as my own. Yet, I didn’t recall ever seeing this mural before. It must have been new.

      With one last glance to make sure we were alone, Sabine closed her eyes, murmured some words, and waved her hands over the mural. My own eyes bulged to see the mural melt away—and the wall with it. I’d seen Sabine perform magic before, of course. But this was different. We stepped into a room that was unfamiliar to me. Once inside, she waved her hands where the mural had been, and a stone wall appeared behind us. She cast a ball of light so we could see in the darkness. It wasn’t a large room; perhaps ten feet by ten feet. Its smooth walls on all sides had neither doors nor windows.

      “What is this place?” I whispered to her.

      “I created it,” she replied simply. “To hide the chalice from Egnatius, and from whoever else might come looking. At least until I can understand the accursed thing.” That was when I saw it.

      In the center of the room, on a podium, stood the chalice. It was about eight inches tall, and, as far as I could tell, looked to be pure silver. An etched leaf and vine wound its way around the stem and cup. I walked up to the chalice and peered inside it.

      “There’s still wine in here,” I said. The red liquid was darker than most wine. “How can there be any left, if the worshippers drank it all?”

      “They didn’t,” Sabine answered. “They only managed small sips before going into that strange state I described. There was a good portion of it left, as you can see.” I reached toward the chalice.

      “Don’t touch it!” Sabine snapped. I blinked at her and dropped my hand back to my side. She’d never been so harsh with me until this evening, not in all our decades together.

      Sabine took a deep breath. Her next words were softer, though no less grave. “I still don’t understand what it is. Look in the chalice again. Can’t you see the magic swirling within? Can’t you feel it?”

      I stepped forward and peered into the chalice again. This time, I tried to use my magical senses, not just my sight. Then, for the first time tonight, I understood a little of what Sabine meant. A sort of wave came over me. Something thick and heavy, teeming with magic. Like humidity mixed with black smoke. I close my eyes and inhaled.

      “I can,” I replied. “But I don’t know if it’s something to be feared. I do get the sense it’s as old and powerful as you say. No doubt a foreigner—fresh from a ship—brought some new potion to enliven the mind. Perhaps it is just an exotic form of wine.”

      “Your senses deceive you, Titus. It is not wine, but blood.”

      My mouth hung open. “Blood? Whose blood?”

      “I don’t know. But not a mortal’s, or a witch’s either.”

      “I thought you said it was wine.”

      “That’s what I thought, at first. The mortals who partook of it acted drunk, as if it were the most potent wine they’d ever tasted.”

      “Did you taste it?”

      “Of course not! Gods only know what it would do to creatures like us. And you must promise me you’ll never try to, either.” Apparently, my answer was not quick enough. “Promise me, Titus!” she urged.

      I put my hands up in surrender. “I won’t, I swear!” I promised over and over. This was mostly because I hoped it would grant me entrance to other rooms Sabine alone held the key to this night—ones not built of mortar and stone. “But how do you know it’s not wine if you didn’t drink it?”

      “There are spells one can use to determine the components of liquid. You know them—I taught you. I simply took a few drops from the chalice and performed them.”

      “All right, then, but I still don’t see why you’re so animated. Odysseus himself was said to restore a minute amount of life to the souls he consulted by offering them blood to drink.” I looked on the chalice with renewed interest. “With any luck, this is something similar.”

      “Be that as it may,” Sabine said, “we should not experiment with it until we know more.”

      “As you wish, my love. Did you ask the worshippers where they acquired it?”

      “By the time I realized what it was, their state precluded them from answering logical questions. It was like trying to get a straight answer out of Egnatius when he’s drunk.”

      “Speaking of which,” I wrapped my arms around her waist from behind and nibbled her ear, “perhaps that is a situation we might take advantage of. Right here, right now, in fact.” I slipped one hand inside the front of her stola. “Did it not occur to you that you’d inadvertently created the perfect place for an assignation? We should have thought of this years ago.”

      Faster than I thought possible, Sabine twisted herself out of my grasp. Her eyes blazed with a fire I’d never seen before as she glared back at me.

      “You forget, Titus. Carna rules the heart. And goddesses of the heart are not to be trifled with.”

      “You are the only goddess of my heart,” I protested. I was laying it on thicker than usual, but what did it matter? The sooner I flattered and soothed Sabine, the sooner I could enjoy her charms.

      “That may not be enough to save us now, Titus,” she said ominously. She stared at the chalice. “I cannot help but feel this potion is like the ill wind that blows no good. Something come to warn us of imminent disaster.”

      I folded my arms across my chest. “Now, you’re just being morbid.” I confess, I was beginning to feel the same way. It was obvious she wasn’t going to bed with me that night. “There’s no reason to believe this chalice is a harbinger—of doom or otherwise.”

      “Perhaps not, but something is coming, Titus. I don’t know what, but I know it will be . . . permanent.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      You all know what happened next.

      Vesuvius did not erupt that night, of course. Even the most casual student of history knows that. But in the months between that fateful day and the festival of Carna, Sabine obsessed over the chalice. She tried to find out everything she could about it, work magic on it, track down its worshippers. But they seemed lost to the wind—dead, or unwilling to be found. Hordes of people traversed in and out of Pompeii every day, especially during festivals. It was possible those who drank from the chalice were only passing through the city.

      As Sabine requested, I did not make another attempt to drink from the chalice myself. There was no sense in going back on my promise to her. One, she was no fool, and would find out. Undoubtedly, she had magical wards on the secret room that would let her know of unauthorized entrance. Two, I didn’t care about the chalice as much as she did. So, it held a magic liquid. If it didn’t lead us to more of our own kind, what good did it do me? Besides, I was on and off campaigns that summer; I hardly had another chance to steal a glimpse of the silly thing. Let it be Sabine’s pet project, then, I thought. With any luck, it would keep her occupied—and maybe even happy, after a while, if she could figure out what its power meant.

      Perhaps it would even cure this ennui or whatever it was that had her in its grip of late. I certainly hoped so. Ever since she acquired it, she’d been more fretful and aloof, withdrawing from me even during our brief visits together. But then, perhaps I should not have been away so often. If only I’d spent more time with her.

      If only I’d known.
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      My hands—like everyone else’s—were trying uselessly to cover my head from the rain of fire bearing down on us. I kept thinking that, if we just waited long enough, Vesuvius would stop. She would cease her angry screaming and have mercy on us all. I later learned that hot ash and rock fell for roughly eighteen hours after the eruption. That added up to about sixty feet of debris in total: the height of a five-story building.

      So, Vesuvius was not stopping. My backs of my hands were a mess of raw, red marks. It was growing harder to breathe, the hideous stench of sulfur still poisoning the air. The screams continued all around me, and I looked frantically to the left and right. But my eyes met only creatures even more pained and terror-stricken than I was. I kept running until I didn’t see them anymore.

      What was it Sabine had once told me? You could toss around bonfires as if they were marbles, if you wished.

      I stopped in my tracks. Maybe I could stop Vesuvius. Calm her roaring, douse her rage. I was a fire witch, after all, was I not?

      I glanced around and saw I was standing in the center of the Forum. My body was between two stone bases—several feet high—whose statues had never been replaced after the earthquake of 62. I had no memory of how I got there. The Forum was barely recognizable, anyway, with columns and facades crumbled onto one another. Half of one side of the arcade had collapsed. And the entire square was empty. I could hear the echoes of shouts and screams on the streets surrounding it. Everyone had fled this place. They’d gone home to try to salvage their families or belongings, or had taken one look at Vesuvius and elected to run, run, run.

      I turned toward the volcano, my back to the heavily damaged Temple of Jupiter. With arms splayed by my sides, I stared the mountain down, felt the weight of its power wash over me. For a moment, I hesitated. Then, I set my jaw, and sent all my magic toward the furious, shrieking Vesuvius.

      I could feel the volcano fighting me. As I tried to deflect the ash still firing at my body—at everyone’s—she struggled, gnashed her teeth, tore her hair. She wanted to suffocate me; I could feel her earth magic filling me like stone. My legs were as lead; a heaviness crawled into my chest. Keeping my arms in the air was like trying to balance a building on my shoulders. Fire and ash and wind blew my tunic all around, shredding parts of it. I let out a guttural cry, clenched my fists, pulled them down. I would bottle Vesuvius back up if it was the last thing I did. I would be the one.

      And it was working. My fire magic was winning. I could see, on the horizon, clouds of smoke and trickles of red were slowing down. My legs felt lighter, then my chest, then my arms. Rivers of veins lit up the sky. Later, scientists would credit this to electrically charged clouds causing a lightning storm. But Vesuvius and I knew the truth. It was really my magic. It had always been me.

      But then, something happened. Vesuvius, in a surge of white-hot rage, sent another blast of fire magic up from her bowels.

      I saw it coming straight toward me.

      My eyes bulged. Fool. I had thought to wrestle Vesuvius’s magic back into the earth. Now, I saw I had become her magnet, drawing all her wrath toward me. An enormous fireball—bigger than Egnatius’s entire atrium—was bearing down in my direction. I took several steps back, but the ball of fire was growing larger, and not just because it was getting closer. Now, it was almost the size of the Temple of Jupiter. There was no possible way to control it. It was too big, and Vesuvius too angry. It would have taken an army of fire witches to turn it aside, if that. I was trapped. There was nowhere to run.

      No no no no no. The sound was deafening as the fire roared toward me, a tornado made of impossible light and heat. The last thing I remember is being thrown backward, slamming into the stone base behind me. My head hit first, and the rest of my body must have followed and slid down. I say “must have,” because after I felt my head crack, everything went dark.

      I don’t know how long I was unconscious. It couldn’t have been that long; I could still hear the screaming of mortals all around me. I tried to stand, but the pain in the back of my head blinded me. I closed my eyes and leaned on the stone base with one hand as nausea rolled in waves inside me. I opened my eyes. Behind me, the Temple of Jupiter was an empty shell. The roof had blown away, or been obliterated. Only a few of the entrance columns remained, splayed out like fingers roughly chopped off at different lengths.

      It went past me, I realized. The ball of fire didn’t hit me directly. It sailed overhead and grazed me. But I had little time to thank the gods for their mercy. I knew my injuries were grave. I reached around and touched the back of my head. I barely laid a finger on it, and the pain came again, like a thousand knives piercing my brain. Another wave of nausea hit, and I doubled over, clutching my stomach. With great effort, I managed to stand again.

      The shoulders of my tunic were drenched with blood. That my head was bleeding came as no surprise; the blow would’ve splattered a mortal’s brains all over the travertine. What was surprising was that it wouldn’t stop bleeding. I tried to will magic into my body, to heal it. In agony, I could feel the plates of my skull shift, reaching for one another. But they barely touched before shrinking back again.

      I tried a second time, a third. I was drenched in sweat from the effort. Each time, the pain was so great, I was left gasping. My lungs clutched for breathable air in the thick, hateful fumes around me. I coughed and coughed. My body shook with great, ugly hacking noises as my stomach spasmed. The pain felt like Vesuvius itself. Like my head exploding.

      But it was no use. The wound would not close. My skull and Vesuvius had that much in common. I’d used up too much of my magic—nearly all of it—on that last spell. That was why my body couldn’t repair itself. Sabine had warned me of this. How illness and injury could wreak havoc with a witch’s body if they weren’t careful. Now, I was able to appreciate her warning—at the worst possible time. The volcano was belching smoke and death just as enthusiastically as before. I had to get inside, somewhere.

      As I walked, the vertigo was like a sadistic bully. Like the older slave boys I grew up with, until I learned to put them in their place. It felt like there was one on either side, pushing me into the waiting, laughing fists of another, who pushed back just as hard. I was jostled violently between them, the road rising and dipping, coming up at different angles to meet me. But I couldn’t let myself fall. If I did, I might not get up. I would lie there, like so many others, forever entombed in ash.

      Fool. I cursed myself again as I stumbled along the road, trying to avoid the panicked imbeciles crashing into me. I should’ve known better. Stop Vesuvius? No man could control that evil woman, and no witch, either. What hubris leads us to believe we can steer the gods? Today, one of them had struck us down with little more than her poisonous breath. If only I’d saved some of my magic—just a portion—I might’ve been able to put out the other, smaller fires all around me. To stop them from spreading. But there were too many, and everything was burning, burning. My own element had turned trickster, betrayed me.

      I thought being immortal meant I had all the time in the world. Now, I knew that was a lie. Fate can snatch opportunities from our open palms as surely as she does from humans’.

      I was not going to be able to stop Vesuvius. No one was. Pompeii was going to be gulped down, one last swig of wine at a feast before blowing out the final candle. Everything I cared about was going to be extinguished. Everyone. In that moment, a single thought filled my mind. A single name only.

      Sabine.
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      I have no idea how I made it to Sabine’s house in the state I was in. Magic, force of will . . . these things battled over which would sustain me. Flying was out of the question. The only thing worse than stumbling through Pompeii’s buildings would be to careen into them, courtesy of vertigo. In my panic, hideous scenarios danced and dangled before me like smiling, jerking marionettes. Sabine was trying to stop Vesuvius. She’d failed to stop Vesuvius, and the volcano claimed her. She was searching as frantically for me as I was for her. She’d fled without me.

      Another thought flashed through my mind as I combed the streets. Sabine had fastened me to her side just as surely as Circe did to Homer. She might not have used a spell or charm, but the effect was the same. I was incapable of leaving Sabine. Me, who, from the moment I was born, would do anything to anyone to ensure my survival. But getting out of Pompeii now, without knowing what became of her, was unthinkable. Even if it meant I died.

      This was about two or so hours after Vesuvius erupted, though I will gladly employ the cliché here to say that it seemed an eternity. Because it was. The streets were emptier now than they were before. But this did not mean they were easier to navigate. Mounting piles of ash made it impossible to open doors. It was difficult for people to run, and that same ash quickly buried those who fell.

      Overturned buildings blocked the roads; the streets were a sea of broken stone and splintered wood. The huge bodies of animals, horses and oxen, lay extinguished in an ocean of gray powder and fire. A thick layer of ash formed on the remaining rooftops; I heard the shrieking of those both inside and outside the apartments as roofs collapsed under the weight.

      I was surprised to find Sabine’s house still standing, though I knew not for how long it would remain that way. The proconsul was one of the most important men in Pompeii; it wasn’t surprising his home was solidly built. But the doors were blocked by triangular mounds of ash. I had no choice; I’d have to make an attempt to fly. I fixed my eyes on the roofline, took a deep breath, and launched myself into the air.

      I made it over, but faltered at the last second, catching my sandal on a jagged piece of broken tile. My heart leaped as I almost stumbled and fell back onto the street, so weak from loss of blood and magic. Still, I managed to right myself. Out of habit, I glimpsed down and over my shoulder to see if anyone had spotted me. Then, I then realized it didn’t matter. If anyone was shocked at the sight of a man flying through the air, their incredulity would soon be swallowed by the greedy wrath of Vesuvius.

      I jumped down into the courtyard, now a lake of ash. I landed harder than I expected. I felt the shock of it through the ash to the ground below. The pain told me I nearly broke my ankles. It reverberated all the way to the wound in my head, bringing fresh waves of nausea. This would never have happened if I’d been at full strength, full magic. I looked around. The fountains had stopped running. Statues were knocked over and partially submerged in ash, as if trying to swim free. One could not make out where the hedges and paths had been.

      In addition to the gash on my head, I could feel bruises forming all over from being pushed and shoved in the streets like chattel. Rivulets of blood were running down my limbs from various cuts and scrapes. I had seeping, open sores from ash burns. Ordinarily, they would have healed by now. I briefly considered trying to do a spell for the pain.

      But I realized that, even if it worked, using magic on anything other than healing might mean my doom. I had to conserve as much magic as possible if I expected to survive. As it was, my stores might not be replenished in time to save me. It was starting to look like a chance I was willing to take. I thought I knew suffering. But I hadn’t understood just how much my healing powers spared me from it over the years. I almost sympathized with mortals, if this was what injury felt like to them.

      Slogging through the ash was like moving through quicksand until I got to the atrium, which was only slightly better. It was no easier to breathe indoors; the smell of gas followed me everywhere, which did my queasy stomach no favors. I futilely brushed ash from my hair, my shoulders.

      I could see how Vesuvius’s rumblings had taken their toll on the house. There was more ash in the atrium than in the other rooms because of the skylight. The gray powder had quickly overflowed the shallow impluvium and spilled onto the mosaic floors, now cracked and broken. Oil lamps had been knocked over and extinguished in the ash. Now, the only light came from small fires burning all around me. Brought in by pieces of the volcano, these unmoored torches were fed by the wall tapestries and shattered furniture. I tried to shield myself from them, covering my face with the back of my hand, moving as quickly as I could from room to room.

      Huge pieces of the walls had been ripped away, leaving gaping holes where scenes of farms or dancing gods had been. I saw several of these pieces suffocated by ash as I made my way through the house, the deities’ features eroding as Vesuvius claimed these lesser gods. Egnatius was nowhere to be found. I doubted he’d managed to sober up and make it back from the brothel yet. He could be lying dead in a heap of whores, for all I cared. My only thoughts were of Sabine.

      There were occupants remaining, but they were all slaves. “Where is Sabine?” I demanded of them. “Where is your mistress?” But they all said they did not know, even when I shook them, slapped them, and punched a few of the men in the face. The blows did not land as hard as I expected. I am weakening, I realized. These were the lower slaves, chained to tables and chairs—no doubt by the ones with more authority. Perhaps, the latter thought Egnatius would look on their own attempts to escape with pity, should they be returned, if they helped minimize his other losses. All were screaming to be freed, begging me, with outstretched arms and pitiful wails. They promised to serve me faithfully if only I would release them, spare their lives.

      I ignored them. I wouldn’t have been able to save them, anyway. If I sent them into the streets, they would’ve been killed by the same forces at work inside the house. Better they should meet the end here, than have to witness it through the apocalypse outside.

      No, I had to find Sabine. She was all that mattered, and the sole person who could save me from my own grievous injuries. I tried calling her name, but my throat was so dry, hardly any sound came out. Unlikely she would hear it above the slaves’ shrieking, anyway.

      Sabine! I screamed in my mind, sending fresh pain reverberating through my skull. Sabine, where are you? But there was no reply, either in my thoughts or out loud. Finally, I reached Sabine’s bedroom, and nearly collapsed from shock.

      There she lay, in bed, as I had seen her many times before. But unlike those other times, she still had her stola on. There was hardly any ash in the bedroom; its door had been closed against the onslaught, unlike the rest of the house. Which meant the lamp here had not yet been extinguished, and I could see Sabine clearly in its flickering light. She was slumped to one side, head resting in the crook of her arm. Although her eyes were wide open, she could not see me. She was not moving. Blood oozed from the center of her chest.

      A dagger protruded from it.

      My heart stopped. Then, it started to pound uncontrollably. Though I moved only a few steps toward the bed, perspiration poured down my body. My breath came in short, gasping hiccups.

      It’s a trick, I thought. A glamour to fool onlookers. Maybe she needs them to think she is still here because . . . I didn’t know why. What difference would it make who knew she was here? The slaves were chained up; the rest of Pompeii was running for its life.

      But I knew enough of magic to see there was no glamour. Sabine lay before me, as cold and lifeless as the corpses of Pompeii piling up outside. Blood seeped out from her stola onto the bedclothes. Pompeiian red. A warm draft moved through the room, gently lifting and dropping the curls on my lover’s forehead, as I’d done so many times with my own fingers.

      One of the slaves killed her. Revenge for years of servitude before running away. Or Egnatius managed it. Yes, that must have been it. Egnatius had come home early, found out about her and me, somehow. Then, in a fit of rage, he—

      No. That couldn’t be. Even if he’d stabbed her, Sabine was a witch. The wound would have healed with supernatural speed. Which meant she’d have a hell of a lot of explaining to do to Egnatius—far more than she would about our affair. But that was a whole other story. The only way a knife to the heart would kill her was if she didn’t have magic to heal from the blow.

      But there was no indication she’d depleted her magic the same way I had: battling Vesuvius. The volcano hadn’t calmed down even a mite, except when I tried to subdue it. Possibly Sabine had tried at the exact same time, but that seemed unlikely. And there was no way Egnatius could have woken from his drunken stupor and made it back before me—even accounting for my fight with Vesuvius in the Forum.

      Besides, after more than two decades, I knew him better. Egnatius wouldn’t have returned to his house for anything. Not slaves, not gold . . . not even his wife. He’d want to save his own skin, to leave Pompeii as quickly as possible. And if I were a slave, I’d think along the same lines, if it were my life at stake. No matter how much I might want revenge, I wouldn’t have wasted precious time killing my mistress. Not after I’d just gotten done tying down the other slaves. The first action rather defeated the point of the second, anyway. Why trying to impress an owner you were only going to murder?

      A memory was coming back to me now, one I desperately didn’t want. It was Sabine and I, in a different bedroom. I was standing behind her, arms wrapped around her waist. But she was irritated with me. She was saying something . . .

      There are ways we can die, Titus. Fire. Decapitation. Certain kinds of spells. Sometimes, even by our own hands.

      Certain kinds of spells. Even by our own hands. All a witch would have to do was perform a spell to prevent themselves from healing. After that, it was simply a matter of choosing the manner of—

      No. I looked on in horror as I leaned on the wall for support.

      The sole person who could have been Sabine’s murderer was . . . Sabine.

      I don’t know why I was surprised. Sabine had casually mentioned her family dying in much the same manner, though she never specified the exact means. Perhaps suicide was hereditary, like eye color. Or perhaps Sabine thought it was.

      Did she know what was coming with Vesuvius? Is that why she did this to herself? But, if so, why didn’t she at least try to warn me? Surely, she cared about my life, if not her own. Or was I been wrong about that, too? Was the “permanent” thing she felt coming Vesuvius? Or had she had some even worse premonition of what the blood in the chalice would bring?

      So many questions. Desperately, I glanced around, but there was neither note nor letter. No explanation or apology. Just an angry, empty hole in my heart and mind. Sabine had left me with nothing.

      I wanted to shake her awake. To jerk her out of her stupor. But furious as I was, I could only think, Sabine, my darling. My voice cracked even in my thoughts. How long had she been dead? Days? Hours? Her skin was already the color of Vesuvius’s ash, the dark pink draining from her lips. It couldn’t have been days; someone would have noticed. Hours, then? When had she done it? Before Vesuvius? Or just as the eruption started? If I had made it back earlier, could I have stopped her?

      I did not weep. I did not know how. I mean, I do, though if you ever share that, I will deny it, then kill you. But, in that moment, I seemed to have forgotten how. My body and soul felt like a dried-up husk. And you cannot squeeze tears from a husk.

      Still, my chest heaved. I reached out one trembling hand to her. My lips tried to form words, but they could only soundlessly mouth her name. Sabine, Sabine.

      I barely had time to yank my hand away before the ball of fire came through the roof.
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      The force of the fireball—and the subsequent ceiling collapse—threw me back against the wall opposite the bedroom. From a distance, I saw Sabine’s room engulfed in flames. The air was knocked from my lungs. The fresh pain in my head had me seeing stars. Still, I struggled to my feet. My only thought was to rush in to save her . . . till I remembered there was nothing to save.

      The blast renewed the chained slaves’ begging and screaming. I ignored them again as I stumbled to what was left of the bedroom door frame. Everything inside was burning and crackling, unrecognizable. Then, the edges of the hole in the roof collapsed into the room. With them came ash that doused the flames. The ball of fire had come down right on Sabine, as if to deliberately obliterate her body.

      You hateful bitch. I didn’t know if I meant Sabine or Vesuvius.

      Even the room’s lamps had been snuffed out, their iron stand decimated. Now, the fires that had provided light were swiftly being extinguished by the rising ash. I hardly had a moment to react to the new horror of Sabine’s complete erasure. Renewed cries arose from the slaves. Far from moving me to pity, they reminded me that more balls of fire might be on the way. And even if they weren’t, I had no time to tarry here—not for mortal lives or sentiment. My own life was at stake.

      Then, the room began to sway.

      I could no longer deny the extent to which my injuries were taking their toll. Everything seemed shrouded in darkness. I couldn’t tell if it was because my eyesight was growing dim, or because the light from the fires was going out. I could barely keep my balance, and had to pat my way along the walls to remain upright. My stomach roiled like a sea at storm. Now that Sabine was gone, I had no idea what I was going to do. I had only vague, wavy thoughts that I had to find a way to heal so I could escape Pompeii—if another fireball didn’t kill me first.

      But it was impossible to get far, let alone do it quickly. The ash was knee-deep, now. I groped my way to the ancestral shrine, where I saw more of the fireball’s handiwork. The shrine’s statuettes—including the genius—had been knocked over. There they lay, broken and destroyed, in the swelling ash.

      So much for the protective power of those gods, I thought bitterly. Damned if they did anyone who dwelled here a bit of good. Not even Sabine. There is no one who can protect a witch from themselves.

      But the ball of fire had done something else: blown a sizable hole in one of the adjoining walls. The hole was about half the size of a man. Through it, I could see the partially demolished painting of some dancing fauns.

      The chalice room. Sabine’s secrecy spell had been no match for Vesuvius’s fire. Whatever was in the chalice might be able to heal my injuries, if the chalice itself was still intact. Sabine said those who drank from it exhibited rapid regenerations and increased strength. But they had taken only sips. Perhaps downing the whole draught would save me. Or would it turn me to stone, the way Sabine thought it momentarily did to the others? I had to take a chance. In my heart’s wild panic, I thought anything would be better than death—even the life-in-death of a statue.

      But getting into the room was more difficult than I anticipated. I had to crawl on my hands and knees through pools of ash. My body was growing heavier; the back of my head still hadn’t stopped bleeding.

      What if the chalice isn’t there? I thought in horror. What if it was obliterated, too—claimed by Vesuvius?

      I finished creeping through the hole in the wall. Light from the fire-lit atrium shafted inside, allowing me to see a little. There was less ash covering the floor here. A surge of relief washed over me: the chalice still stood, in the center, untouched on its podium. But would I be able to reach it in time? The nausea was gone; in its place was more heaviness in my limbs. It was as if I carried the weight of Vesuvius with me.

      I am dying, I thought, in wonder. After all these years . . . this is what it feels like. Pompeii is dying, and she is bringing me with her.

      It took all the strength I had just to keep breathing, to draw myself up to the podium, clawing at its sides. Even then, I was too weak to stand. I didn’t know if my feeble grip would hold the chalice. Still, I reached for it with outstretched fingers. One of them hit the cup, and the chalice shook violently. My eyes bulged.

      No!

      I saw the chalice go over the other side of the podium. I squeezed my eyes shut, and with the last burst of magic I could muster, pulled it back within my grasp. I barely managed to wrap my fingers around the stem. I didn’t so much lift the chalice to my lips as I let the liquid spill over them. I fell backward and onto the floor, the now-empty chalice clattering next to me.

      I remember thinking it would taste like wine.

      I’m sure you all know how vampirism works by now. A vampire drains your blood and replaces it with their own. Then, you’re essentially immortal—ageless, and frozen in time. Of course, it would have been helpful to have this information before I drank from the chalice.

      But the myths and legends surrounding such things were not as prevalent then as they are today, dear reader. This much you have already seen. And frankly, at that moment, I would’ve drunk the lord of the underworld’s blood if it allowed me to live.

      At first, all I tasted was iron, as if my mouth were full of metal. No different than the times opponents struck my lips or teeth and made me bleed. I was quite accustomed to the flavor of my own blood.

      But this was different. Almost immediately, the flavor changed to something I couldn’t identify. My grip on the chalice tightened. I found I had the strength to stand. I did so tentatively, still incredulous.

      It healed me. It actually worked.

      That’s when I felt something take hold of me. As if my throat were a long rope, weighted at one end by my head, and someone yanked the rope—hard. I clutched my chest and doubled over. There was another yank—in my stomach, this time—and I dropped to my knees. Then, the pain wouldn’t stop. My entire body was host to malicious contractions that seemed to go on and on and on.

      It is amazing what suffering one can endure, and not yet die. One would think the heart or mind would give out from sheer agony. Collapse under its weight, like a roof under ash. But often, it does not. And soon, you are little more than a corpse that moves, unsure why. I thought I knew this from being a soldier, then a general. Again, the gods seemed to delight in smacking these false ideas from my hands.

      I remembered what Sabine once told me. Illness can invade our bodies if we’re not careful, if we’ve lost too much magic. I had all but spent my stores trying to placate Vesuvius. Was this then a sickness? Had I contracted some foreign disease the moment my lips touched the blood? But I had never heard of illness—or even poison—taking hold so quickly. Or violently.

      Also, illness and poison did not increase one’s vigor just before killing them. I know not how long I lay on the floor, begging death to take me. I only know that, as the pain subsided, it was replaced by a loud thumping noise. In my confused haze, I thought rescuers were pounding on the front door. Or maybe looters.

      They sound so close, I thought, my cheek pressed to the stone floor.

      It’s my own heartbeat, I realized. I listened for a few more moments in mute fascination. My heart is beating. I am alive. Then, I found my pain was completely gone. The yanking feeling throughout my limbs, my head . . . everything. I sat up with no effort whatsoever, stretched out my arms and legs, and examined them. The burns, cuts, scrapes, bruises . . . all gone. In fact, my skin was not my skin anymore at all. It was still porous, but now colder and harder, like movable stone.

      I touched the back of my skull, but found only dried blood there. I scratched my head. The sound was so loud. Like someone raking leaves. And I could feel the sound, not just the impression of fingers in my hair. My senses had run amok. Is it going to be like this all the time? What if the blood’s effects aren’t permanent? They could wear off, leaving me the dying shell of only a few moments ago.

      I stood up and brushed from me what little ash the room held. My tunic was now nothing more than a large rag filled with holes, belted and draped over me. But that didn’t matter now. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the chalice on the floor. This time, I called it easily to my hand. I looked at my reflection in it. A pale man, his blue eyes glistening like new coins, stared back at me. His skin looked as hard as mine felt, except his had blue veins running along the temples. I opened my mouth as if to speak to him. That was when I saw the fangs. Nothing as protruding and gauche as your penny dreadfuls would suggest. Just ordinary human canines, but sharper, and I’d wager a quarter inch longer.

      Fangs? I furrowed my brow and lifted my upper lip to better examine my teeth. The man in the chalice did the same. Sabine didn’t say anything about the worshippers having fangs. Then again, none of them had drunk the entire contents of the chalice.

      I let out a bitter laugh, and the sound of it came clanging back to me. Sabine was right: it didn’t sound like human laughter. My voice was still somewhere beneath it, but laced with a strange echo . . . very much like shattered pottery.

      I could see even better now, which was odd, since so many fires in the house had been snuffed out. I was sure there was less light than before. I spotted a small hole in the secret room’s wall opposite me, no doubt newly created by Vesuvius. I heard more thumping noises from outside. They sounded like the tapping of drums. The thumping noises grew louder as I approached the wall. I pushed on the stones around the hole to see if I could enlarge it. To my surprise, they fell away with a mere brush of my fingertips.

      One lifted an enormous column of broken marble beside him with his bare hands. With one hand, Titus! Was this the superior strength Sabine had meant? I pushed on a few more stones, and made a hole large enough to step through without bringing down the wall. Which didn’t really matter, since the whole house would likely fall soon, anyway.

      Pompeii truly looked like the pits of hell, now. The small fires I’d seen breaking out before were larger, and everywhere. Rooftops were dissolving, accompanied by crackling sounds that dwarfed the ones I’d heard in Sabine’s room. These sounded like dozens of tree branches breaking at once. Gray-black smoke billowed everywhere, but it no longer stung my eyes like before. It was actually easier to breathe. Perhaps some of this noxious fog was lifting. I could still smell the gas, but its scent was different, somehow. And I could smell death and other foul things everywhere.

      And something else. Not foul, but like that strange metallic taste I experienced when I first drank from the chalice. With it came the terrifying tugging at my chest, like I felt right before the chalice healed me. I froze in place; I would do anything not to feel that agony again.

      But it never came. Nor did any familiar pain, in fact. Even the hot ash that fell stung me in an unfamiliar way. Through the pandemonium, I heard sounds crisply, distinctly. I could even make out a dog barking from inside the fuller’s house. And it was brighter out, now. Shielding my eyes from the falling flames, I glanced up, and saw that the sky had cleared a little. Perhaps the worst is over, or soon will be.

      Though my head was spinning from the sensory onslaught, I could still read mortal thoughts. But none were helpful. All around me were panic and terror, pain and confusion. I could hear their hearts pounding: that was what the thumping noise was. Like blood strumming through my ears. Pounding even as they screeched in their dying, as their throats were closed by foul gas and ash.

      I saw a woman in the street stumble over the edge of a fountain. She fell, and ash blew and piled up so quickly, it was as if a sheet had been pulled over her. Lumps under the sheet fought to break the surface. But layer after layer of ash and pumice kept on piling, and she was still.

      Was she suicidal, running straight into the fountain’s path? I wondered. Quite the opposite: she seemed to be intent on getting away. Then, it dawned on me. They can’t see. The fountain that had been obvious to me was all but invisible to her. What I thought had been dusk was still near-pitch blackness. Vesuvius’s temper hadn’t abated at all. It was my eyes that had changed. They’d become the eyes of a hunter.

      But I still had to get out of Pompeii. The streets were clearer now of living people, but not of bodies and debris. I thought of the nearest exit gate of the city and moved as quickly as I could across the street, to the smashed countertop of a food stand. I had the idea to go from street to street through various intact buildings. I’d break into them, if I had to, rather than take my chances with the rabble outside.

      But I approached the counter so fast, I almost doubled over and fell onto it. How did I get over here that quickly? An experienced soldier, I was hardly one for misjudging distance. Had part of the building fallen forward, shortening the space between us? It was hard to tell; everything was disintegrating around me. I glanced up, but the food stand, though damaged, was still upright. It didn’t lean at all. I stared at it in wonder. It hadn’t moved. I had. I’d run up to it in the blink of an eye. Less than the blink of an eye. But how was that possible? It seemed I had a hunter’s speed now, too. I stared at the chalice in my hand.

      Then, some clumsy oaf plowed into me. The chalice was knocked from my grasp. I gave a cry of indignation as it was quickly swallowed by a greedy mound of ash. The clumsy oaf escaped down the street. I reached out my hand to retrieve the chalice, then thought better. You have to get out of here, Titus. Whatever the chalice means, whatever magic it still contains, it isn’t worth your life. It’s already saved you once tonight. Reluctantly, I let it go.

      That was when I felt my head and shoulders start to burn. I don’t just mean from the little pinpricks of ash that were falling; I mean really burning. Like someone was pouring boiling water onto me. I thought it was another ball of fire, that Vesuvius had finally come to do me in. But when I looked up, all I saw were a few rays of sunlight peeking through the dense black clouds. The clouds moved in front of the sun, and the agony vanished. Then, the clouds shifted once more, and I was lashed with pain again.

      I heard a noise like tearing metal—so close, I thought some kind of ironwork was crashing on me. I felt vibrations in my throat. The sound came from me. I was screaming in pain. Like my new laughter, these cries were something other than human. Of course, no one heard me in all the commotion. I huddled under a merchant’s tattered awning, crouching and cringing like an animal. I dared to peek out at the street again. Although the mortals were still scurrying about, shrieking and dying as before, they seemed unaffected by the sun’s rays.

      Why is it only me? I tried to figure out a way to get back into the street without getting burned. Why does Sol Invictus, the sun god, suddenly hate me so? If he exists, and I am still a witch of fire, shouldn’t we be brothers, he and I?

      I lifted my eyes to the heavens. As if by way of answer, Sol Invictus, or some force, whisked the sun behind a sheath of black clouds again. I exhaled. I was safe—but not for long. Now, I not only had to escape Pompeii, but I had to do it while remaining under her rain of fire, which provided the only cover from the sun.

      I could fly away. There seemed no reason to hide what I was any longer by concealing my powers. Hell, soon, there might not be anyone left to conceal them from. But fly where? Devastation poured down in every direction. Who knew where it ended, or if it ended? For the first time, I realized the destruction might extend beyond Pompeii. I supposed I could always pick a direction and follow it, in the hopes that Vesuvius’s wrath wouldn’t find me. But that led me right back to the problem of the sun. Until nightfall, there was no escaping that.

      It’s impossible, I thought. I’m completely trapped. If I remain in Pompeii, I die. If I try to leave Pompeii . . . I die. Had I indeed offended the goddess Carna, and this was my punishment? I cursed myself for mocking her.

      I couldn’t go back to Sabine’s house—it would soon drown in ash, like everything else. I needed to get underground somewhere, in a cave, or under something heavy, like stone, that would not yield to Vesuvius.

      The tombs. The cities of the dead lining the roads to Pompeii. That was where I needed to go. Ironic, that a burial chamber might be my only chance at survival. With my newfound speed, even falling ash wouldn’t be enough to stop me. I might be able to make it to the tombs in time.

      Which is exactly what I did.
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      I ignored the disbelieving cries and pointing fingers as I rose in the air and above the city. They were soon swallowed up by the cacophony, anyway. I dodged large, fiery pieces of still-falling debris. I hardly had time to marvel at the speed with which I reached the tombs. Fresh flames struck my head and shoulders, reminding me of the sun’s assault on them. But the pain was not as bad as it had been. It seemed my healing powers had been well and truly revived by the contents of the chalice. Perhaps they were even stronger than before.

      I wasted no time in finding the closest house-like tomb. Better get used to it, Titus, I thought. If this ash doesn’t stop falling, you may be buried there for all eternity. I’d lost count of how many times I’d passed these final resting places on my way in and out of the city. I’m sure many other citizens had as well. We’d grown so accustomed to them that they appeared ordinary, commonplace. Now, they seemed portentous. As if Pompeii’s dead had been warning us all along that we were on the road to joining them. I hastily ducked inside.

      Urns were tucked into crevices on all sides, jars of the dead dotting the walls. Must be a family tomb, I thought. But then, my eyes fell on a welcome sight. A sarcophagus—its presence, no doubt, evidence of the owner’s forward-thinking approach to funerals. Burial was becoming more common these days than cremation. Relief sculpture on the sides of the sarcophagus told the story of the man’s life: an equestrian who’d amassed a small fortune and a large number of children. Now, he lay in wait for his loved ones to complete the rituals that would keep him alive in the spirit world. In addition to a proper burial, this was the only way Romans believed immortality of the soul could be achieved: by having one’s family partake in one of the designated days to remember the dead.

      A family that, thanks to Vesuvius, will never come.

      But there was no time for sentimentality. I could see sunlight streaming in from the empty door frame. I gave a sharp nod at the sarcophagus.

      That will shield me, I thought as I rotated the lid partway off, once again marveling at how effortless it was. I evicted the occupant: a hideous-smelling old fellow, as embalming was not yet something we had in common with the Aegyptians. Stifling my disgust at the stench, I took the man’s place and pulled the lid back over myself. Just as I thought, the sun was completely shut out. None of its rays—now messengers of death—could find me.

      I felt a new weariness come over my body, and I closed my eyes. This was different from the previous lead-heavy sensations, when I lay dying on Sabine’s chalice room floor. The effects of the blood must be wearing off, I thought. Despite my attempts to hide from ash, from fire, from sun, I was certain death had arrived to claim me once and for all. But I didn’t feel any pain.

      At least it will be quiet and quick, I thought, as I sank into blackness.
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      It was not.

      Death did not come to claim me that day, though at times, I wish it had. I opened my eyes.

      At first, loud, harsh sounds assaulted my ears. It was like different musical instruments being played out of tune by the tone-deaf. I squeezed my eyes shut. I tried to cover my ears with my hands, only to realize they were flat at my sides. I was still in the narrow sarcophagus. My heart started to pound.

      I have to get out of here. I heaved the sarcophagus lid off. Someone might be coming for me. It sounded like an army, but of course, I would’ve been the only one to lead that charge out of Pompeii. Could it be fanatical mortals? Is the destruction of Pompeii over, and they tracked down the black magic demon they saw flying out of the city?

      I sat up quickly and looked around. There was no army, nor any mortals, in the room. The sound was outside. I looked toward the exit. No sunlight streamed through. Instead, ash was pooled on the floor around the door. Was it Vesuvius, snaking her way in, still trying to find me?

      What time is it? I wondered as I got out of the sarcophagus. One peek outside the tomb gave the answer. Although a black cloud of smoke covered most of the sky, in the distance, I could still see the sun slinking beneath the horizon. I’d slept until nightfall.

      My tomb was higher than the others, but ash still took up one-third of the bottom of the door frame. I had to duck the top in order to get outside. There, I stood on a small mountain of ash. I looked around, but could only see the second level and the tops of some of the smaller tombs. Ash covered the rest.

      I saw all this in near-total darkness.

      My eyes, I marveled as I rubbed them. They’re that good. I could see every part of the tombs that would otherwise be invisible to me: Latin inscriptions over the doors, the tiniest swirls of acanthus leaves in the Corinthian columns. The sounds I’d been hearing got louder, but they weren’t coming from an army, or mortal vigilantes. They were the sounds of Pompeii, burning and crackling in the distance. Low rumblings that were as loud to me as the footsteps of a thousand soldiers. Little snaps and pops like someone snapping their fingers right next to my ears. After so many hours of silence through sleep, my new hearing had come back to me as a shock.

      Well, this is going to take some getting used to, I thought. It became clear that the effects of the blood were not wearing off.

      All around me was the stench of burned things, though the gas was not quite as strong as it had been. The ash and stones were falling lighter, now—more like strong rain. By the time they came down, there were no longer pieces of debris to burn. I found that, beyond a minor annoyance, they didn’t bother me anymore.

      There was no rush to leave, now. I was in no danger from the falling Vesuvian sky. The sun would not be up for hours. I don’t know why, but for some reason, I found myself flying back to the edge of Pompeii.

      I rose to see my city. But there was nothing left.

      The destruction was over, all right. Everyone and everything was gone. Even Vesuvius had lost a piece of herself: the top of the volcano had been blown clean off, as if she’d been decapitated. As I gazed out over Pompeii, I saw nothing but a desert of ash, with black smoke billowing from it. A large house tilted to the right and collapsed, as if a child, tired of his toys, had pushed over a building made of blocks. There were no more human or animal sounds, nor any heartbeats now. Or, if there were, they were too muffled under ash for me to hear, to feel. There was just my own. It was the only one I wished would stop.

      For a few fleeting moments, I thought the gods were punishing me. For what, I could not fathom. Violence? Pride? The fact that I was a witch? But I had always been thus—at least that last one. And, if there were gods, it must have been they who ordained it. Why would the divine create something only to curse it? Why build up a monument, or a triumphal arch, only to watch it fall to ruin? And why take down an entire city—both the guilty and the innocent alike—just to punish one man? Even I didn’t think I merited that.

      I looked on, incredulous, for hours, but I could not get my bearings. I couldn’t tell where the amphitheater had been, nor the baths, nor even Sabine’s house. Ordinarily, I’d have been able to find them blindfolded. Not even the trees were left. Only Vesuvius, squatting like a smug toad on the horizon.

      I saw the swaying skeletons of buildings, listened to the wind blowing ash around, the creaking and crumbling as the last of the city lay down to die. The heat rising off Pompeii was like the world’s largest sacrificial fire. And now, with my hunter’s eyes, I could see every aspect in excruciating detail. Just one more “power” the gods had sent to torment me.

      It was almost dawn by the time I saw another column of smoke pour forth from Vesuvius. It seemed Vesuvius wasn’t finished destroying Pompeii. For the love of all gods, I thought, how much worse can this get? But I should have known better than to ask them that question.

      The smoke came in enormous waves that started rolling over the city. I felt their heat long before the waves got anywhere near me. Centuries later, scientists would call this a “pyroclastic flow”—a fast-moving current of hot ash and gas. Its temperature was said to reach over 750 degrees Fahrenheit. It would’ve instantly killed anyone remaining. I knew I had to get out of there.

      But dawn was approaching. I could see the sun peeking over the horizon. I began to feel dizzy and weak. It wasn’t until the sun’s rays crept over my feet that I realized they were burning. I cried out in pain and swore.

      Fate be damned, it’s happening again. I was beginning to understand: daylight was my murderer. I would not be able to tolerate even the smallest amount for a thousand years, and even then, only after I’d fed well. It occurred to me that being in the sun yesterday, after I drank from the chalice, was only possible because Vesuvius’s smoke blotted out most of the light.

      I had nowhere else to go; with dawn approaching, and the heat wave threatening, I flew as fast as I could back to the tombs.

      Gods, I begged, please let it offer the same protection from the heat as it did from the sun. I could feel my heels and legs growing warm, as if Vesuvius was some monstrous beast snorting just behind me. My heart was pounding, but I didn’t dare look behind me as the wind whipped through what was left of my tunic. Maybe the deadly heat won’t reach the tombs. But I knew that was wishful thinking.

      I flew toward the tomb’s entrance so fast, I had to catch myself on the door frame with both hands to keep from going past it. I glanced up just in time to see the waves engulfing the city. They rose up, as tall as Vesuvius herself, and swallowed all that remained of Pompeii.

      I leaped into the sarcophagus and pulled the lid back over me. I did feel a wave of heat roll past—the first of six of these pyroclastic flows your mortal scientists described. But Pompeii must have sated their appetite. Although uncomfortable by the time they reached the tombs, they did not kill me. After that, all I heard through the sarcophagus walls was the sound of lonely winds blowing.

      The dizzy, weak sensation grew more pronounced. It turned into the same sinking feeling I’d had that morning when I first lay down in the sarcophagus. Now, I understood. This was the vampires’ warning to take cover, the signal that daylight was near. It is what all blood drinkers experience at dawn.

      Had Sabine been right to fear demon goddesses? Perhaps the legends indeed had it wrong. Perhaps Carna didn’t protect others from the strix. Perhaps she was the strix, the evil, blood-drinking bird. Was I a male strix, a demon god, now? I hadn’t noticed myself turning into some kind of owl. So why was I only able to come out at night?

      Sabine’s voice danced in my mind. She who opens things that have been closed, and closes things that have been opened. What doorway to hell had I unwittingly unleashed?

      I didn’t answer the question that morning. It wasn’t long before I was sound asleep in the sarcophagus, well past when the last of the heat waves ravished Pompeii. By the time I rose the next evening, there was a little more ash in front of the doorway, but not much. Debris had finally stopped falling from the sky. For the first time in days, I didn’t smell lethal gas. However, a burned stench still permeated the air. I stepped outside the tomb.

      The radiance from the moon and stars was nearly blinding, a night almost as bright as day. I could easily see that the surrounding grass, trees, and other vegetation had been roasted alive, the countryside leveled and charred black.

      How ironic, I thought. Roman law demands that no one be buried inside the city’s walls. Now, the entire city is a tomb.

      I caught the man’s scent before I saw him, or heard his cart clattering down the road. I caught his scent even before that of his oxen, which were groaning as he tugged their harnesses, unable to go further for the ash blocking the road. The cart was full of jugs and other vessels, carefully packed so as not to be jostled on their journey. The man was a merchant, most likely, from a place where news of Vesuvius had not yet spread. He was headed toward the city, but quickly saw that he would never make it.

      His eyes bulged, and his jaw hung open. Without taking his eyes off ruined Pompeii, he leaped out of the cart. He was a portly man who reminded me of Egnatius, except younger, and with more intelligent eyes. He wore a straw hat against the late-day sun, probably forgetting to remove it when the moon rose. It was a humid evening; the air had the consistency of soup. Yet I was cool and dry as a dog bone. Still staring at what was left of the city, the man removed his hat and wiped perspiration from his forehead. Again, the scent—a metallic perfume—floated in front of me. I inhaled.

      Blood. That was what I smelled. I could hear the man’s heartbeat; steady, at first, then faster, more erratic. I felt that strong, familiar tugging at my chest, the way I did when I first drank from the chalice. The pain wasn’t as bad now as it had been then. Yet, I knew, somehow, there was only one way to stop it.

      The man looked at me in disbelief. What must he make of this tall, pale man in a tattered toga, whose eyes are brighter than normal, veins bluer than they should be? He looked to the city. He narrowed his eyes and looked at me again.

      “Where is everyone?” he demanded. “I am Memmius, of—oh, never mind. Who are you? What happened here?” I stared at him in the strangest way, and did not answer. He took me by the shoulders and shook me. “For the love of the gods, man,” he shouted, “tell me what happened!”

      I paused before answering. “Death,” I said simply. Then, I grabbed the man and sank my teeth into his throat.

      Now, I knew what the fangs were for.

      I let my hunger take over. Instinct did the rest. The man struggled, but he proved no match for my strength. He was as weak as an infant in my arms. Killing someone in such an intimate way was nothing new to me. In those days, battles frequently consisted of men murdering each other at close range. We did not have the luxury of a few feet of distance your modern pistols offer. No, the longest weapon you might have in your hand was a spear; more often, it was a sword. I lost count of the times I looked into a man’s eyes and saw death take hold. Death that I had put there.

      No, killing was nothing new. What was new was the profound pleasure I took in it. Before, if I killed a man, I lived, and he didn’t. It was as simple as that. Yes, there was a certain exaltation in it, the thrill of victory. But now, I lived because he didn’t. The rapture was immeasurable. Every night after was like the first night I became a vampire, an equal exchange of my blood for his. Or hers. A life for a life. I could feel their strength flowing into me. This new bliss made me forget about Pompeii, about how it ended. About my grief over Sabine. About everything.

      My dead lover’s words floated on the breeze next to my ear as I drank. From the goddess Carna can spring forth new life or total destruction. It seemed Sabine had planted the seeds of both in me.

      When I was finished, I let the man’s body fall into the ash. Blood was smeared over my lips and chin, dripping onto my tunic. The oxen bellowed in fear and tried to back away, still attached to the cart. But they weren’t that much harder to kill than the man, and I feasted on their blood as well. Little did I know at the time that I was hungrier than most newborns, not having fed for days. The beasts’ blood was nowhere near as luscious as a mortal’s, but it was strong, as oxen are. It would serve.

      I left the man and his animals lying there, on the road to Pompeii. With so much death in the city itself, those who found them would hardly think twice about a few more corpses. Nor were they likely to care about the man’s pallor, or the two strange wounds at the victims’ throats. No, the secret of what I was remained safe, especially since I left the area so quickly. Let those who came back and found them think it was a sacrifice, the work of an angry god, or a demon.

      With Pompeii devoured the way it had been, they might not be wrong.
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      When most mortals are turned into vampires, they revel in their extraordinary powers. They rejoice in the strength, the speed . . . the ecstasy of the kill. But despite my newfound abilities and bloodlust, I felt no small aspect of my power had been stolen.

      Now, the animal nature I’d trained to serve my will had turned against me. I could not teach myself to ignore hunger the way I could when I was a mortal soldier, and then a general. When I had to force my body to endure unending miles of harsh weather, crude sustenance, and murderous barbarians. Now I was the barbarian, with a hunger that demanded to be fed. That refused to release me during the day. That stole my energy and vigor as soon as the sun rose.

      Yes, I was the servant, and my hunger the master. If I didn’t learn to control it, I would not only be a hunted animal, but a very dead one. If I thought disguising my witch powers was difficult before, this was ten times worse. I had no desire to see my military focus on discipline and victory warped into an animal need for survival. To scurry from sunlight, to hide what I was from mortals, like a tense, feral cat. Yet, that was exactly what was happening.

      There was no question of my trying to become emperor anymore. Vampires may rule the night, but we are completely at mortals’ mercy during the day. No matter what barriers I put up, the chance was too great that some zealous humans would find and exterminate me. No, the only option was secrecy. Skulking in the shadows forever . . . that was my lot.

      There I was: poised to be on top of the world. To take over everything. Then, in an instant, I was cast down as far as Fate’s arm would reach. The lowest of the low. I thought I’d crawled my way out of that hell as a slave.

      I was wrong.

      It pains me to think that much of what I could have become vanished in a few mouthfuls of blood. In due time, I learned that couplings involving two vampires—or even vampires and mortals—never yield offspring. I would never have a son. Not that I considered myself a family man, but I always assumed I’d at least have an heir to pass on my name.

      Now that, too, had been stolen from me. I was cursed not only to march through eternity, but to do it alone. In the centuries that passed, I never heard of anything even close to a cure. As far as I know, vampirism is a disease which has no remedy.

      Yet, there are upsides. Vampires cannot contract common mortal illnesses; we are even stronger than witches in this regard. I wouldn’t have to use magic to keep myself from aging; vampires remain frozen in time at the moment they are turned. I was still a witch. I could still do magic. At least one thing hadn’t been stolen from me. Finally, consuming blood, as you’ve seen, makes me feel more alive than I’ve ever felt. Here, at least, I had a power over life and death that I’d never felt before, not in any arena or battlefield. And its heavenly taste would have to suffice, as I soon learned my body would tolerate no other forms of drink or nourishment.

      And there is something beneath it all. Something about blood and life and death and currents. As a vampire, I didn’t just perceive the world differently. I felt it differently. Like things moving around in the earth. Creatures, roots, heat . . . it was part sensory, part sorcery, but nothing like I’d ever experienced in either. When I drank, I felt waves of magic undulating through the world. I became one with all things. I swore that if I just held on a little longer, drank a moment more, I could hear the secrets of the universe being whispered to me.

      But then, just as dreams burn away with waking, the feeling faded. It was wrenched from my grasp, drifting into nothingness, like my lost city of Pompeii. Like my Rome. Like the man I had once been. The only magic I ever wanted, forever denied me.

      To answer your unspoken question, reader: no, I am not the first vampire in existence. Yes, I was surprised as well. It turns out that the possibly fictional Carna was not to blame for my—or anyone’s—turning into a blood seeker. No, that honor went to a completely different supernatural being. Perhaps knowing her feast day’s association with doorways, this creature was playing a practical joke on us. Perhaps it saw Carna’s day as a fitting moment to step into the world, or to make its presence felt. I think the first time it did so precedes the fall of Pompeii by quite a few years.

      But it is not a story I have time to tell you right now. Suffice it to say that, eventually, I learned to make others of my kind. So, I was not as alone as I might have been. Still, they all left, one by one, or I found it necessary to destroy them.

      Children can be so ungrateful.

      Like Sabine, I had little luck finding out who Carna’s worshippers had been, or where they got the blood-filled chalice in the first place. There are times when I do wonder whose elixir of life it was. Perhaps it came from more than one vampire. Perhaps, one day, there will be a knock at the door, and another of my kind will throw open their arms to me and cry, “Son!”

      Unlikely.

      And so, I became even more brutal and stoic than I’d been before. What use was the sanctity of life, of the four elements, when you would never be one of the life-giving forces of nature? My element, fire, can only destroy. Therefore, I had to hard. To be Titus. To survive. Whether vampires are members of the “undead” is a matter I shall leave to historians. Let us just say, for now, that part of me died in Pompeii.

      Whether it was the better part is yet to be seen.
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      So, I was dead. Or a large part of my spirit was. Where did that leave me? Well, as you can imagine, when someone dies (especially if that someone is you), you are left with a great many questions.

      Did Sabine know what was coming with Vesuvius? As an earth witch, how could she not have felt its rumblings? Perhaps the volcano gave no indication of its murderous intent. Had the chalice and its strange contents indeed been a harbinger? Was that why she took her own life, rather than die more horribly at Vesuvius’s hands?

      Did Sabine know what the blood would do to me? It would explain why she was so frightened of it. I should have listened to her counsel when she first acquired the chalice, instead of trying to seduce her. Being the older and more powerful witch, she had sensed its magic better than I.

      Why didn’t Sabine want to rule by my side? Hadn’t she said it was merely her disdain for Egnatius that kept him from being emperor? But she had no such qualms with me. She’d all but spelled it out the first time we met. But maybe I misjudged her. It was so long ago, the memory of that night and the wine swilling around in my head. Possibly, not even the thought of spending an all-powerful eternity with me was enough to keep her here. It was a cutting realization.

      Over the years, I came to see how foolish my earlier notions had been. It didn’t matter if Sabine saw us as deities or not. Or if I could impress upon mortals our divine sovereignty. If she was tired of living, nothing would convince her to remain on earth another day—not as a witch, not as a goddess.

      I saw now that it had not been ennui that had Sabine in its iron grasp, but despair. Could I have done more to drag her out of the depths of such hell? Had I left her alone in that wilderness, as surely as I’d left her on campaigns? Had I been the betrayer, not she? These were questions I could never bear to ask myself for long.

      I should have recognized her weariness at life. But I was too busy feasting on my own joy. I thought I’d found the cliché of my soul’s mate. That everything I’d overcome in my life—slavery, battles, mastering my witch powers—had led me to that point. To her. I always thought we’d be together somehow, in the end. That Egnatius would die, or that I would kill him. There seemed to be no rush; we had forever. We would walk the earth like the gods we were, safely above the mortal rabble.

      But to Sabine, I was no great love. I was merely the last in a long line of distractions until she chose how the end would come. She had probably been contemplating using that dagger for quite a while. No, dear reader, I don’t think she caused Vesuvius to devour Pompeii. But nor did she find some contrivance to run to the surrounding hills to save herself. To save me.

      As to why she had chosen that particular day, that particular moment, to end her existence, who can say? Perhaps, if she was forever cloaked in despondency, one moment was as good as the next. Why even try to outrun a volcano, when that seems as pointless as everything else? The eruption of Vesuvius was simply as convenient a time as any.

      As the centuries passed, in my more fanciful moments, I liked to think I was more than a distraction to her. That I meant something. That I could have made her happy. How I wished she’d at least given me the opportunity. Oh, how I have loved Sabine these long millennia! And how I have hated her. Hated her for adoring me, for leaving me. For the part she played in my becoming a vampire. But all this breathless rage was futile. I might as well scream my heart to Sabine in the wind. She had never truly heard me, and she never would.

      I lamented I could not give her a funeral. There was nowhere to mark where her body had lain. Perhaps Vesuvius had given Sabine her own commemoration, in a pyre the size of a city. Or is Sabine one of the lemures now, a spirit doomed to wander because she has not had a proper burial? If she is not, maybe she is in some incomprehensible, hellish dimension. Or, perhaps Sabine is beyond all feeling, all consciousness. Perhaps Charon crosses the river Styx with her in his arms. I have no way of knowing.

      After that first evening, I did not turn back to see the ruins of Pompeii again. I soon heard that Vesuvius claimed the neighboring town of Herculaneum as well. But, by this time, I hardly cared. As I understand it, about two thousand people were killed in Pompeii altogether—Egnatius among them—though many others managed to escape. Over time, people returned there searching for their valuables, or perhaps to rebuild. But there was nothing to rebuild from. Then, the looters came for whatever the citizens left behind. Scraps of metal and pottery that resurfaced. Coins, or still-usable brick and stone.

      Eventually, they stopped. Then, there was no one to remember what Pompeii had been. The letters of Pliny the Younger describing what he’d seen that day from his perch in Misenum were ignored for fifteen hundred years. Until then, the city all but vanished into myth, as did I.

      I suppose you’re all familiar with what came after. Around AD 117, the Roman Empire was at its largest. But, by around AD 476, it had collapsed entirely. I did not stay within its borders the entire time. I wandered around for some while after Pompeii was destroyed. The Flavian Amphitheater—the Colosseum to you—opened the following year. That would have provided me with some measure of distraction, had its gory games not taken place in the daylight. But such losses seem trifling now, when I compare them with all the rest. For instance, ironically, Rome did have an emperor named Titus—from AD 79 to 81. It just wasn’t me.

      And although I’ve had many run-ins with the High Council over the centuries, I couldn’t turn to them for help after I was made a vampire. Not even when I was desperate to find out more about this new creature I’d become, and thought they might be the only ones who knew. They’d already formed opinions of me long before I ever darkened their doorstep. I doubt they consider me a real witch. Perhaps, in the past, they would have.

      But now, with the addition of my vampire blood, I’m just an abomination to them. And to most other vampires, my witch powers are something even more otherworldly . . . something to be wary of. So, I am soundly rejected by both tribes, though I do have the odd friend here and there. My son has said he feels the same way, being half-in, half-out of the mortal and magical communities. Sometimes, I think we have more in common than he’d like to admit. Or than I would.

      But I’ve kept you too long, dear reader, and my sad tale is drawing to a close. They say many things contributed to the fall of Rome. But, for me, it all ended that summer morn in Pompeii. What had once been a mighty city—like a mighty civilization—reduced to ash and rubble. Like a man of great dignity and power shrunken down to mere beast. Like me. And whether it happened in one day or a hundred thousand days, the result was the same. A dream deferred. An age ended. A paradise lost.

      After all I had done for Rome, her children betrayed me. By dying out, they betrayed me. Just like Sabine. I feel, above all, that this was the loss of my innocence. Not when I ravished my first lover. Not when I made my first kill. Not even when I was ripped from my semblance of a mortal body and turned into a vampire. It was when I realized that hard-won happiness would never be mine. A monster’s story can only end one way. And it is never in the monster’s favor.

      If you saw me now, I would appear much the same as I had then: a well-built man in his forties. Naturally, my wardrobe has changed a bit. Togas have been relegated to buffoonish parties young people attend while feigning the receipt of an education. Today, you might see me in a black button-down shirt and suit, and custom shoes (Italian, of course).

      Why did I go on, you might ask? I suppose that, like all living creatures, I dread “not-being” too much to do anything else. It is not that I do not tire of the endless centuries, as Sabine predicted I would. I do. But besides the fear of not-being, there is usually some form of distraction to help me while away the time. Women. Blood. More women. You could say that, after a few millennia, living has become a habit.

      Besides, suicide may suit more ordinary, common witches, but it would not be a very “Titus” thing to do. A general does not go down before he has to, no matter how many battles he loses. I was no craven heart, no defector. When death finally comes, he will find me on my feet, steady-eyed, hard as iron to the last.

      After all, I was no longer a nameless slave. Not a foolish young man in love. Not even an older man, stricken dumb by grief. No, I am, now and forever, Titus: cold and alone. Bearing the weight of centuries and the countless deaths under my feet, as only a vampire can. Like the soulless piece of marble whose form my body takes. Whether or not this is ideal is irrelevant. It is what must be. It is the only way death can never conquer me again.

      What happens to me does not define me. True men make the world. They do not let the world remake them. I was a fire witch, and by Fate, and I still have some fire left in me. Hell, I was made of fire. I was forged from fire. From the ashes of Pompeii.

      I was a being even the gods couldn’t destroy.

      [image: ]

      And there you have it, dear reader. I’ve finally gotten my story down on paper. I do hope you’re satisfied, and that you didn’t find the entire process as dull and tedious as I did.

      Oh! How absurd of me. There is one crucial part I left out. I shall rectify it now. Here:

      It begins, oddly enough, with a man walking into a bar.

      That man was me.

      I wasn’t there for a drink, obviously. At least, not the kind that came in a glass, or a bottle. It was just another tiresome evening on the outskirts of Londinium—sorry, London—in search of easy prey. Or it was, until I saw her.

      With dark curls and keen brown eyes, she appeared not unlike Sabine. True, she looked about ten years younger than Sabine had been when I first met her. But just as with my first love, I felt her magic immediately. It was not as strong, yet not exactly subtle either.

      I remember, then, feeling a strange lightness in my chest, a flutter of . . . it wasn’t happiness, exactly. I want to say potential. Possibility. Not hope, because the word is a sentimental mess. I couldn’t decide if her resemblance to Sabine was a good thing, or a bad thing. But it seemed, for a moment, that I might be wrong. About my story. About how it ends.

      Of course, by now, the reader likely knows that I was wrong, which is not something I often admit. I married that woman. And even though it was heretofore impossible, through magic, she bore me a son. Could there be a future—beyond the dark ravishes of time—that even gods and monsters could not see?

      Sigh. “What’s past is prologue,” as a mortal bard once said. I have nearly been burned to death—and Pompeii was only the first time. The sun has been all but blotted out from my existence. And yet, my vision is more precise than ever. As if certain truths have been distilled. Given better illumination. Sometimes, I still hear Sabine’s voice whispering to me:

      Fire is a very powerful thing. So is light.

      

      
        THE END
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        Alessandra and Hunter have a price on their heads. Can they escape their fate, or will the sins of the past lead them to their death?

      

      In the eyes of the werewolf council, Alessandra Tate and Hunter Blaez committed the ultimate sin. Humans were killed at the hands of a werewolf, and the price for taking a human life is death.

      After being on the run for three months, Alessandra’s nightmares are still plagued with the acts of that evening. Never again will she trust a man to get close enough to betray her, even Hunter Blaez, her beta wolf and protector.

      Hunter has other ideas. He has been in love with Alessandra for years, but all she ever saw was her second in command. Even rescuing her from certain death and following her into damnation wasn’t enough for her to see him as a man.

      When the council catches Hunter, Alessandra must choose between surviving without him, or risking her life to save the only man she truly loves.
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      Alessandra Tate stood on the balcony of the old cabin, staring out into the woods with a cup of hot chocolate in her hands. Her thoughts kept drifting to the night she was attacked. As much as she wished she could shut the memories down, they kept crawling to the surface. She shivered. Hands came to rest on her shoulders, and she jumped, nearly spilling the scalding liquid down the front of her.

      “How are you doing?” Hunter’s deep baritone whispered.

      His concern grated on her nerves. “Fine,” she said, even though she was anything but. She had crossed the line, and was now a fugitive. Killing a human for any reason was taboo.

      The tribal community didn’t care that Jeremy and his fraternity brothers had beaten and raped her. They didn’t care the bastard had injected her with belladonna and left her for dead.

      All they cared about was that she had spilled human blood.

      “Bull,” he said.

      She turned. Hunter’s sharp blue eyes held her gaze. He was as handsome a man as he was a wolf, but she had always seen him as her right hand, her beta in charge of the pack when she wasn’t around. She had alpha blood running through her veins. Hunter Blaez didn’t.

      Besides, he was six years older, and had always viewed her like a little sister who needed to be protected. The night she was attacked, he crossed the line with her, tearing into those frat boys with as much feral fury as she had, while the rest of the pack looked on in horror.

      The only reason she was alive today was because of the human hearts she’d ingested. That was the only thing that reversed the deadly affects of the belladonna.

      “Why did you do it?” she asked, searching his eyes.

      His lips twitched and he glanced out at the woods, scanning the trees as if the answers she was looking for were carved into the bark. When his gaze returned, he sighed and gave her a single shoulder shrug.

      Hunter wasn’t much for small talk, and Alessandra had been thankful of that the days following the massacre, but that was three months ago. Now, his quiet demeanor just made her want to scream and shake him. She needed more than silence and sullen glances.

      It was one of the reasons she had fled her home to go to college. She needed active participation in conversations, not blind followers. She needed someone who would debate issues with her. She needed someone who challenged her.

      “Hunter, talk to me,” she said, using the alpha tone he had to obey.

      He snarled and turned away. “I hate it when you do that.”

      “Why did you spill their blood when you didn’t have to?”

      “Because what they did to you pissed me off.” He glanced over his shoulder at her, with eyes full of hellfire. “Shits like that don’t deserve to live.” He ran his hand through his dark hair. Hunter’s mouth opened as if he wanted to say more, but then his lips clamped together.

      Alessandra set the hot chocolate on the table and crossed her arms. “And?”

      He stalked to where she stood, towering over her. “If you don’t know by now, you’re as blind as you are naive.” He spun and disappeared into the house, leaving her staring after him.

      She charged in after him. “What the hell does that mean?”

      He stopped halfway up the stairwell. “Ally...”

      “No, Hunter. I need to know. I need to know why the hell you would damn yourself to a life on the run?”

      “I didn’t want you going through this alone. Besides, your innocence wasn’t theirs to take.”

      She didn’t disagree, but there was something deeper in his gaze, more personal. He trudged up the stairs without saying more.

      “Hunter?”

      He stopped but didn’t turn.

      Alessandra wanted to push him for more, but the tight set of his shoulders kept her quiet. “I don’t know if I ever said thank you,” she finally said.

      His glance and nod warmed the chill between them, and then he disappeared into his room.

      She blinked as the conversation settled into her and his words finally sank in. She crossed to his door on the far side of the house. Hunter had his back to her and was in the middle of peeling his sweater off. His muscles rippled as he tossed the garment into his hamper.

      “What do you mean by ‘if I don’t know by now’?”

      He spun in her direction and she stared at his bare chest and carved six-pack. Alessandra tried to recall the last time she’d seen him bare-chested. She thought it might have been when she was in middle school and he was a senior in high school. His physique distracted her and she completely forgot the question she just asked.

      “You really don’t understand, do you?”

      Her gaze snapped from his chest to his eyes. “Huh?”

      He raised an eyebrow.

      Alessandra shook her head to clear her mind. “I don’t understand what?”

      Hunter crossed to the door and grabbed the doorframe with his hands, blocking her from entering farther. “You don’t want to get into this with me right now.”

      His tone ruffled the alpha in her and she straightened, with a glare. “Yes. I do.”

      “Alessandra,” he said, his tone held a warning as clear as the use of her full name. He dropped his arms and stepped back, putting distance between them.

      She encroached on his space. “Hunter, what is with you?”

      His jaw clicked closed and the blaze in his eyes turned feral. “You can’t be this close to me right now.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because,” he growled, and his hands curled into fists.

      Alessandra looked up into his electric blue eyes and something inside her fluttered. His musky scent mixed with the aggravation radiating from him. “Because why?” Her question came out in a soft whisper.

      “Because I can’t get that shit out of my head. I wasn’t there to stop them, and it burns more than you can fathom. Every night I hear you screaming in your sleep and that just magnifies my failure.” He turned away from her and his hands slowly uncurled.

      The tension in his back remained and she reached out, placing her palm on his shoulder.

      “I was the one who blew you off that night. It’s not your fault.”

      Hunter sighed. “I should have been close enough to do something,” he whispered. “I should have known.”

      Alessandra stepped to his side, taking in his profile. He glanced at her out of the corner of his eye but he didn’t turn to meet her gaze. “Hunter, there was no way you could have known. I didn’t even sense it until it was too late.”

      His eyes closed. “You were too caught up in trying to be normal to sense the danger.”

      His tone was harsh enough to draw her hand away from his skin. Hunter glared sideways. “You are always too caught up in Alessandra to see anything beyond your narrow view.”

      “What the hell...”

      He turned, grabbed her by the arms, and slammed her against the wall, pressing his form to her with a low growl. “I’ve always been your equal in speed and strength out there.” He nodded towards the window. “And I did a damned good job leading the pack while you were away, but you never even acknowledged it. Just like you’ve never acknowledged this.”

      Alessandra stared wide-eyed into his angry features, but that wasn’t what clouded her mind. It was his hard body pressed against hers, all of it, including parts she had never associated with her beta. She gasped as his hips pressed into her, making his point clear.

      “That is what you do to me. Now do you understand why I damned myself alongside you?”

      Alessandra couldn’t speak, she just searched his eyes. Flashes of pain and want echoed in his irises like a warning signal, and her breath hitched.

      “They took what I have wanted for years. They hurt you in ways I don’t know how to heal. They made it so that when I brush against you, you flinch. That is harder than your naive ignorance ever was.”

      “I just never...” Alessandra started

      Hunter lowered her and stepped away. “You never saw me. I get it.” He put his hands up, increasing his distance.

      She blinked, and took him in as if staring at a stranger. “That’s not it. I guess I always assumed your interest lay elsewhere, so the thought of you and me being more than just an alpha and her second in command never entered my mind.”

      His eyes narrowed. “But you see me now, right?” He held his arms wide.

      Heat filled Alessandra’s cheeks. “It’s kind of hard not to.”

      His lips thinned as he pressed them together like he was trying to keep a comment to himself. He rolled his eyes and reached for the t-shirt on the edge of the bed.

      When he covered his chiseled chest, a measure of disappointment filled her, and that reaction sent a jolt of electricity from her fingertips right into the center of her soul. She had never viewed him as mate material before, and now that his true intentions had finally been laid out before her, it sparked a fiery current. One that she was deathly afraid of.

      Alessandra took a step backwards, putting a buffer of space between them, and Hunter sighed.

      “Really?”

      Her eyes darted around the room as the discomfort built inside her like a wild fire, turning her confidence into fear. The panic attack squeezed her lungs and all her mind focused on was the abuse she’d endured in the van. The thought of another man touching her made her stomach roll, and she bolted into the hallway and nearly dove at the toilet in her bathroom, reaching it just in time for the contents of her stomach to paint the bowl.

      “This is why I shredded their throats,” Hunter said from behind her.

      His hands gently pulled her hair away from her face and he knelt beside her, rubbing her back as the memories overwhelmed her once more.
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      Hunter sat in the dark, staring out into the deep woods. He had cleaned Alessandra up and tucked her into bed before retiring to the living room and the fifth of vodka he had stashed away. Alcohol wasn’t a werewolf’s friend, as Alessandra had found out. It shut down their senses and made it impossible to shift.

      But it was also something that numbed the pain.

      Alessandra’s reaction tonight was not what he thought it would be. He thought by now she would have warmed up to him, or at least have seen the possibilities, especially with the spark that had filled her eyes at the sight of him shirtless.

      Instead, the thought of being with him made her vomit.

      He scoffed, and drained the glass, letting the bite of the vodka settle his nerves.

      “What the hell did you expect?” he asked his reflection. No answer came, so he filled the glass and repeated, grimacing at the slow burn sliding down his esophagus.

      He downed another drink and picked up the bottle, pouring the last few drops into his glass. His hands tingled, as did his cheeks, and he let out a large sigh.

      “Hunter?”

      He stiffened on the couch, but didn’t turn. The fact he hadn’t heard her pad down the stairs or caught her scent on the air gave testament to the risks of alcohol for their kind.

      She stepped into view, her gaze glued to the now empty bottle. Instead of drowning in the last half glass himself, he offered it to her.

      She stared at it before shaking her head.

      “Suit yourself.” He hammered the last of the vodka back and slammed the glass on the table.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Getting shitfaced.” He licked his numb lips. “Duh.” Her incredulous look crawled under his inebriated skin. “Don’t look so disappointed.”

      “I just...” She waved at him.

      “You just what? You just thought I’d stick my tail between my legs and follow you around like I have for the last ten years?” Sarcasm rang in his voice. “Just be a good boy and not make any waves?” Anger flared at the rise in her eyebrows. “Fuck you.”

      She huffed, and instead of glaring at her, he returned his gaze to the world outside.

      “I’ve wasted ten years, hoping you’d come around, and when I finally tell you what’s in my head, the thought of being with me makes you throw up.” he growled and stood. The ground seemed to shift and he reached for the couch to steady himself. “I damned myself for you. What a fucking idiot.”

      He stumbled to the sliders and opened the door to an arctic blast of air. He shivered and turned in her direction.

      “So, just keep your opinion to yourself right now, because I don’t need a lecture or some bullshit excuse. I needed a drink, so I had one.”

      “Do you know what they did to me?” she asked, her voice holding controlled anger.

      “I don’t care.” Hunter went to step outside.

      “You understand what a gang bang is, right?”

      He paused, fighting his own memories of their stench saturating every cell, making her reek. The demons were back and his stomach lurched. He reached the railing and leaned over, using the cold wood to catch his breath and calm the violent spasm in his belly.

      “They made me swallow their dicks until I choked. They fucked me until I bled from both my vagina and my ass, but that didn’t stop them, they continued to rotate until they were too tired to get it up anymore.”

      Hunter spun towards her. “I know,” he bellowed, as his fists clenched.

      “Then how the hell can you possibly think I would willingly let another man touch me ever again?” she yelled back, her voice echoing off the thick pines.

      Hunter blinked, and his hands uncurled as the depths of her pain squeezed his heart to the breaking point. He didn’t know how to answer her, or how to erase the horrors. He only knew he had to try.

      With a speed that belied his drunkenness, he closed the distance and pulled her into his arms, crushing her lips under his. She gasped and went rigid in his arms. He took advantage of the situation, dipping his tongue into her open mouth, tasting a hint of the mint toothpaste she had used.

      The snarl that came from her, along with a shove that sent him across the porch, stopped his heart cold. She shifted in a blink and darted towards him with her teeth bared. Instead of cowering like he should have, he jumped to his feet and charged at her, still in human form.

      Anger pulsed in his temples and he ducked under her snap and turned, throwing himself on her back, wrapping his arm around her neck in the process and dragged her to the ground with him. He held her spine to his chest and clamped his hand around her snout.

      “Don’t you dare bite me,” he growled in her ear. “You may have been the alpha queen of the pack, but you aren’t running a pack anymore.”

      She tried to dislodge her snout by shaking her head.

      “It’s just you and me, but I’ll gladly leave you the hell alone if you keep this shit up.”

      She stopped moving, even relaxed against him. He loosened his grip. She twisted and stood over him with her teeth bared, the feral growl shocking him as much as her limberness had.

      Hunter stared into her fiery eyes. “Go ahead.” He leaned his head back, exposing his throat.

      Her growl subsided and she licked her chops before letting out a huff. She settled on top of him, nuzzling her nose under his chin. He took a deep breath and sighed, wrapping his arms around her.

      He stroked her silky fur while staring at the stars above them. After a few minutes, he lifted her muzzle, making her meet his gaze. “I’m not subservient to you. If you want me to stay, we are equals,” he said. “If you don’t want me, then you have to cut me loose.”

      Her soft whine shot his nerves, leaving them raw and exposed.

      “I can’t stay if there is no future here.” He rolled her off and headed inside. The alcohol hadn’t numbed the pain piercing his heart.

      “Hunter?”

      He turned, taking in her tearstained face.

      She stumbled, and then the sound of the gunshot echoed. Red spread across her shoulder and his breath locked in his throat. He moved, tackling her before a second shot shattered the glass door.

      She panted in his ear as he rolled her out of the sightline of the woods. His chest constricted and he could hardly pull air into his lungs. His gaze shot to the opposite side of the cottage where the car keys sat on the counter, and the door to the garage where their jeep had sat for the last couple of months. He didn’t know if it would even start, but if they didn’t high tail it out of here, they would be dead.

      “Looks like our little reprieve is up,” he said, and met her gaze. “Time to run.” He pulled her to her feet and she winced. With her hand clasped in his, he darted across the opening, using the furniture as barriers. He didn’t slow down as he passed the counter, swiping the keys and catapulting both of them through the garage door.

      Darkness flooded his vision and he cursed the alcohol he’d just drunk. Without it, he was truly human, truly without the extra wolf senses that kept him alive and out of danger. The buzz evaporated the moment Alessandra had launched at him, and now his heart pumped with a frantic need to purge the drug from his system, but he ignored the burn of it and swung the door open.

      Alessandra climbed in and he bolted to the driver’s side, fumbling with the keys. He slid them in the ignition and closed his eyes, saying a little prayer before he turned the key. The jeep jumped to life and Hunter didn’t wait for the garage doors to open, instead, he floored the gas pedal, hitting the center of the barn-style doors, knocking them wide and scraping the sides of the jeep in the process.

      He flipped on his bright lights, hoping to blind anyone wearing night vision goggles. He tore down the road, almost standing on the gas pedal. His knowledge of the roads and all the possible escape routes proved essential, and they didn’t encounter anyone, which meant they had attacked from the woods, not the road.

      “You okay?” he asked when they were a fair distance away and his heart rate had finally come back to normal.

      Her wheezing pulled his attention from the road. He nearly ran off the blacktop at the sight of her struggling to breathe. Hunter pulled off at the next turn-around and slammed the brakes, shifting the vehicle into park before he gave her his full attention.

      “Silver.” Alessandra barely whispered, and Hunter reached into the back seat, pulling out the first aid kit he had stowed away.

      His hands shook as he ripped through the package, looking for the scalpel. That bullet would kill her as surely as the belladonna would have if he didn’t get it the hell out of her. Metal glinted and he grabbed the scalpel, his heart slamming back home now that he had a means to dig it out.

      He glanced at her, but from the look in her eyes, she already knew this was going to hurt, so instead of wasting words, he ripped her shirt and inspected the wound. The blood on the front of her shirt was not an exit wound. It was from splintered fragments of her shoulder and collar bone.

      “Shit,” he muttered and met her gaze. “You have to stay in this form, no matter how much this hurts. Okay?” He waited for the nod and then went to work. She cried out, but to her credit, she did not squirm under the pressure.

      Sweat speckled her forehead and the tightness of her jaw was enough to rip another patch of his heart, but he finally pulled the silver out with his fingers, ignoring the fiery burn against his skin. He looked at the cause of her agony and let out a snarl as he pitched it out the window.

      “Drive,” she whispered.

      “I need to patch you up first.”

      “No. Drive. Trust me; they are close enough for me to catch a scent on the wind.” Her weak voice tore his resolve and he slid back into the seat, doing exactly as she asked until they were another fifteen minutes down the road. He turned off on a barely visible side road, parking under an overgrown pine thicket. The dull green of the jeep blended in, and he prayed they were hidden enough for him to stitch her up.

      He turned on the overhead light, hating the fact he needed it. Alessandra’s face was bathed in sweat and her eyes had that dull quality of shock.

      “I don’t have anything to give you,” he said, and pulled a needle and thread from the medical kit. With a deep breath, he leaned in and began the painstaking work of closing her wounds.

      “I’m glad you’re a doctor,” she whispered, as he pulled the last stitch.

      He gave her a small chuckle and met her gaze. “I never actually finished my residency.”

      Her eyebrows arched and he gave her a shrug.

      “I only had a couple of weeks left and my final medical exam had already been scheduled...” He placed a bandage over the stitches before packing up the medical kit and stowing it away in the back seat. “But then everything went to hell... And here we are.”

      Hunter flipped the overhead light off and slid back into the driver’s seat.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t know,” Alessandra whispered.

      He huffed and put the car in drive. He had no idea where to go next. This was the only safe house he had bought after his father went missing, and while he had an exit strategy in place, he had hoped they wouldn’t need it, because he was all out of ideas.

      “Just get some rest,” he said, trying to keep the annoyance churning in his stomach alongside the vodka from creeping into his voice, but he failed.

      “What is your issue?” she asked.

      “I can’t fucking see. I can’t catch a scent, either. Not with the damned alcohol in my system, and I have no idea where the hell to go.”

      “What about—”

      “—There’s nowhere left for us to go.” He sent her a glare that matched his tone. With the edge of the vodka fading, anger replaced it with a relentless burn.

      “No need to get bitchy. After all, I was the one who got shot,” she snapped.

      He swerved off the main road, barely staying on the blacktop of a nearly hidden road. The jeep jumped with every pothole and frost heave, jostling them both in the seats. The hiss from between her teeth pulled his glance her way and he eased up on the gas pedal.

      “Sorry,” he muttered.

      “It’s okay,” she said, her voice soft and full of the pain he was sure was pummeling her shoulder.

      “Motel or side of the road?” he asked.

      She remained silent for longer than he expected. When he looked her way, she sighed.

      She bit her lip and met his gaze. “What is safer?”

      “Damned if I know.”

      Alessandra scanned the wooded landscape. “Think we could break into one of these cabins?”

      “I don’t want to leave fresh tracks in the snow.” He glanced at her and then focused on the road. “But if I come across something that already has tracks, maybe that’s an option.”

      “Is that really wise?”

      He huffed a laugh. “None of the options are wise, but we might be able to get away with holding up in a cabin with people. It could mask our scents and it’s something they wouldn’t look for. Besides, we can say we are almost out of gas and saw the tracks. Instead of freezing out in the car...”

      She kept chewing on her lip. “How do you explain this?” Ally nodded at her shoulder.

      “You need to change and we need to bury the clothes in the snow.”

      “You’ve got blood on you, too.”

      “Then we both change.” He pulled the jeep to the side and got out, going to the back where the emergency bag sat. It held clothes for at least a couple of days. He shuffled through the clothing, pulling out jeans and a sweater for Alessandra and a clean sweater for himself. He stripped his blood-splattered shirt and tossed it on the ground behind the jeep, before going to the passenger door. “Do you need some help?” he asked, as he handed her the spare clothes.

      Alessandra shook her head and shimmied on her pants under the nightshirt she wore. Hunter turned away, but her sharp intake of breath pulled him back around. She had the shirt partially off and was struggling to get her injured arm and head out of the cloth. He reached in and gently pulled it over her head, exposing her bare chest.

      Hunter focused on getting the fabric off her shoulder, but the awareness that her perky breasts were inches away from his hands sent a tremor of heat through him. He dropped the bloody shirt on the ground outside and picked up the sweater from her lap, helping her to thread her injured arm into the sleeve before slipping the shirt over her head.

      In that moment, he took the opportunity to glance at her sweet chest. Desire boiled in his blood and he forced himself to step back. If he stayed that close, he would do something he would regret. Instead, he picked up her nightshirt and closed the passenger door.

      With every step away from the door, the burn inside him cooled. Hunter collected his shirt and jogged the way they’d come until he found what he was looking for. A snow bank big enough to hide their scent.

      He squatted and started digging at the frozen snow until he had a sufficient tunnel for the two shirts. With numb fingers, he shoved the clothing as deep as it would go before filling in the hole. By the time he got back to the jeep, his hands were numb enough to sting from the warm air of the car.

      Squeezing and opening his fists, he got the blood pumping until his hands tingled. Finally, he glanced at Alessandra. “Feeling better?”

      She shook her head. “That really hurt.”

      “Just hang in there. I’ll find us a safe place to get some rest. Okay?” Alessandra needed sleep to heal and being in this car wasn’t going to give her the opportunity to rest. All she needed was eight hours of deep sleep and that gunshot wound would be gone. By that time, he would be back to himself as well, and no longer vulnerable like he was without his wolf senses.
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      It took Hunter another hour and a half to find a place that was occupied and had a driveway only big enough for one set of tire tracks. He carefully traced over the same tracks until he got to the garage, and instead of pulling up behind the garage, he pulled into a space next to it that would keep their vehicle hidden from the road.

      “How many?”

      Alessandra glanced at him and sniffed the air. “Four. One adult and three kids.”

      “Damn. A family is less likely to help.”

      She closed her eyes and concentrated, focusing on her good hand. Feeling the transformation start, she swung, catching his forearm, leaving four deep slices.

      “Jesus,” he gasped and grabbed his bleeding limb as she reined the beast back, pushing it down inside her. “What the hell did you do that for?”

      “Take your shoes off,” she demanded, and he did as she asked. “Now they’ll help.” She climbed out of the car before he could comment and waited for him to step by her side. He stared at her, holding onto his bleeding arm and they continued to the front door. With a deep breath and a glance at Hunter, she knocked and waited.

      She knocked again, this time getting herself set to pour out a fictional story about camping and a run in with a bear. It would also give her an excuse for why she was barefoot in the snow. A hasty retreat from a tent... and voilà.

      Lights came on and she braced herself. “Just follow my lead,” she said to Hunter before the door opened.

      A man with a shotgun and sleep-tousled hair stood on the other side of the door.

      “Oh, thank god!” Alessandra said, her voice full of panic along with a hint of relief. “My boyfriend got attacked by a bear while we were camping and I’ve been driving forever looking for someone to be home. I was praying that the tracks to this cottage were people coming in and not going out. Can you help us?” She kept shifting her feet and he finally looked down.

      His eyebrows rose and his gaze jumped to Hunter.

      Hunter held his arm close to his chest and shrugged. “We kind of left everything in the tent, and then she proceeded to get very lost.”

      The shotgun was lowered a fraction and the man glanced over his shoulder before looking back at the two of them.

      “Maybe we should keep on trying to find a gas station?” Hunter said, looking at her and shifting his feet.

      Alessandra looked from Hunter to the man inside. “Can you point us in the right direction?” she asked, knowing that the closest one had to be a fair distance away. Far enough for her not to pick up any gasoline scent on the light wind shuffling their clothing.

      The gun was lowered a little more. “The nearest one is about thirty miles to the north. You just take a right out of the driveway and keep going.”

      Alessandra turned to Hunter. “I think we have enough gas to get there,” she said. “Thank you,” she said to the man, sending her warmest disarming smile in his direction before she turned to head back to the car.

      “Wait a second,” the man said, lowering the gun all the way. “What’s your gas gauge on?”

      Alessandra chewed her bottom lip and glanced between Hunter and the man in the doorway. “It’s on E, but the light hasn’t gone on yet.”

      The man ran his hand down his face and then sighed. “Look, I’m not comfortable with strangers in my house, but I can’t, in good conscience, send you off when I know an empty gas tank in anything worth a damn on these roads won’t make it thirty miles on empty.” He stepped aside and nodded for us to come in. “Why don’t you come in and we can take a look at your friend’s arm, and then we can figure out what to do about your car situation.”

      Alessandra gave him a grateful smile and entered the house, glad to be out of the cold. She turned when the door closed. Hunter stood on the entry tile, giving her a raised eyebrow. She glanced down at her wet bare feet leaving an imprint in the plush fibers and nearly jumped back onto the tile.

      “Do you happen to have a towel and a first aid kit?” Hunter asked.

      “You don’t need to stand by the door, son. Why don’t you come in and take a seat,” the man said.

      “I don’t want to ruin your carpet,” Hunter replied.

      The homeowner gave him a nod. “Well, then, I best get to it,” he said and stepped into the far hallway.

      Alessandra glanced at Hunter. His face had lost most of the bright color it had when he got back in the jeep after making them change. He leaned against the door, meeting her gaze, offering a half smile and a shrug.

      She stepped towards him. “Are you okay?”

      “I’ll be fine,” he said, but he certainly didn’t look fine.

      “Maybe you should sit.”

      “That’s not a bad idea. The adrenaline is definitely fading.” He slowly slid down to the floor and crossed his legs. “Way too much excitement for one night,” he mumbled.

      Alessandra let out a soft chuckle. He wasn’t kidding. She was just as exhausted as he looked, and her shoulder pounded. Sleep was beginning to be a necessity not just something nice, and she yawned.

      “I’m tired, too,” Hunter said, just as the man came out with a couple of towels and a first aid kit.

      “The name’s Stan, by the way,” he said, handing a towel to Alessandra and then to Hunter.

      “I’m Hunter, and my girlfriend’s name is Ally,” Hunter said, nodding in her direction.

      The way he said girlfriend sent a warm flush though Alessandra and she gave Stan a smile to mask the chill Hunter had created in her. It was almost as shocking a reaction as the way his lips had felt earlier.

      “Let’s take a look at that arm,” Stan said and crouched down next to Hunter, inspecting the tears in his shirt. “You might need to take that off, in order for us to get an idea of the severity of the wounds.”

      He nodded and attempted to shed the sweater and got his arm stuck in the fabric. Alessandra moved closer to help like he had done for her. Her hand grazed his skin as she peeled the sweater over his head and the connection lit a fire inside her. One that scared the shit out of her. His words from earlier echoed in her ears and she moved back so Stan could take a look at the damage she’d done to Hunter.

      “I’m not sure I have what you need in this box,” Stan said.

      Alessandra eyed the cuts. She had gone deeper than she meant to.

      “At least it wasn’t my throat,” Hunter said, trying to lighten the mood as he inspected the wounds. “I’ll just need to clean the wounds and use some butterfly Band-Aids.” He bit his lip and glanced up, meeting Alessandra’s gaze. “If you have a small tube of liquid band-aid, that would help as well.”

      “All I have is what’s in this kit,” Stan said, and flipped open the case.

      Hunter took a deep breath and laid the towel across his lap. “Do you have hydrogen peroxide?”

      Stan shook his head.

      “Whiskey?” Hunter asked, and Stan broke out in a smile.

      After Stan stood and disappeared into the kitchen, Alessandra said, “You’re not drinking that, are you?”

      Hunter grinned and lifted his shoulder. “That might dull the pain when I flush the wounds with it,” he said.

      The sting of irritation raked through her, but the flash in his eyes daring her to say more kept her silent. She had caused his pain. All of it, and nothing she could say would stop him from his current self-destructive path. At least nothing she was willing to admit to.

      Stan came back with the bottle and handed it to Hunter. Alessandra pressed her lips together as he unscrewed the bottle. The man actually hesitated, and closed his eyes for a second. When he opened his eyes, his blue irises shone and he clenched his jaw, pouring the scotch across his arm. Air hissed between his teeth. Then he brought the bottle to his lips and took a hefty sip before handing it back.

      “Thanks,” he said, and then began to pat the broken skin with the towel, blotting both blood and alcohol from the wounds. Hunter nodded to Alessandra. “I need you to start putting the butterfly band-aids across the cuts where I tell you.”

      Alessandra stepped closer, putting his shirt next to him on the floor. Both she and Stan fished through the kit, pulling out a dozen of the small elastic sutures. They carefully patched Hunter’s arm at his direction, and when the worst of the wounds was closed, they wrapped his arm in gauze from his wrist to his elbow.

      “That should do it,” he said as Alessandra taped the end of the gauze with a small band-aid. “Thanks,” he added.

      Stan stood, gathered the remnants of their triage session, and gave him a nod. “I have a guest room downstairs, if you two want to catch some sleep. We can figure out what to do about gas in the morning.”

      She traded a glance with Hunter and gave Stan a nod. If he had meant them harm, he probably would have done something by now. “That would be nice. I think, now that the adrenaline has faded, we both could use a little rest before we deal with anything else.”

      “Much appreciated.” Hunter said, and climbed to his feet.

      Stan brought them into a partially finished basement that held a double bed. He waved towards the opposite corner. “There’s a powder room over there where you can clean up. There’re a couple of hand towels for you. The bed’s already made. My son’s friends are supposed to be swinging in tomorrow, so...”

      “We hope to be out of your hair before your guests arrive,” Hunter said. “Thank you for your hospitality. It is a rare quality these days.”

      Stan gave them a smile and a nod as his cheeks bloomed at the compliment. He left them to their own devices, closing the door at the top of the stairs. The click of the lock caught her attention.

      “He doesn’t trust us,” she said.

      Hunter lay on his back on the bed. “He’s just being cautious.” He nodded towards the bulkhead doors to their right. “We can still get out, but with the door upstairs locked, we can’t get to his family. He’s compassionate, but not blind to what could happen.”

      Alessandra stood staring at the small bed, and Hunter sprawled out on the mattress. Finally he lifted his head and met her gaze.

      “I’m not sleeping on the floor,” he said, and she cocked an eyebrow at him. “We both need sleep to heal. I’m not tossing and turning on the floor, so you choose. You can share the bed with me, or you can have the floor.”

      “What if I order you?”

      He slowly sat up. “If you order me? What the fuck? I saved your ass tonight, I deserve a soft mattress. Don’t worry, princess, I’m not in the mood for anything other than sleep, tonight.”

      “Hunter,” she started.

      “Once I get you somewhere safe, I’m not sticking around,” he said, and rolled to his side, giving her a view of his back.

      Alessandra stared at the remaining space on the bed and then the hard industrial carpet on the floor. Instead of immediately dealing with the situation, she stepped to the bathroom to relieve herself and wash up as best she could.

      When she returned, his soft snore filled the room and the tension in his back had relaxed. His injured arm hung over the edge of the bed and the small red stains in the bandage tugged at her. Without any more arguments, she climbed under the covers, facing away from Hunter.

      Heat from his close proximity bathed her with a strange comfort. Alessandra sighed, letting exhaustion finally drag her under.
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      Hunter woke and blinked at his surroundings. His shirt was balled up on the floor and his senses were back to their heightened wolf level. Alessandra’s arm draped around his waist and he stared at it for a moment before turning his head.

      The movement made her stir and she pulled her arm with her as she rolled onto her back. The absence of her skin against his almost pulled a groan from his throat. If she didn’t address this attraction, he had to cut her loose for sanity’s sake.

      She made the sweetest noise and stretched. It took everything he had not to pounce, and he took a deep soothing breath to staunch the fire burning in his soul.

      Alessandra’s eyes popped open and her head snapped in his direction. She nearly jumped from the bed, her gaze jumping from him to their surroundings. He could almost see the click in her mind as the memory of where they were, and why, flooded her brain. Red bloomed in her cheeks and she rolled her shoulder.

      It was amazing what solid rest did for a werewolf. His arm had the faint itch of healing. He knew if he peeled back the gauze, there would be nothing but light scratches, and he ventured to guess Alessandra’s shoulder was healed. He’d have to remove the stitches after they got out of here.

      “You didn’t yield,” she said, and her hands found her waist.

      Just like that, the serene morning turned to shit, and aggravation braised every inch of him. He climbed out of bed and swiped the shirt off the floor, passing by her without a word. When he finished his business and rinsed the sleep from his mouth, he opened the bathroom door.

      Alessandra stood, shifting from foot to foot, and almost ran him down in her bid to get inside the washroom. Hunter straightened out the bed and cocked his head, listening for signs of life upstairs. Nothing stirred.

      He glanced at Alessandra when she stepped out of the bathroom and then headed up the stairs. He tried the door knob and let out a small sigh of relief when it turned easily. The morning sun spilled into the living room and the note sitting on the nearest table caught his attention.

      “They unlocked the door?” Alessandra said from behind him.

      “Yes. And left a note. They went to get us some gas. They said to help ourselves in the kitchen.” He held the note so she could see. “I guess he didn’t want us alone with the kids,” he added with a shrug.

      “You didn’t answer me downstairs,” she said, returning to her scolding.

      “I’m not yours to command, Ally. We had this discussion yesterday before the shooting started.”

      “Bullshit. I’m the alpha here.”

      Her domineering tone set him off and he spun on his heel. “You really want to challenge me right now?” he barked.

      “I want you to snap out of this shit. Now,” she said.

      “In all the years we’ve known each other, have you ever seen me just bow down to you because you told me to?” he asked.

      “You always did what I asked.”

      He laughed. Miss high and mighty needed to be set in her place. “I did what was right for the pack, and in most cases that coincided with your requests. Jesus, do you really think I’d blindly follow anyone? Are you that fucking naive?”

      She glared at him.

      “You don’t know a goddamned thing about me, do you?” he snarled. “I bet you don’t even know my real name?”

      She blinked at him. “Hunter Blaez,” she said meekly, and it burned right in the center of his core.

      “No. It’s actually Jacob. Jacob Randall Blaez. Hunter is a fucking nickname my Dad gave me when I was younger, and it stuck.” He towered over her, glaring down into her upturned face, torn between walking away and taking her in his arms.

      “Well, I bet you don’t know anything about me.” She crossed her arms. Her lips pressed together in that smug way that sent him over the edge.

      “Your name is Alessandra Elizabeth Tate,” he said, with no hesitation and her eyes widened. “Your favorite color is blue, and your favorite food isn’t steak, like it is for most wolves, it’s actually spicy chicken. You talk to your dead mother every night before you go to sleep, asking her to guide you, and you curse your father for leaving you behind and taking the council’s side. You pretend to hate chick flicks, but you secretly love them as much as you do action films. And while you flinch at the thought of a man touching you, deep down, you want someone to make that pain disappear. Do you need me to continue?”

      Her eyes narrowed and her jaw tightened. He stepped closer and she backed into the wall. Hunter planted his hands on either side of her head and leaned forward so his eyes were level with hers.

      “I also know you feel whatever the hell this is between us.”

      The sound of the garage door pulled him away and he stepped into the kitchen, finding two coffee cups along with sugar and creamer waiting next to the pot. He poured both cups and fixed Alessandra’s the way she liked it and left his black, hoping it was strong enough to fuel him for the day.

      He turned and handed the cup to her and she raised an eyebrow.

      “I’m mad, not a dick,” he said softly, as the door to the house opened.

      “I see you found the coffee,” Stan said as three teenagers bounded in the house. Two girls and a boy came in and the girls stopped short at the sight of him.

      “We hear you got attacked by a bear,” the boy said from behind the two stunned girls.

      Hunter pulled his shirt sleeve up to show the bandage. “Yeah and I lived. Can you believe it?” He sent a grin their way and a sideways glance at Alessandra. “Your dad was kind enough to help us out.” He reached into his back pocket and pulled out his wallet. “How much do I owe you for the gas?”

      Stan waved his hand. “Don’t worry about it.”

      Hunter’s senses prickled and he exchanged another glance with Alessandra. She was too busy sipping her coffee to catch the nuance of fear from Stan. The kids headed down the hall and Stan watched them go before he turned back to Hunter.

      “So...” Stan said and his eyes darted between Hunter and Alessandra.

      Hunter put down his cup. “We should be going. We’ve taken up too much of your time and kindness already,” he said. “Come on, honey,” he said to Alessandra, and held his hand out.

      Alessandra still clutched her coffee and she stared at his offered hand for a second before she slid into character. She set the cup on the counter and slipped her hand in his. Hunter’s chest loosened as she smiled at Stan.

      “Thank you so much for your hospitality,” she said.

      “Why are your boots in the jeep?” Stan asked before they passed and Hunter stopped.

      He bit his lip and sighed. “Would you really have let us in if I had my boots on?” He waited, meeting Stan’s gaze.

      “It was my idea,” Alessandra added. “We needed help, and Mr. Skeptical here said no one in their right mind would let us in their house that late at night.”

      Hunter glanced at her, impressed at her improv skills.

      Stan huffed. “So, why did you have shoes and she didn’t?”

      Hunter shifted and looked down at the ground before he glanced up. “I was getting a little too close to nature,” he said, and smirked. “And she struck back.”

      Stan pressed his lips together. “Really?” Sarcasm laced the question.

      “I didn’t realize a mamma bear was hibernating in the brush I chose to relieve myself in.” He shifted, wondering if they should have chosen some other animal. It was rare for bears to be out and about at this time of year, and if he had been thinking straight he might have chosen something else, instead of a bear attack.

      Stan reached out and grabbed the rifle leaning on the wall. “You sure it has nothing to do with that home invasion a couple of towns over?” He turned his phone towards us and our pictures graced the screen with a wanted sign underneath.

      Shit. “Yes.” Hunter said as he moved his gaze from his picture to Stan. “My arm wasn’t torn to shreds by a person.”

      Alessandra squeezed his hand. “That was our house,” she said drawing Stan’s attention. “Someone attacked us.”

      “This says there’s an outstanding warrant for your arrest.” He waved his phone at them.

      Hunter pulled the side of his lip between his teeth. The gun wasn’t quite level, but Stan had his fingers near enough to the trigger to keep Hunter from trying to rip the weapon from him.

      Noises behind them caused Alessandra’s hand to clamp down on his.

      “We didn’t come here for trouble,” Hunter said softly. “We needed some rest, and now we’ll get out of your hair.”

      The cock of a gun behind them made him close his eyes.

      “You really don’t want to do this,” Hunter said and met Stan’s gaze.

      “Why not?”

      Hunter took a gamble. “If someone you loved was raped and beaten and left for dead, what would you do?”

      The gun was lowered and Stan’s jaw tightened.

      “I took justice into my own hands. That’s why I have an outstanding warrant.”

      Alessandra’s head lowered and her shame and horror swept over him. He gave her hand a squeeze, glad she still held tight.

      “And some son of a bitch bounty hunter shot us out of our home last night.”

      “Your arm?” he asked pointing the barrel of the gun.

      “I honestly don’t know what happened,” he said because he was fresh out of lies. “I didn’t even know I was bleeding until we pulled into your driveway.” He sighed.

      “Please, just let us go,” Alessandra said. “We really don’t want any trouble.”

      “What about the reward, Pa?” the boy behind them said.

      Stan’s gaze bored into Alessandra, and her hand squeezed Hunter’s like she knew the question that was going to come next.

      “Is he telling the truth about what happened to you?”

      Hunter glanced at her and the shame was visible in the heightened color of her cheeks, but the single tear that escaped her right eye said more than the slight nod. It broke his heart, and he took a deep breath, blinking back the wetness in his own eyes.

      Stan seemed to be affected in the same manner. The barrel of the shotgun dropped to the floor. He looked beyond them to the boy behind us. “I know you wanted that reward, son, but I can’t, in good conscience, hold these two.”

      “They could be lying,” he said and both Alessandra and Hunter turned to look at him.

      The boy’s gaze moved from Hunter to Alessandra. The gun slowly lowered. Somehow, he could see the damage reflected in her eyes, and relief washed over Hunter. He let out the breath he wasn’t aware he had been holding.

      Without any more words, he led Alessandra out the front door.

      Alessandra took the driver’s seat, moving his boots to the back seat. “I’m driving,” she said, and nodded towards the open garage. “Want to put the gas they got into the tank?”

      Hunter glanced at the gas can on the ground near the entrance. His feet were already cold, but he could deal with the snow biting his flesh for a few more minutes. He grabbed the container and emptied the contents into the Jeep’s gas tank. Before jumping into the car, he put the empty container back where he’d found it and then slid into the passenger seat.

      Alessandra had the heater going and the flow of warm air on his cold feet felt good.

      “Where to?” she asked.

      Hunter digested the question as she pulled to the end of the driveway. Heading back in the direction they came would most likely be a death sentence.

      “North and West is really where I want to go, but there is no way we can cross the border with our faces plastered all over the news.” The Canadian border was less than a two hour drive from their current hiding place in central Maine. “It’s also the direction they will assume we’ve gone, since they tracked us here.”

      “Then we go the opposite direction.”

      “We can’t go much farther East, honey,” he said, glancing at her.

      Her lips pressed together and she shot him a glare.

      He couldn’t suppress his grin fast enough, and looked out the window instead. “Where do you think the last place they’d look for us would be?”

      “The Florida Keys,” she said.

      He laughed. Werewolves were not known for their fondness of heat, and the Keys were the last place he wanted to go. Just the thought brought sweat to the surface and he wiped his neck, shuddering at the thought. It also meant no hunting grounds. They’d have to actually work to buy food in order to survive.

      “The only other place hotter is probably Arizona,” he said. At least the desert would give them a chance to hunt.

      “Yeah, but they’ll look there. They won’t look at the islands, where we can’t hunt.” She glanced his way.

      Hunter sighed and gave a nod. “The Florida Keys it is.”
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      Alessandra’s eyelids drooped and her right leg ached. She had been driving a little over twelve hours, and the Washington, DC traffic had nearly done her in. Hunter slumped in the passenger seat. He had slept most of the drive. The lack of conversation between them wasn’t exactly ideal, but at least he hadn’t brought up the argument from this morning.

      She had only stopped for gas, paying cash from Hunter’s stash. And at each stop, he woke and asked if she’d like him to drive. She had needed to concentrate on the road, otherwise all the thoughts and feelings bottled inside her would overflow, and she had no idea what that would bring.

      “You need to let me drive.”

      She jumped at the sound of his voice and the car swerved, narrowly missing the truck in the next lane.

      “Jesus!” she snapped, as her heart pounded in her throat. That pleasant lull of hypnotic driving had disappeared at the sound of his voice.

      “Why don’t we get off at the next exit, grab some food, and then I can drive for the next stretch,” he said, in that perfectly reasonable tone that made her want to growl at him, despite her stomach being in full agreement.

      “Fine,” she said.

      He raised his eyebrow at her. “You’re the one who insisted on driving,” he said, picking up on her irritation.

      Alessandra took a deep breath. He was right. Her foul mood really had more to do with her internal reflection over the last twelve hours.

      “Maybe we should find a place to sleep for the night.” She didn’t want to try to sleep in the passenger seat. While Hunter could drop to sleep almost anywhere, she could never sleep soundly in a car.

      “I’ll be good to drive for a while.”

      “I need a bed, not an uncomfortable bucket seat.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “I slept just fine.”

      “You could sleep anywhere. I can’t.”

      “Fine,” he said, and shifted in the seat. “We can find somewhere off the next exit. If we’re going to just hang out for the night, I may go out for a bit.”

      “Why?” she asked, giving him a sideways glance.

      “Once I fully wake up and eat, I’m not going to be able to fall asleep right away. Not after sleeping for this long. I’ll have too much energy and I’ll need to burn some of it off.”

      “How?” she asked, keeping her eyes peeled for an exit sign.

      “I don’t know. Maybe I’ll go for a run. Or maybe I’ll find a bar and get drunk.”

      She snapped her head in his direction and the grin that he tried to hide surfaced. He was needling her on purpose.

      “Fuck you,” she muttered.

      “That’s another way I can release some energy,” he said.

      “Stop it.” This obviously was the end of her peaceful drive.

      “We need to finish our conversation from this morning,” he said, and stretched in the passenger seat.

      Alessandra glanced at him out of the corner of her eye. All things considered, she’d ended up with a protector who was very easy on the eyes. She shook her head, trying to clear that thought from her mind.

      “Was that a no?”

      His voice carried a challenge she wasn’t ready to deal with. She also wasn’t ready to deal with the truth of his words this morning. She’d had a long drive with him sleeping. A long time to think about the chemistry that had always seemed to exist. She just mistook it as some strange brotherly-type over-protectiveness.

      Hell, he had dated, even flaunted his girls to the pack. She had always been highly skeptical of the women he brought to meet them. None of them were ever good enough for him. Not in her mind, and now that she looked back, it seemed to stem more from jealousy than her alpha scrutiny.

      She had dated as well, and he had been just as critical of the guys she’d introduced to the pack. Jeremy was a gross misjudgment, and Alessandra was sure if she had introduced him to the pack, they would have picked up on his dark intentions. Jeremy had stripped her of any trust of the male population, including Hunter.

      She wasn’t sure she’d ever find that trust again, despite any attraction that might be there under the surface.

      Instead of answering his question, she took the next exit and followed the lodging signs. She pulled into a seedy looking motel on the main strip, and grinned at the sign, trading a glance with Hunter.

      The Hunter Motel in Newington, Virginia certainly wasn’t the type hotel she would normally stay at, but it had a little restaurant attached, and it was the only place visible on the strip.

      Hunter’s dimples appeared when she pulled up next to the office. He went to step out of the jeep.

      “Maybe I should go in,” she said. “You look the same as your wanted poster.”

      “And you don’t?”

      “No. Not like you do.” Alessandra took her long hair and rolled it into a bun. Hunter raised an eyebrow at her when she sent him a smile. She glanced in the mirror and secured the tight bun. With her hair pulled back, she looked less like the girl in the poster. “I’ll be right back,” she said and grabbed a handful of bills from the box hidden in the console.

      She strode into the office and stifled a yawn with her hand. A pimply guy sat at the desk, intently looking at something she couldn’t see. She cleared her throat and he jumped.

      “I need a room for the night. Preferably ground floor near the restaurant, if possible,” she asked.

      “The only one I have on the first floor near the restaurant has a single king. Is that okay?” he asked, as he pushed aside whatever had captivated him.

      Alessandra glanced out at the car before she gave a nod. As much as she would prefer separate beds, the location of the room was more important. “That’s fine.”

      With the key in hand, she slid back into the jeep. Hunter glanced at her and she studied his beard and shoulder-length hair. He looked exactly like the wanted poster and she had never seen him without scuff on his face or a short haircut.

      “You need to change your look,” she nodded at him as she pulled into the parking space in front of their room.

      “What’s wrong with my look?” He sent her a sideways glance before he slipped out and opened the back.

      She waited at the door while Hunter grabbed the oversized suitcase. He followed her inside and she closed the door before he could comment on the accommodations.

      He set the suitcase down on the dresser and flipped it open. “I need a shower before we eat.” He didn’t even glance in her direction; instead, he grabbed clothes out of the suitcase and disappeared into the bathroom.

      She needed to clean up as well, and stepped to the bag to see what he’d packed in their emergency exit kit. She pulled out a sundress and spaghetti strap sandals, smiling. It wasn’t quite warm enough in Virginia, but Florida would be perfect for this. Jeans, shorts and t-shirts were the only other things left in the suitcase, along with night clothes. She pulled out a second pair of jeans and a plain blue t-shirt that matched Hunter’s eyes. He had packed underwear and a couple of bras for her as well. His stash was mostly the same. Jeans and t-shirts, but under it all, he’d also packed a suit and dress shoes. The dichotomy of the different clothing tickled her.

      She climbed on the bed and switched the television on while she waited. Another yawn caught her off guard, especially with the accompanying stomach rumble. The shower had gone off a while ago and Alessandra wondered what the hell he was doing in there. She needed food and sleep, and if he didn’t come out soon, she was going to march in there and take over the bathroom.

      She stood up to do just that and the door opened. The man standing there didn’t look at all familiar. His short dark locks were slicked back and his clean shaven cheeks glowed in the dim light. His bright blue eyes sparkled under the frame of deep black lashes. He was stunningly handsome.

      “Hunter?” she couldn’t help but ask.

      He smiled. “Better?” He waved at his face.

      “Holy shit,” she said, and before she could stop herself, she crossed and ran her hand down his cheek. It was as smooth as she imagined it would be.

      He captured her hand, holding it in place as he stared down at her. “I gather you like the new look?”

      The heat from his breath tickled her wrist and she pulled it from his grip.

      “I may have ruined your razor, though,” he said as she slipped past him.

      She closed the bathroom door and leaned on it, trying to catch her breath. She had never seen him clean shaven. Nor had she ever seen him with short hair. With long hair and a beard, he looked more like a free-spirited hippie, but with what he looked like now, he could easily walk into a modeling agency in New York and be given a contract on the spot.

      Her gaze landed on the sink and the stray hairs he had missed in his attempt to clean up. The scissors from the first aid kit sat on the edge of the sink, along with her razor. She huffed a laugh, hoping the razor had a little sharpness left, but she doubted it.

      She undressed and peeled off the bandages on her shoulder. The bullet hole was gone, but the stitches were still there. Alessandra wrapped a towel around herself and opened the door.

      “Did you want to take these out before I jump in the shower?”

      Hunter’s gaze jumped from the stitches to the towel wrapped around her before he gave a nod and climbed off the bed. He took a seat on the closed toilet and grabbed the scissors from the sink before pulling her close.

      “And you couldn’t do this because?” he asked as he snipped each stitch.

      “Because, it freaks me out a little.” She met his gaze and then looked at the ceiling. The pull on her skin sent a chill through her and she shivered.

      He shifted her closer and continued to remove each thread. When he finished, his hands landed on her waist, pulling her gaze from the ceiling to his. Warmth radiated through her.

      “All done,” he said, but he didn’t move from the spot and she didn’t move from between his knees.

      The moment stretched as she searched his eyes. There was no denying the attraction that lived between them, but it terrified her. His hand cupped her cheek and the fondness that filled his eyes brought a lump to her throat.

      “Do you feel it?” he whispered with such desperation that her heart ached.

      She leaned into his hand unable to say yes, and unable to deny the electricity flowing through her entire form. He slid forward and pressed his lips to hers. The soft contact set her heart on overdrive, and broke through her paralysis.

      She stepped away, grasping at the towel to keep it in place. Hunter leaned back and took a deep breath before the hardness returned to his features.

      “Clean up. I need food just as much as you do,” he said, and left the bathroom, slamming the door behind him.

      Alessandra stepped into the shower and dialed it to the coldest setting her skin would allow, staunching the heat that had encompassed her the moment Hunter’s lips found hers.
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      Hunter sat on the edge of the bed listening to the water run. His heart still hammered in his chest. Alessandra hadn’t flinched. She had actually kissed back for a moment before she stepped away. The woman hadn’t denied feeling something, so all his posturing at Stan’s house must have sunk in.

      He glanced at the door and sighed, running his hand through his short hair. The whole situation left his nerves raw and his libido chomping at the bit. The beast in him wanted to storm in and take her to heights she’d never experienced, but the man kept him in check. If he gave in to his animal instincts, that would ruin everything.

      As much as she infuriated him, he wanted to break through her barriers. He wanted to be the one who fixed her. He wanted to be the one to erase the nightmares. The truth of being in love with Alessandra had always been rough, but now that she was aware, she was actually seeing him as a man and not her backup wolf.

      The door finally opened and she stepped out. Her wet hair hung loosely around her face, and she avoided his gaze.

      “We need to start figuring out what to call each other.”

      Her gaze snapped to his. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, with the outstanding warrants looking for Hunter Blaez and Alessandra Tate, we should probably start calling each other something different in public.”

      Her arms crossed. “Why didn’t they use your real name?”

      “Because the dipshits don’t know it. I’ve got my original birth certificate and my social security number with me. My driver’s license was mistakenly made using my nickname and I never corrected it. Because of that, all my credit cards and loans and shit were made out to Hunter Blaez.”

      Her eyebrows went up.

      “Yeah. My father decided I should leave it alone and he made sure I had my documents before he died. He said to keep them close in case I needed to make a run for it. I guess he knew I’d get myself in trouble some day.”

      “But how did you know to take them with you?”

      Hunter chuckled. “My dad never trusted the council and he taught me to be prepared for anything. Why do you think I have a hidden compartment in my car?”

      Alessandra studied him. “It’s like I don’t know you at all.”

      “I’m a survivalist, Ally. And I had the forethought to grab my personal shit before I left my house that night.” He laughed. “I remember second guessing myself, trying to laugh away the urgency in the pit of my stomach. But I still listened. I still packed up my father’s fortune and anything that would do me any good on the road. When I left the house that night, I knew I was never going back home.” He paused and closed his eyes. “I don’t know if it was the wolf thing between us, or if it was some kind of warning from my father, but my heart was in my throat that entire night. The pack wasn’t all that cooperative either. They just wanted to go hunting and have some fun, but I couldn’t. I said we needed to track you down, especially when I couldn’t get hold of you on your cell. They thought I was fucking nuts, until we caught your scent in those woods.”

      “I didn’t know,” she whispered, and crossed to the suitcase, depositing her dirty clothing on the side.

      He stood and stepped behind her, looking at her in the mirror. “At least you have something to call me.” Her lips twitched into a smirk and she met his gaze in the mirror. “And it’s not asshole,” he said.

      “Aww. I kind of like that,” she whined, pulling a grin to his face.

      “Seriously. What do you want me to call you? Sandra?”

      She wrinkled her nose in response and then chewed her bottom lip. Just the motion of her lip sliding into her mouth distracted him. “How about Leigh?” she asked.

      His eyebrows went up as he considered it. Instead of reacting to the visceral need to kiss her, he concentrated on the name, framing it in his mind and silently saying it in his head.

      “I actually like that,” he said, and she turned towards him, looking up into his eyes.

      “I’m glad,” she said, and licked her lips. “Jake.”

      “Jacob,” he said, correcting her. He wanted her to call him by his rightful name, not another nickname.

      “Jake,” she repeated, challenging him.

      He rolled his eyes. “Fine. You ready to go grab some food Leigh?” He wasn’t sure how he felt about her new nickname for him, but he certainly liked the way Leigh rolled off his tongue. From the pink hue in her cheeks, she seemed to like it as well.

      They were seated at the little diner, and he looked over the menu. The bacon cheeseburger looked like it would hit the spot and he closed his menu. Alessandra had her hands folded neatly over the menu and she was fixated with the moving traffic out the window.

      “Leigh, we need to talk about earlier,” he said, figuring the restaurant was a safe space, one that neither of them would make a scene in.

      She blinked and glanced at him, pointing her finger at her chest in such a way that Hunter wanted to drag her from the restaurant and put her over his knee. He clenched his teeth.

      “This is not the place,” she said, eyeing the approaching hostess.

      Hunter turned his attention to the perky waitress, leveling the smile he had been told would make Mother Teresa take him to bed. The waitress reacted, smiling back and nearly ignoring Alessandra. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw her bristle. If she had been in wolf form, all her hair would be standing on end and her teeth would be bared. Hunter couldn’t help it, the jealousy radiating from her stroked his ego in a way it hadn’t been stroked in years.

      “What can I getcha?” the waitress asked, her sole focus on Hunter.

      “My girlfriend will have a spicy chicken sandwich with fries and a vanilla milkshake,” he said, and at the mention of girlfriend, the waitress’ smile faltered. “And I’ll have three bacon cheeseburgers along with a vanilla milkshake.”

      The waitress wandered away with their order and he focused back on Alessandra.

      “Girlfriend?”

      “It’s better than alpha bitch,” he said, and her eyes narrowed.

      “I have half a mind to kick your ass,” she muttered under her breath. It wasn’t quite low enough for him not to pick it up.

      “Maybe we can do that when we get back to the room,” he teased, in the same low tone. Her lips twitched into an unwanted smile and for the first time in a very long time, her smile reached her eyes.

      The waitress came with their vanilla milkshakes and she gave a tight smile to the two of them and dropped the straws in the middle of the table. Hunter waited until she was out of hearing range before picking up the straws and offering one to Alessandra.

      “Aren’t you tired of pretending?”” he asked, after he took a sip.

      The smile in her eyes dulled. He silently kicked himself.

      “I haven’t been.”

      All the good humor disappeared and he glanced outside. “What do you want to do when we get to Key West?” he asked, changing the subject because her denial was just as infuriating as her cluelessness had been. There was no use in arguing in the restaurant.

      “Swim in the ocean,” she said.

      “I was thinking about getting a boat. Maybe a cabin cruiser.” He sent her a sideways glance.

      “Don’t you need a boating license?”

      He leaned closer. “Jacob has one in his name.” He met her gaze and leaned back, relishing her open-mouthed stare. He had played shadow and then nursemaid for way too long. It was time to start peeling back the layers of who he really was. It might be a risk, but everything they did now was a risk.

      “As I said before, I don’t know a thing about you.”

      He grinned and took a sip of his milkshake. “The key question here is do you, or do you not, want to find out what truly makes me tick?” He challenged her with a raise of his eyebrow.

      Blush crawled through her cheeks and she couldn’t meet his gaze. The waitress came with their food and he swore she exhaled with relief. Instead of focusing on her, his mind, as well as his stomach, was pulled to the plate in front of him. A small voice in the back of his head reminded him to mind his manners. He was in a public venue, not the middle of the woods devouring a fresh kill.

      Alessandra must have been thinking the same, because they ate like civilized adults. When the plates were cleared and the meal done, he wiped his mouth with a napkin and met her gaze.

      “I’m going to have to go for a run after this,” he said.

      “I need sleep,” she covered the yawn that followed.

      “You don’t want to go for a short run?”

      She shook her head and he gave a nod. After peeling off enough cash to cover the bill and a decent tip, they left the restaurant and headed back to the hotel room. Stepping inside, he closed the shades and locked the door, before sitting in one of the chairs near the table, while she changed in the bathroom. His light mood at the restaurant had darkened. He didn’t want to leave her alone in the hotel room but he needed to get rid of this pent up energy inside him. His fingers drummed on the table while his knee bounced.

      Alessandra stepped out of the bathroom and his entire form went still. She wore a spaghetti strapped night shirt that came down to her mid-thigh. The sweetheart neckline showed some of her cleavage. He’d completely forgotten he had thrown that in the suitcase, and seeing it on her turned the fire inside him into an inferno.

      He stood to leave.

      “Please don’t go.”

      He stopped with his hand on the chain, fully aware that his body had reacted to the sexiness of the outfit along with the plea in her voice.

      “Ally, you really don’t want me to stay.”

      Silence filled the space long enough for him to glance over his shoulder. The way she hugged herself and stared at the ground clawed at him and he sighed.

      “You really think I’m a bitch?” Her gaze lifted, but this time, there was a feral challenge in her eyes.

      He turned to face her. “So, you really want to try to kick my ass?” He crossed the distance and stared down at her. “Go for it,” he whispered, feeling the beast bristling in him.

      Next thing he knew, he was flat on his back on the ground with Alessandra straddling him. She also had his wrists pinned to the ground on either side of his head. The growl in the back of her throat was the sexiest thing he had ever heard. He smiled up at her.

      She blinked down at him. “You’re not supposed to be enjoying this,” she snapped.

      “I disagree,” he said and rolled, pinning her underneath him, using her grip against her. He stared down at her. His smile faded at the fear now present in her eyes. “I’m not going to do anything,” he said softly, and climbed to his knees, letting her scuttle out from underneath him.

      Her breath remained ragged as she sat on the corner of the bed. He climbed to his feet and took the space next to her. The mattress vibrated and he glanced at her. Alessandra’s entire body trembled and her hair blocked her face.

      Hunter reached out and tucked the strands behind her ear. This time she flinched away from him.

      “Fuck,” he growled, and jumped to his feet. A silver knife slicing through his abdomen would have been a lot less painful. He headed straight towards the door.

      “Jacob,” her shaking voice stopped him along with the use of his real name.

      “What?” His heart squeezed with disappointment and a level of fury he could hardly contain. If he could turn the clock back, he would relish every scream and dying gurgle that came out of those bastards.

      “I’m afraid,” she whispered.

      “Of what?”

      “Of everything.”

      He leaned his head against the door and asked the only question that really mattered. “Do you ever think you could love me?”

      “Yes,” the softest whisper reached his ears and he turned, meeting her tear stained eyes. “But I’m not sure I will ever trust anyone again.”

      A part of him growled inside. He didn’t know what more he could do to earn her trust. Instead of heading out for a much needed run, he collapsed in the chair next to the door. He wasn’t going to get any relief from the pent up emotions locked inside him. What he really wanted to do was rip that negligee off her and lick every inch of her skin.

      Alessandra just stared at him. “What’s going through your mind?”

      He huffed a laugh. “You really want to know?” he asked.

      She nodded and slid under the covers, pulling the sheet up to her chin. She looked like a terrified child and he cursed the want pulsing in his blood.

      “Honestly?”

      She gave a single nod.

      “I was just thinking about licking every inch of your skin.”

      Her eyes widened and her cheeks turned bright pink.

      “You wanted to know.”

      She let out a nervous laugh and her gaze found the ceiling.

      “But I’ll stay right here for the night because the thought freaks you out.”

      The red in her cheeks blotched and tears slipped from the corner of her eyes.

      He leaned his head back and stared at the ceiling. His hands gripped the arms of the chairs so hard the metal under the fabric groaned. “Someday, I’d like to be the one to replace those nightmares with something tender and loving.”

      “I have nightmares that it’s you hurting me,” she said, through a hitched breath. “Those are the ones that undo me every time.”

      His gaze found hers and it took every ounce of willpower not to cross the room and take her in his arms. Every detail of her pain scraped at him and he pressed his lips together, blinking away the mist that covered his eyes.

      “No one is going to hurt you like that ever again,” he said. “Not while I’m breathing.”

      When she held her arms out for him, he scrambled across the distance and pulled her into his chest. Her sobs shook her form and he stroked her silky hair, softly cooing in her ears until her last hitching breaths wound down.

      “On a lighter note, at least you didn’t vomit when I kissed you earlier.”

      Her halfhearted laugh brought a sad smile to his lips, and a spark of hope to his heart. She pulled away and he met her gaze, wiping the tears from her cheeks with his thumbs. A tear came to rest at the corner of her mouth and before she could catch it with her tongue, Hunter leaned in and delivered a kiss that caught the tear.

      She gasped and the opportunity presented itself. He slid his tongue in her mouth, exploring. Alessandra stiffened under his lips, but her tongue tentatively swiped his, slowly rolling in a sensual circle. He groaned with the sweetness of it.

      She planted her hand on his chest and the kiss deepened right before she pushed him away. He met her gaze and they stared at each other for what seemed an eternity. For the first time, he saw the spark of want in her eyes, but alongside it was the fear.

      He planted a kiss on her forehead, and headed into the bathroom, locking the door behind him. As he stripped his clothes, he debated between a cold shower or satisfying his need for release. He didn’t think a cold shower would do anything to quell the pent up energy in the center of his being. So he dialed the water to hot and stepped under the spray. With his hand soaped up, he closed his eyes and imagined all the decadent things he wanted to do to Alessandra.

      He sped his stroke as the energy pooled in his belly. In his mind’s eye, Alessandra moved under him with the same fervor, her hips rising to meet his. He clenched his mouth closed and squeezed his eyes tight as his body responded. He kept stroking, his body jerking with the force of each spurt. He slowed his stroke and opened his eyes. His jizz dripped from the wall and he let out a light chuckle at how much had come out. It had been way too long since he’d had any form of release. Hunter cleaned both himself and the shower walls and then dialed the water into the frigid zone to cool the heat still burning inside.

      By the time he stepped into the bedroom, he had his libido in check. Alessandra’s soft breathing told him she was sound asleep, and he sighed and changed into a pair of running shorts. Halfway to the door, her soft groan stopped him. The acrid stench of fear spread through the room.

      Her moan became a muffled scream and he closed his eyes, turning around and stepping close to the bed. Gently, he ran his fingers though her hair, starting at her temple.

      “It’s okay, baby,” he whispered. “It’s okay.”

      “No!”

      Her scream shot to the depths of his soul and she shot up to a sitting position, panting. Her eyes darted around frantically, finally landing on him kneeling by the side of the bed.

      “You died.” Her voice shook. “They found us and I watched you die.”

      Hunter sat on the side of the bed facing her. “It was just a dream,” he said, trying to keep his voice soft and calm, like he always did when she had nightmares. Although the subject matter of this one was very different than the others. Usually her nightmares revolved around the horrors that happened to her in the fraternity van.

      Her arms flew around his neck, shocking him into momentary inaction. When his brain caught up, his arms wrapped around her as tightly as hers were around his neck. Her trembling turned his nerves into raw receptors and he pressed his lips to the edge of her throat, nuzzling her neck. His fingers grazed the sides of her breasts. “It was just a dream,” he whispered in her ear, but held fast, not wanting this intimate moment to end.

      Her trembling subsided, but her grip on him didn’t loosen, instead, her lips found the side of his neck. Her butterfly kisses nearly made him lose all the control the cold shower had given him.

      “Don’t start something you have no intent on finishing,” he warned, and her teeth clamped down on his earlobe. Chills rippled through him and his grip tightened. “Ally, please,” he whispered. He didn’t know if he was asking her to stop or asking for permission to ravage her.

      “I need you.”

      Her whisper tickled his ear. He pulled her away, making her meet his gaze. “This isn’t what you want,” he said. Her fear still radiated like a poison on the air.

      “I need this,” she said, and her eyes filled with tears.

      “What do you need?” he asked, making sure he understood her clearly. An assumption right now would kill their entire future.

      “You. I need you to make the nightmares go away.” She wrapped her hand around to the back of his head and pulled him to her lips.

      The urgency in her kiss erased any logic from his mind and before he had any awareness, he had laid her back on the bed and his hand had already traveled under the hem of her nightshirt. His lips moved from hers to the v between her breasts. She arched into it, letting out a purr that shot his heart into his stomach. He peeled her shoulder straps down her arms and pushed the fabric of the night shirt below her breasts, taking a moment to caress each one before he lowered his mouth to her nipples.

      Her fear remained, but mingled with the scent was yearning, and he continued caressing and kissing her skin. When he sat up to pull her shirt the rest of the way off, her entire body went rigid. He glanced at her, at her clamped eyes. He thought twice about removing her underwear. Instead, he lowered his mouth to her stomach, licking a path from one side to the other.

      Gooseflesh rolled across the path he’d just kissed. The closer he got to her underwear, the tenser she became. While he just wanted to bury his face between her legs, he avoided that for now. Instead, he kissed his way down each of her thighs.

      When he reached the top of her feet, she had relaxed enough to seem to be enjoying his pampering. He met her gaze. “Roll onto your stomach,” he said, and alarm flashed in her eyes. “Trust me,” he whispered, and took her toe in his mouth, sucking it gently before relinquishing it. He knew how hard those two words were for her and he remained in place, massaging her foot while he waited for her to comply. If she didn’t, the exploration would be over for tonight, and every cell in his body did not want this to end.

      He kept eye contact and when she rolled onto her stomach and looked over her shoulder, he just sent a small smile her way. The mistrust in her eyes, along with the mix of emotions in her scent, held him in place for a moment.
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      Alessandra stared into his sparkling blue eyes, wondering if trusting him would be a mistake, but the sincerity in his gaze told her otherwise. Her entire body throbbed with adrenaline and desire, but the thin veil of fear covering her held her back from truly enjoying Hunter’s touch.

      He closed his eyes and brought the foot he had been massaging to his lips, running his tongue down her arch. Her foot tingled from the contact, spiraling up her leg right to her core. She bit her lip against the moan and curled her arms around the pillow, resting her cheek on the soft fabric.

      When he moved to her ankle, she did moan at the sensations his mouth and tongue created. His hands were gentle as they kneaded her calves, melting away the tension. As his hands and mouth drew close to her ass, the tension returned, but this time, it was in anticipation of his touch, not dread.

      Her breath hitched when his tongue followed the line of her panties. His hands continued to massage the back of her thighs and all she wanted was for him to slide them between her legs and massage her clit. Hunter’s touch was intoxicating, and his avoidance of the only area clad in fabric was driving her mad.

      By the time he got to the back of her neck, she was genuinely panting with need and shuddering with every swipe of his tongue.

      “Roll onto your back,” he whispered.

      This time there was no hesitation, and when his mouth traveled from her shoulder to her hand, she closed her eyes, silently willing him to travel lower again. When he sucked her index finger into his mouth, she opened her eyes. Every muscle trembled when he straddled her and a measure of disappointment laced her stomach when he took her other hand, exploring her with his mouth.

      He followed the line of her arm to her neck before planting a kiss on her lips. Hunter pulled away and stared down at her. “I think that’s enough for one night,” he said. His voice was huskier than she’d ever heard it.

      Alessandra whined. She couldn’t voice what she wanted, but she pleaded with her eyes, praying he could read her as deeply as he professed.

      His slow smile sent a shiver up her spine. “You have to say the words, Leigh,” he said, and the use of the new name they’d agreed on did something to her insides she didn’t understand. Warmth flowed through her.

      Alessandra licked her lips. “Please, don’t stop,” she said. Her voice trembled.

      He lowered his mouth to her breasts, sucking the hard nubs until she moaned. He moved lower in as slow a progression as before. His tongue traced her stomach along the edge of her underwear. His legs still straddled her, although he had moved down over her knees.

      Hunter slowly looked up, meeting her gaze as his hand slid between her thighs. His thumb slowly circled over her clit, creating an inferno inside her. Alessandra pulled her legs out from between his and spread them wide, almost ensnaring him with her limbs. Her intent was as clear as she could make it without words.

      Hunter’s breath caught in his chest. The want in his eyes as all consuming as his touch.

      “Are you sure?” he asked, even while his thumb kept circling.

      “You wanted to lick every inch of me,” she said, feeling bold by the heat consuming her.

      Hunter groaned in response and the ripping of fabric followed. He dropped between her legs, even as his thumb kept that insane circling. He licked the inside of her thigh, and then the other, teasing, circling everywhere but where she wanted him.

      When his mouth replaced his thumb, Alessandra sighed. “Jacob,” she whispered, because somehow that was more fitting of the moment. His name rolling off her tongue felt as right as his mouth playing with her clit.

      Every motion of his mouth, every swipe of his tongue brought her closer to letting go. Her heart slammed against the wall of her chest, her toes curled as the heat built inside her core. She grasped at the sheets, balling them up in her hands. When the wave crashed, she screamed with it, cum shooting out of her like a geyser.

      Hunter’s fingers slid inside her as he leaned back on his heels. His free hand disappeared inside his shorts, stroking with the same urgency as his fingers.

      “Jesus fucking Christ,” he groaned, squeezing his eyes shut and shuddering.

      His hand slowed and then stilled inside her and he opened his eyes, meeting her gaze. Both of their breaths huffed and she marveled at the magic he had just created. Alessandra had never had a true orgasm before and the old adages of it being an earth moving experience weren’t exaggerated.

      “I’m sorry. I got a little carried away,” he said, removing his hand from between her legs. He grabbed his discarded shirt and wiped the hand that had been down his shorts, before stretching out next to her.

      She just stared at the ceiling, still too stunned at what had transpired to speak.

      He rolled onto his side and propped his head up on his hand. “Are you mad?”

      His question pulled her gaze to his. She shook her head and his lips curved into that devilish smile that sent a shiver down her spine.

      “Just speechless?” he asked.

      She nodded, still keeping his gaze. Her muscles felt like the consistency of jello, and she forced herself to raise her hand, cupping his cheek. She ran her thumb along the smooth cheekbone before she traced his lips with it. Hunter sucked the tip between his teeth before just kissing the pad.

      “Jacob,” she said softly.

      “Leigh,” he replied, and rolled his eyes. “It really is weird calling you something other than Ally.”

      “I like it better than my real name. Either that, or it’s just the way you say it that I like better.”

      He smiled. “I gotta admit. Hearing my real name from your lips turns me on something fierce.” His cheeks turned red.

      As the jello-quality faded from her muscles, they ached with exhaustion. She reached down, grabbed her discarded nightgown, and slipped it on before curling into a ball on her side. Hunter’s hand idly traced her back and her eyes refused to remain open.
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      Hunter slowly traced her back for a long time, long after she fell asleep. Guilt bit at him yet again, and he wondered if everything that had happened to them was his fault. The slow cadence of his fingers across her skin did nothing to soothe his unease, and when he was certain she wouldn’t wake, he climbed out of bed and straightened the covers before heading into the bathroom.

      He splashed cold water on his face and brushed his teeth before staring at his reflection. “What were you thinking?”

      Of course, his brain had not been the one in control, so he knew thinking had nothing to do with any of it. Although, he had to give himself a little credit. He’d refrained from making love to her like he wanted to. Instead, he purged that need with his hand. Again.

      “I just hope she doesn’t have any regrets in the morning,” he mumbled, and headed back to the bed.

      He crawled on top of the blankets and stretched on his back, tucking his hands behind his head. Hunter contemplated turning on the television, until Alessandra rolled into the crook of his arm. He stared down at her. The peace in her features drew a smile to his lips and he wrapped his arm around her, nuzzling into her hair.

      Hunter thought back to the day he met Alessandra. He was thirteen and had gone hunting with his father. They were stalking a deer and before he had a chance to take off after his prey, an arrow pierced the ground in front of him, stopping him in his tracks. The shock shifted him back to human form and he looked up into the tree behind him. Lying on the branch was a cute girl who was probably half his age.

      “Mine,” she hissed, and refocused on the deer. A second arrow flew true, and the deer dropped.

      “That was our meal,” Hunter said, as she climbed down.

      She gave him a cockeyed smile and nodded towards the dead deer. “Go ahead. I’m sure my parents have something for me at home.”

      Even back then, the alpha in her was as apparent as her dark hair. He could also sense that she didn’t seem to want the role. At least, not the way the other alphas projected it. He had seen his fair share of alphas, and none of them had ever given up a kill, not without a fight. She was different, and he knew at that moment he would gladly stand beside her and protect her from the bad in the world.

      He also knew she would likely be the death of him.

      He closed his eyes, kissed the back of her head, and took a deep inhale, reveling in her sweet scent, drifting off into a satiated sleep.
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      Sunshine broke through the crack in the curtain, shining right in her eye. She blinked and glanced at the arms wrapped around her. Hunter’s soft snore tickled her neck and she blinked. She couldn’t budge. He had her pinned by the blankets. Every muscle in her body tightened and the air refused to fill her lungs.

      The flood of memories, of what his mouth and hands were capable of, sent a shiver through her. In the light of day, the decisions she’d made last night didn’t seem real.

      “Hunter,” she whispered, and the man shot up to a sitting position like someone had zapped him.

      His gaze bounced around the room while his brain caught up to where he was. When his gaze dropped to hers, his mouth formed a crooked smile.

      “Good morning,” he said.

      “Leave after breakfast?” she asked, rolling onto her back.

      He nodded. “Sounds good,” he said, and slipped out of bed. He made a beeline right for the bathroom and Alessandra sighed, sitting up. Her gaze fell on her torn underwear lying in the middle of the carpet and heat filled her cheeks.

      She crossed to the suitcase and filtered through the pile. If they traveled the same distance today, they’d be in Florida before the night was over, so she grabbed the sundress instead of jeans or shorts.

      Hunter came out a few minutes later with a towel around his waist, smelling like fresh soap. Her gaze lingered for a moment before she stepped inside for a quick shower.

      By the time she finished, Hunter had the suitcase closed and ready to go. His eyes sparkled as they scanned her from head to toe.

      “What am I supposed to do with this?” she held out her night shirt and the small toiletry bag that held her razor and brushes. He stuffed the night shirt and bag into a side pocket before zipping it up, and flashed her a smile.

      “We have everything?” he asked, glancing around the room.

      Both their gazes fell on the discarded underwear and then snapped to each other. His lips pressed together trying to hide a grin and her cheeks heated.

      “Should we just leave it there?” Alessandra said, and Hunter’s eyebrows arched. He opened his mouth to answer and then grinned.

      “You are naughtier than I expected,” he finally said.

      “Perhaps you’ve awakened a beast,” she said, and crossed to the door, swinging it open. A bolt of electricity hit the center of her chest and she froze in the doorway. She licked her lips and refused to look away from the dozen guns aimed at their hotel room door.

      “Jake?”

      He stood less than an inch behind her in the same state of shock she was in. His scent didn’t alter as he scanned the Virginia State Police surrounding them.

      “Put your hands up slowly, Leigh,” he said from behind her, his voice steady.

      “Keep your hands where we can see them and step out of the hotel room,” the nearest officer demanded.

      They complied.

      “Hands on the wall,” the order came from deeper in the group.

      Hunter stepped beside her and placed his splayed hands on the wall. She followed his lead, but her heart thundered in her chest. His gaze met hers, but he didn’t make any promises or excuses.

      When the police approached and started patting them down, Hunter asked, “What’s this about officer?”

      No one said a word. When the officer grabbed her wrist and slapped a cuff on it, she winced at the burn of the metal. The cuffs weren’t iron. They were silver. Before she could struggle out of the cops grip, her other wrist was secured behind her back.

      Hunter’s gaze met hers as they turned him around and slammed him against the wall.

      Her breath locked in her chest at the pain radiating from her wrists. The crowd parted and a visceral need to run gripped every muscle. The head of the national council, Ken Winters, stepped forward, but that’s not what made her blood freeze in her veins. It was the look in his eyes as he stared at her, like he had horrifyingly painful plans for her.

      His gaze landed on Hunter and a satisfied smile surfaced. “I warned you,” he said and pointed at Hunter.

      “Fuck you,” Hunter growled.

      The exchange between the two men sparked a curiosity in Alessandra, but before she could ask any questions, Winters gave the cops a nod and the closest officer hauled them into the back of a cruiser.

      The officer who took the driver’s seat in their cruiser wasn’t human. He was a hybrid and he glared in the rearview window.

      “You have dodged us for the last time,” he said with a drawl, his gaze locked on Hunter.

      “Who do you think we are?” Hunter asked, his voice reasonable enough for the man to glance back.

      “Fugitives.”

      Hunter laughed. “My father’s a lawyer and he’s going to have a field day with you.” The deadpan glare he leveled made the driver shift. “Unlawful arrest. No one read us our rights, you just hauled us away without any explanation. Your men have the cuffs on so tightly the metal is cutting into my skin. I’m sure that could constitute police brutality.”

      “Shut your mouth. I can smell you.”

      “I took a shower, dipshit,” he said.

      The fact the cop wasn’t human didn’t help her unease. Hunter’s little play acting, along with his strange interaction with Winters, made this much harder for her to deal with. All she could think about was the nightmare that had led to their night of passion. The certainty that he was being led to his death ate at her insides as much as the silver was burning through her wrists.

      “I smell damned good,” Hunter added, like he didn’t understand what the driver was getting at.

      “He didn’t do anything,” Alessandra said.

      The cop glanced back.

      “He killed humans,” he said.

      “Stop talking, Leigh,” Hunter said.

      “They arrested us, Jake.” Her voice rose. “They think we’re someone else,” she added, playing along with whatever game he was trying to play.

      The cop’s brow creased and he reached for the radio. “Boss, are you sure these are the ones you’re looking for,” he asked real softly.

      “That’s the killer we’ve been tracking. Bring them in and we will take care of them once and for all.”

      Hunter glanced at her and his eyes conveyed the same dread pummeling her muscles.

      “Do you know why I’m wanted?” she asked, after he had put the radio back in place.

      “You harbored a fugitive. A fugitive who killed for sport.”

      Now she was thoroughly confused, but she pressed on. “I did not kill for sport. I killed to survive.”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “So, I just should have just let the belladonna they injected in me run its course? Kill me like they intended?” She didn’t want to go down without a fight, and if her dream was any indication of reality, Hunter was going to be ripped to shreds by the council pack before they turned on her.

      He glared in the mirror. “Yes. Killing humans is not tolerated for any reason.”

      “Even if the filthy pigs deserved it?” Alessandra said.

      “Stop talking, Leigh.” The anger flared in Hunter’s voice, turning it into a feral growl. “It won’t change a thing. This fucker’s been paid off.”

      The cop’s glare moved to the mirror and then back to the road. “You know the price for taking a human life.”

      Alessandra’s fear morphed, sending a dose of adrenaline through her entire form. If she didn’t do something, they both would die. She hauled her knees to her chest, catapulting her feet into the back of the driver’s seat with all the strength her alpha blood allowed. The impact threw the driver forward into the steering wheel. A loud crack filled the car and the driver remained slumped over the wheel.

      The car accelerated and Hunter tackled her on the seat, driving her down with his shoulder. Screaming metal filled the small space and the cruiser flipped. She didn’t know how many times they hit the cage or the ceiling, but when the car finally came to rest, not one of the windows remained.

      “Hunter?” she whispered, her head still spinning enough that she wasn’t sure if they were upright or not.

      “Fuck,” he whispered from under her.

      Alessandra rolled off him, landing on the hard metal roof next to him.

      “We need to get out of here,” she said.

      “No shit.” His voice strained with pain and she glanced at him.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I don’t know. We need to get these cuffs off before I can tell just how fucked up I am.”

      Alessandra rolled towards the open window. Once she was on the ground, she curled into a ball and forced her hands under her butt. She managed to get her arms in front of her before she crawled to the front driver’s side window.

      Hot liquid dripped into her eye, stinging. The keys hung from the ignition and the cop’s dead stare looked off towards the passenger side. His nose looked as if someone had pressed it inside his face. The impact with the steering wheel had killed him instantly.

      She reached for the keys, pulling them out. It took her a minute to find the right one and once she did, her cuffs were easily unlocked. She crawled back to Hunter. He lay face down on the roof, his hands still locked behind his back. She unlocked his cuffs but he didn’t move.

      “Hunter?” She rolled him over and gasped. The side of his face was covered in blood. She reached under his arms and hauled him out the window, falling back with his head in her lap. “Please wake up,” she whispered, the panic created a flush through her fueled by adrenaline. Even though she smelled the life still present, she leaned over and put her ear to his chest. His heart pumped, but it wasn’t strong like the beat that had filled her dreams last night.

      Their only hope of escape was to shift and make a run for the woods, but she wasn’t leaving without him. She glanced around the ravine they’d ended up in and up the hill towards the road. No one peered over the edge. At least, not yet.

      “Hunter, wake your ass up!” she growled low. She knew how dangerous shifting was to the human body if it was broken, but in wolf form, they would heal faster. She covered his lips with hers, planting a kiss. “Wake up,” she commanded.

      He groaned under her and his eyes flittered open. “You need to run,” he said. “Keys are in my pocket. Go.”

      She laughed.

      “I can’t feel my legs,” he said, meeting her gaze.

      “Shift and run with me,” she said, her heart squeezing in agony.

      “I’m already dead, Leigh. You aren’t. Please,” he pleaded.

      Tears blurred her vision as he fumbled in his pocket. He slid the keys into her hand. “Go.”

      “Jacob Blaez, shift your ass and run with me,” she said, her breath hitching in her chest.

      “Run, before they get here. I know you can smell them. Now go.” His voice held the power of an alpha command and she started to back away.

      “Damn it, Jacob, I love you.”

      He stared into her eyes. “I love you, too, and if I’m not as bad off as I think I am—I’ll find you. I promise.”

      She blinked the tears away and pressed her lips together to keep her chin from trembling.

      “Go,” he commanded.

      Alessandra turned and placed the key ring between her teeth. In two strides, the large paws came into view and she was flying down the ravine as fast as her wolf legs would take her.

      The freedom of the run usually gave her a rush, but this time, each bound away from Hunter squeezed her midsection tighter. She skidded to a halt at his scream of pain, but his command to go still rang in her ears.

      By the time she slinked behind the row of hotel rooms, she was unsure what would greet her in the parking lot. Lifting her nose in the air, the lingering smell of humans remained. She needed the Jeep and that clinched her decision. She shifted back to her human form and took the keys from her mouth. Barefoot and windblown, she stepped around the corner of the hotel into the nearly empty parking lot.

      Hunter’s Jeep still sat locked where they had left it, beyond it sat a couple of empty sedans. Guessing she had a small window of opportunity, she trotted to the car, unlocked the door and slid into the driver’s seat. She checked the console and sighed in relief that the box of cash still remained.

      Alessandra pulled out of the parking lot, turning south, just like Hunter had wanted, but she didn’t get far. The pains in her stomach nearly doubled her over and her breath started catching in her throat. Sobs spilled and she had to pull over to the side of the road.

      She couldn’t leave him to the council’s mercy. She couldn’t let him pay for her sins.

      Alessandra turned the car around and headed towards the accident site.
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      Hunter stared after the stunning grey wolf as she galloped away at a pace even a car wouldn’t be able to keep up with. He wanted to be running alongside her, but with how broken his body was at the moment, he wasn’t sure he’d ever walk again, never mind run.

      A car skidded to a stop at the top of the ravine and the first of several faces peered over the side. When the head of the council joined the row of police, Hunter let out a low warning growl. He couldn’t help the reaction. This man was the one his father had evidence against. This was the fucker who had killed his dad.

      The old man hopped over the bent guardrail and slid down the ravine wall, coming to a stop inches from Hunter.

      “Where is it?” he growled, as he hunched over to look in the car.

      “Damned if I know,” Hunter whispered. He meant for it to come out with some strength, but his was slowly seeping away. “Why don’t you go crawl back into your hole?” he asked.

      Ken Winters, the grand chairman of the werewolf council, sneered at him. He pointed his finger at Hunter and a sharp nail grew from the blunt tip. In a motion that belied his age, he jammed his fingernail into Hunter’s shoulder.

      The brittle pain caught him off guard, and he clamped his mouth as quickly as he could, but it wasn’t fast enough to catch his initial cry of pain. He wouldn’t let that happen again, especially with the master’s sadistic smile beaming above him.

      “I will find what your father gave you.”

      “Fuck you,” Hunter said, from between clenched teeth. He wasn’t in any condition to fight back and he knew this line of questioning was going to get worse before he finally accepted death. The wolf in him bristled at the thought, unwilling to just lie down and die.

      Winters crouched down next to him, twisting his finger, digging the dagger deeper into Hunter.

      Hot agony gripped his shoulder, and he concentrated on drawing a breath through his nose instead of his tightly clamped lips.

      “You seem fond of the girl. I’m sure once I have her, you’ll sing a different tune,” he said, after studying Hunter.

      The dagger embedded in his shoulder retracted, providing temporary relief. He closed his eyes, ignoring the orders Winters barked at the men surrounding them. This was a walk in the park compared to what would come next. The council didn’t care about their wolves, all they gave a damn about was power and wealth. And anyone who got in their way was trampled.

      Alessandra had no idea how corrupt Winters was. But he knew only too well. His father paid the price when he attempted to expose the bastards for killing at will, humans and werewolves alike. In some instances, the council wiped out entire communities just because they wouldn’t conform to their rules.

      Now, it looked like he would follow in his father’s footsteps.

      He closed his eyes. The proof that he had to bring these assholes down was buried under the money box right alongside his birth certificate. He wished he had shared it with Alessandra before the shit hit the fan, but he hadn’t figured out who to send it to. There wasn’t anyone who could challenge the council and win.

      He finally opened his eyes to two of Winters’ lackeys arguing over how to get him out of the ravine.

      “I want him alive!” Winters yelled from the road.

      Of course the bastard wanted him alive. He wanted a spectacle, one that was sure to draw Alessandra from hiding. Hunter just hoped that she would heed his orders. The need to call her back had almost overwhelmed him, but if she had stayed, Winters would have everything he wanted.

      The two men hauled him up the ravine and threw him into a truck bed. The impact drew a grunt from him. They splayed him out using silver shackles and left him staring at the bright sky. He didn’t ask where they were taking him. He didn’t care.

      Each bump created a host of agonies through his body and he closed his eyes, willing either sleep or unconsciousness to come so he could attempt to heal. The silver ensnaring his wrists and ankles made either choice nearly impossible. Every now and then, Alessandra’s scent drifted into his nostrils, like a promise of a dream, pulling him back into consciousness.

      By the time the truck turned off the interstate, the sun had moved across the heavens and the deep blue sky of late afternoon greeted his exhausted gaze. Hours of torture seemed like child’s play compared to the jolting bumps the side roads contained. Crunching sounds of gravel along with a thick canopy of trees made his heart race. Just by the heavy pine scent, he knew they were in the mountains.

      This was where the council carried out sentencing. He had heard rumors, and despite his injuries, the thought of being drown in silver sent an involuntary shiver through him. His father had once told him that Winters had a trophy room of all those he’d sentenced to death. Screaming faces cast in silver lined the walls.

      Hunter’s throat closed and he forced a breath in the tight space. If he panicked now, he might unwillingly give up Alessandra just to avoid that kind of death. The trees thinned until all he saw was the open sky and a variety of cranes. The truck came to a stop under one of the crane hooks.

      Without a word, the driver got out, hooked the crane to something over Hunter’s head, and gave a twirl of his index finger. An engine roared to life and chains rose, pulling a bar that Hunter was clasped to up into the air. Hunter glanced down to see his legs had a similar bar and that one was attached to the truck. The crane didn’t stop when he was fully extended and the pull in his abdomen yanked a cry of pain.

      The driver made a cutting motion with his hand and the pressure abated, but didn’t stop. Pain filled every inch of his abdomen. His arms ached, and he was glad he couldn’t feel anything from his waist down. His brain hadn’t had time to register his surroundings before the driver hopped up on the back of the truck and pulled out a hunting knife.

      “Why are you doing this?” Hunter asked, and the man leveled a glare.

      “Because beasts like you need to be put down,” he said, and pulled Hunter’s t-shirt away from his body before cutting the fabric off, leaving his chest and back exposed. He slid an ear-bud into Hunter’s ear and stepped behind him.

      A large clearing stretched before him. In the center of the clearing sat the werewolf council, lined up in a horseshoe around the focal point of the clearing—a giant vat filled with boiling silver. The metallic stench burned his nostrils and he closed his eyes. An array of covered cages lined the outer edges of the woods, and Hunter wondered who else was being executed today.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, we are gathered here to confirm sentencing and carry out executions for the most heinous offenders of our species.” Ken Winter’s voice rose over the gathering crowd.

      With a wave of his hand, the covers to the cages were pulled away.

      The earpiece buzzed. “Look closely, Mr. Blaez. They are paying for your sins,” Winters’ voice whispered in his ears. “Tell me where the girl is and I will set them free.”

      Hunter’s chest squeezed. Every member of their pack was behind bars, along with a few others he didn’t recognize.

      The loudspeaker crackled. “This pack, led by that man on the back of the truck, attacked a group of human campers without provocation, killing them just for the bloodlust thrill of it.”

      “Bullshit,” Hunter said, loud enough for the crowd to hear him.

      Pain seared Hunter’s back followed by the crack of a whip. Heat traveled down his back into the numb zone.

      The man behind him chuckled. “You just keep your mouth shut or I’ll put a gag on you.”

      Winters turned to the council. “Have you reviewed the cases put before you today?”

      “Yes, sir,” they said in unison.

      “What say you?” he asked.

      “Execution!”

      There was no hesitation in any one of the council members, and Winters gave them a nod. He glanced at Hunter, and an evil smile found the corners of his lips before he turned back to the crowd.

      “They did nothing to deserve this fate!” Hunter cried, and received another lashing.

      Winters gave a nod, and the first criminal, thankfully not one of Hunter’s pack, was dragged from the cage to the platform behind the vat. He struggled in the chains, but there was no use against the silver holding him in place. With his hands clasped behind his back, and his feet shackled, the crane hook was lowered until the hooded executioner could drag it to the chains holding the poor bastards feet.

      “I promise; your pack will have just as slow a death as this man’s.” Winters’ voice whispered in his earpiece.

      A burning anger rippled through his muscles, and just because both Winters and the man behind him was a sadistic bastard, the shards of the whip ripped through his skin.

      “I’m sure the smell of your blood will bring your little whore running. And just for the record, I’m not going to kill her like the rest of these misfits. I’m going to chain her in a room with your silver coated remains, just so she remembers her place in the pack.”

      Hunter growled and the chain above him pulled, yanking the air from his lungs. The struggling criminal was raised into the air at the same time. Hunter watched in horror as the man was dunked head first into the boiling vat, his scream cut off almost as soon as it started. The crane stopped when the man’s shoulders hit the surface, but his death throws continued.

      Hunter could almost hear the screams below the surface as silver invaded all the orifices, burning as much as sulfuric acid. He shuddered. At least this death was quicker than lowering someone feet first. That would be a slower death, one that would be wrapped in agony. Head first, there is perhaps two to three minutes of agony before that first inhalation of silver.

      The next criminal was splayed out in the same form as Hunter. The bar attached to his hands hit the silver first and the moment the poor bastard’s hands dipped below the surface, the choking screams began, along with sobbing pleas. Hunter swore to himself that he would not so much as whimper. He wasn’t going to give the council the satisfaction of his screams.
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      Alessandra nearly ran the jeep into the opening behind the crowd watching the council. Instead, she shot down a smaller side path to the right that seemed to dwindle to nothing but brush. She parked next to a fallen tree and closed her eyes. The ride had taken forever, and her body ached from sitting in the same position for so long. Her bladder was near exploding and she jumped out of the car and squatted behind it, relieving herself.

      Hunter had to have weapons she could use in the jeep and now that she was parked, she opened the back and searched through the trunk. Nothing beyond a crowbar was visible. She bit her lip and took a chance, lifting the carpet liner to the wheel well below.

      Warmth flushed her skin at the crossbow lying in the well instead of a spare tire. She reached down and touched the arrow tips, yanking her hand away at the burn of silver. Jesus, she expected a hunting rifle or something. Not silver-tipped arrows. Where the hell had he gotten these?

      When the hell had he gotten them?

      She pulled the quiver from under the crossbow and jammed the dozen arrows in before hauling it over her shoulder. The only other weapon she was aware of was the scalpel in the medical kit.

      As she opened the door, the first scream caught her attention. She lifted her nose, catching scents on the light wind. She couldn’t tell how many werewolves were in the clearing, but the scents on the wind didn’t make sense. Her heart clanged into overdrive, creating the tingling sensation of urgency through her. The overwhelming need to get to that clearing gripped her and she glanced at the cross bow. She made sure the quiver was secure and slung it over her head. The handle of the crossbow barely fit in her human mouth, but within a blink, her canine jaws had no issue carrying the bow.

      With the wind in her favor, she opted for speed instead of stealth. She stopped just short of the woods line, horrified by the scene in the clearing. She transitioned back into human form and readied the crossbow with shaking hands.

      Hunter was stretched between two bars on the back of a truck. A man with a psychotic smile held a bloodied whip in his hand. But that wasn’t what had her throat locked closed. It wasn’t even the screaming man being slowly immersed in what smelled like boiling silver who had her heart racing.

      It was the sight of her pack in the execution line that burned away any hint of fear, replacing it with an all consuming anger. How could the council hold them responsible for what she did? What. The. Hell?

      She started to step into the clearing and Hunter’s head turned in her direction. She swore he could see her, but he closed his eyes and tucked his chin in, like he was hiding from the horror in front of him. The whip cracked.

      Alessandra had an arrow fitted to the crossbow before she finished her next breath. She drew it back, wondering if anyone would notice if she took that fucker out. She had close to fifty yards from where she squatted to where Hunter was chained.

      The man on the execution track was still screaming and all eyes were on that spectacle. If she miscalculated in any way, the arrow could kill Hunter. It had been years since she shot a bow, but she didn’t think she had lost her touch. She aimed, exhaled and depressed the trigger.

      The whistle on the wind pulled Hunter’s gaze back in her direction, but the screaming of the criminal had reached an earsplitting note that completely masked the clunk of the jerk in the back of the truck.

      “Place is rigged.”

      Hunter’s voice traveled to her ears and his tone carried both agony and anger. He glanced sideways before refocusing on the gruesome death in front of him.

      The screams stopped abruptly, but the body continued to struggle. Alessandra refused to think about what that meant. Soon, it was clear, as the youngest member of her pack was led to the executioner circle. Charity had been the one who had freed her from the rope tying her in the clearing.

      “Winters, I swear if you do this, I’ll see you dead before the moon rises tonight,” Hunter growled from his perch. His voice sounded strong, but she knew better. He smelled like death and her heart squeezed at the thought.

      The head of the council laughed at him. “That will be a very neat trick, Mr. Blaez. You seem to have the same dementia that your father had just before we executed him.”

      Alessandra gasped. She thought his father had died in a hunting accident.

      “They didn’t do anything. I was the one who killed those kids,” he said, and Alessandra almost stepped out of the woods.

      She had already fitted another arrow in the bow, but she was unsure of where to aim this one.

      “That is precisely why they are here. They did nothing to stop you and your mate.”

      “She was my alpha, not my mate,” Hunter said, and then cried out.

      The screech of metal grabbed her attention. The chain above Hunter creaked as it tried to pull tighter. The skin on his abdomen stretched thin and she knew damned well where she had to aim. It would give away her position, but if she didn’t, her nightmare of him being torn in half would come true.

      She repositioned herself closer to the crowd where she could get a view of what held him to the truck bed. She climbed a tree to get a better vantage point, ignoring Charity’s panicked pleas. With the ankle braces in view, she held her breath. When the girl’s first scream shattered the afternoon, Alessandra let the arrow fly. Silver slammed against silver and Hunter looked down. One ankle hung untethered.

      The second arrow unclasped the other ankle bond, freeing both his feet. Yet they still dangled in place. Relief flooded his features and he closed his eyes, hanging his head.

      Her gaze jumped to the dying girl. Her arms were dipped into the silver up to her elbows. The skin above the silver blackened at the burn. Her long hair touched the liquid and sparked an inferno that engulfed her head. Her screams pressed on her chest like a giant crushing her.

      She strung the next arrow and let it fly. The silver tip pierced right through Charity’s heart, ending her suffering in one motion. Chaos erupted. The crowd behind the council dispersed like they knew being in close proximity to the council was like dancing with death.

      Winters pushed a button on the box he was holding. The strength in her limbs gave out a moment later as Hunter was yanked high into the air. The crane turned until he hung right over the center of the boiling pot of silver.

      Her heart squeezed. She couldn’t lose Hunter. Not now. Not after letting him in. She needed him by her side. She stared at the only man on this earth she was willing to die for, and made a vow to herself. From this moment forward, they would be together, whether it was in life, or in death. Alessandra reached for another arrow and strung it in the crossbow.

      Winters barked orders like he knew it was Alessandra in the woods. She jumped to the next tree and climbed to a larger limb, one that gave her a greater view of the landscape. Guards, both in human and wolf form ran towards where she stood. She had the benefit of being upwind, but she also knew their kind could smell fear even at this distance.

      Her muscles clenched with terror as one of the human guards started to raise a rifle. She aimed the arrow and pressed the trigger. He went down before he could find her in the scope.

      She reached into the quiver behind her and her heart lurched. She only had one arrow left. With a trembling hand, she pulled it out and loaded it into the crossbow. Three concurrent snaps made her jump and nearly lose her balance. The empty quiver slid down her arm and fell before she could catch it. When it hit the ground, another metal snap sounded.

      Howls of pain filled the meadow and she scanned the landscape. Three wolves were trying to pull free from sharp teeth spring traps. Alessandra smelled the blood flowing from each trapped leg. Those traps were meant for her. A chill ran down her spine and she glanced up at Hunter.

      His lips formed the word run, but she couldn’t leave him and her pack to die. Not for her sins.

      The loud speaker crackled and Alessandra glanced towards Winters, the head of the werewolf council. He held a box with a red button over his head, his thumb inches from Hunter’s demise. “Alessandra Tate, you are surrounded. Surrender or I will personally press the release button holding Hunter Blaez. I will give you ten seconds to comply.”

      Her heart pounded in her ears and she judged the distance between where she perched on the branch and where he hung over the vat. It was a distance she could cover in mere seconds if one of those traps didn’t get her, but she wasn’t sure she could get there in time to save him. Not with gravity pulling at him.

      Between each number, Winters’ lips moved, but the speaker didn’t pick up his words. Winters announced the number five in the microphone, still looking up at Hunter with a sadistic smile. Hunter bellowed an angry growl and he glared at Winters with such violent intensity, that Alessandra reacted.

      She hopped to her feet and bolted down the length of the thick branch, using the bounce at the end like a diving board. Throwing herself in the air, she twisted enough to aim and pull the trigger of the crossbow before she released it from her grip. She didn’t wait to see if she hit her target, instead, she shifted, stretching out her front paws and aiming for one of the poor bastards in the traps.

      She landed on the wolf closest to the clearing, using him as a springboard, landing a few paces shy of the pot. The chain holding Hunter to the crane released and her chest constricted, pushing the burn of adrenaline through her. He fell straight towards the vat and she launched herself in the air.

      The heat from the boiling silver singed the fur on her stomach, but it paled in comparison to the burn of terror racing through her bloodstream. She had one chance and when her mouth clamped down on the metal pole he was tied to, another burst of energy flowed through her and she flung him towards the executioner’s platform. He slid to a stop and her front paws hit the wood, but her back paws missed.

      She let out a bark of surprise when her hind paws landed on the hot edge of the vat. With a surge of panicked strength, she pushed off with all the power in her hind legs and landed in a skid next to Hunter.

      Before her heart had a chance to beat, she turned on the executioner. He stood with a silver sword in his grip, but it wasn’t held in an attack position and his gaze was not focused on her. She turned towards the council, where his gaze was locked, and understood why his eyes were so wide and his mouth hung open.

      Her last lunge for safety had tipped the vat over, drenching the entire council in silver. Some of the stragglers behind the council screamed in pain as silver flooded into the third row of chairs before cooling enough to halt.

      Metal clanged against wood and Alessandra’s gaze snapped to the executioner. His gaze was now on her but it transferred from shock to a kind of awe she wasn’t sure she deserved.

      “Let my pack go,” she ordered and then realized she had shifted back to human form.

      He nodded, and tossed her the keys hanging from his belt. And then the man dropped to his knee and bent his head in submission. Alessandra raised an eyebrow and glanced at Hunter. He was staring at her with the same wide eyes the rest of her pack gazed at her with.

      “What?” she asked, suddenly self-conscious. She wrapped her arms around herself and that was when she understood. She glanced down at what was left of the front of her dress. It was in burnt tatters, revealing her creamy, unscathed skin. They had seen her naked and drenched in deer blood, so the sight of her flesh shouldn’t be a big deal, and yet it was. Hunter’s gaze was locked on something she couldn’t see and she pressed her breasts in and gasped.

      The werewolf leader symbol had formed in the ash on her stomach. No wonder the place was bathed in silence. She had wiped out the entire werewolf council and now wore the symbol of leader, a position she had no idea how to carry. Instead of focusing on what it meant, she crossed and knelt next to Hunter, unlocking his cuffs.

      He stared up at her but didn’t move, except to rub the burn marks on his wrists. He winced and did a poor job at smiling. He still carried the smell of death on him and she swallowed the lump in her throat.

      “I still can’t move my legs,” he whispered.

      She palmed his cheek and leaned down, pressing her lips to his in a gentle expression of everything swirling inside her. “You need rest to heal properly,” she said when their lips parted.

      He glanced at the sky and nodded after a moment. “Yeah,” he whispered, and his eyelids slid closed. Hunter’s breath remained steady and she glanced up at the crowd gathering around her.

      “He needs help,” she said. Her pack, newly freed from their cages, picked him up and carried him down the ladder. The only vehicle that still had working tires was the original truck he had been tied to. Alessandra had him laid out on the backseat with his head in her lap.

      Nathan, one of the older pack members, climbed into the driver’s seat and started the car. “Where do you want to go?”

      “The nearest hospital. He needs stitches and we need to find out just how serious his back injury is.” She met his gaze in the rearview mirror. “And it will give you time to talk about what’s eating you,” she added.

      He pulled out and skirted around the silver puddle. “Thank you.”

      “For?”

      “For freeing us. You didn’t have to return.”

      “Neither of us knew you were imprisoned. If we had known, we would have come sooner.” She brushed the hair off Hunter’s forehead. “He would have come sooner,” she clarified.

      “You wouldn’t have?”

      She kept her eyes averted. “One of you turned us in,” she said.

      “None of us said a thing, Ally.”

      Her gaze snapped up to his. “Then... how come our faces were plastered everywhere for what we did?”

      He let out a sarcastic laugh. “I’ve been listening very carefully to the council member conversations. They tried to get us to talk, but even sweet Charity didn’t tell them what happened. As horrific as it was to watch, those beasts deserved what you and Hunter did.”

      “I’m still not understanding how they knew we killed humans.” If the pack hadn’t turned them in, why were they being held? It didn’t make any sense. She kept running her fingers through Hunter’s hair. It was as soothing to her as she imagined it was to him.

      “The council sanctioned it. They grossly underestimated our pack. We were supposed to kill you in that field, and in turn, die ourselves.”

      She knew the deer blood had been used to mask her scent long enough for the pack to bite her, but still, the thought of them killing her wasn’t anything she entertained, despite what Jeremy had said. “Well, they tried to hide my scent with the deer blood.”

      “Actually, they expected us to kill you because you were dying.”

      “What?” She wasn’t sure she heard him right. “Why the hell would they think that?”

      He chuckled. “I guess it’s the norm in other packs. When one becomes too sick, the pack turns on them to thin the herd.” He visibly shivered. “I guess that’s what they were hoping for.”

      “What the hell kind of wolf pack does that?”

      He glanced back at her and shrugged. “Apparently, a lot of them.”

      “That’s so fucked up,” she muttered. She may have been as self-centered as Hunter indicated, but she would never intentionally hurt her pack, and Nathan obviously felt the same way as she did. She knew Hunter agreed on that. The pack was her family and she could never intentionally hurt them. She glanced at Nathan. “Why would they want the pack dead?”

      Nathan’s glance dropped to Hunter and then returned to the road. “You need to ask Hunter about that when he wakes up.”

      Alessandra looked down at Hunter’s unconscious form before glancing back at Nathan. “I’m sorry we didn’t come sooner.”

      He just gave her a nod and handed her something from the front seat. She took the fabric and unfolded it. With a soft laugh, she slid the chambray work shirt over her shoulders, threading her arms into the sleeves and buttoning it up before the heat reached her cheeks.

      “Thank you.”

      “You are welcome,” he said.

      Silence settled over the cab while he drove through the woods. The jostling of the truck pulled a grimace to Hunter’s face, but he didn’t wake. She let out a sigh of relief when they finally hit the blacktop.
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      The steady beep infringed on his dream, and he went to roll, but couldn’t move away from the sound. Hunter’s eyelids flew open to the white floor tiles below him.

      “Hold still, Mr. Blaez,” a voice said.

      He moved his gaze until white shoes came into view.

      “Where am I?” he asked.

      “The hospital. We had to fuse one of your vertebrae together and need you to remain still for another couple of days. You had extensive damage to your spinal column, but with the traction you underwent prior to arriving at the hospital, and the fusion of your broken bone, we are hoping to reverse some of the damage to your spinal column, but you must not fight the position we have you in, okay?”

      His eyes closed as it all came flooding back. The car accident, the clearing, everything. “Okay,” he said, ignoring the reference to traction. That was actually an attempt to tear him in half, but if it somehow helped, he would not correct the nurse. Instead, he relaxed. “Is Leigh here?”

      “Your girlfriend?” the nurse asked.

      “Yes,” he said, refraining from nodding.

      “She went to grab a bite to eat and to tell the rest of your friends how the operation went.”

      Coolness passed into his hand, burning through his blood and he sucked air between his teeth.

      “That should help you relax. I will be back in a little while to check on you.” Her feet disappeared from view.

      The burn altered, sending heat through every muscle, turning him into a giant mass of putty. His eyelids drooped. The soft patter of feet brought his fuzzy brain back to the moment instead of somewhere out in space.

      Her scent filled his world. Warm cinnamon and spice, with a pinch of underlying power that was undeniable.

      “Leigh,” he whispered, intoxicated by her.

      “Jake.”

      Her breath tickled his ear, sending cooling heat through him that tingled all the way to his toes. His eyes snapped wide. His toes tingled and he jerked in the restraints.

      “Easy, there,” she said and her painted toes came into view clad in flip-flops. Alessandra’s hand caressed the back of his head. “You need to stay still for another twelve hours.”

      “My toes tingled.”

      Her hair came into view and then her beautiful face. A face he didn’t think he’d ever see again; and he blinked back the sudden mist that blurred his vision.

      “The only way to heal is to stay still, even if you’re starting to get some feeling back. This puts the least pressure on your spine, so just chill, okay?” She put her drink on the floor and stretched out underneath him. The way her hair fanned out on the white tile stirred a need in his core and she smiled up at him. “You definitely can’t do anything related to that,” she whispered.

      Hunter raised an eyebrow. “What’s that?” he asked, toying with her.

      She reached up and gently patted his cheek. “Did you know your scent changes just a little whenever you’re aroused?”

      “Really?” Hunter had no idea. He knew women had different pheromones when they were horny, but he never really noticed a change in the male scent.

      “Yes. It reminds me of salted caramel,” she said.

      He stared into her eyes and his smile faded. “Why didn’t you run like I ordered you to?”

      Her fingers slid away from his skin and she sighed. “I couldn’t let you take the fall for what I did. Besides, I saved your ass, so, no harm, no foul.”

      “You have no idea what Winters had planned. If you hadn’t gotten lucky...” He couldn’t finish the sentence. Winters had told him that his trophy room would be a fitting place for Alessandra, especially with Hunter’s silver-cast body forever witnessing her suffering. He had promised that what those fraternity boys had done would be mild foreplay in comparison to what he and his pack would do to Alessandra. Winters’ foul words still clouded his thoughts.

      “He would have marched us all to our death,” she said thinking she was accurately finishing his sentence.

      Hunter laughed. “Not all of us. The rest of the pack and I would have died in that field. But you, no, he wasn’t going to kill you.” His stomach turned sour at the thought and he chose his next words carefully. “You would have served his pack.”

      Her head cocked for a minute and then her eyes widened as the color drained from her face. Hunter didn’t break her gaze.

      “He had some very graphic descriptions for me, between his announcements to the crowd,” he added. The coil of anger burned in his stomach and he drew a long slow breath, calming his tightening muscles.

      “Let it go, Jake,” she whispered. Some of the color returned to her cheeks. “We made it out alive.”

      Hunter nodded but didn’t comment. He wasn’t sure what kind of life he would have going forward, but he didn’t want to lay that on her right now. That would have to wait until she wasn’t lying on the floor looking up at him. That was more of a sit-on-the-side-of-the-bed type of conversation.

      “Nathan said I needed to ask you why the council wanted our pack dead.”

      Hunter closed his eyes and pressed his lips together for a moment. “Because I wouldn’t give Winters the evidence my father had against him.” Silence filled the space and he opened his eyes. “He warned me that he’d tear down everything I cared about if I didn’t do as he commanded.” He wished he could reach out and caress her cheek. “I should have known he’d use you against me. Especially with the shit my dad had on him.”

      They stared at each other for a moment.

      “Why didn’t you give the evidence to authorities?”

      Hunter laughed. “Because the bastard has greased palms all the way up to the White House and the justice system is equally as corrupt. I didn’t know who the hell to get it to.”

      The shuffle of feet and a throat clearing pulled Alessandra’s gaze from his to her right. Hunter couldn’t see anything but from the sudden tension in her jaw, he could tell it wasn’t someone she wanted to see.

      “Ms. Tate?” the voice inquired and relief flooded Hunter. He didn’t want to discuss this anymore.

      Alessandra put her finger to her lips and Hunter smiled. He raised an eyebrow.

      “Ms. Tate. I know you are in here.”

      Alessandra rolled her eyes and sighed.

      “What Hans?” she said without moving.

      Hans? He mouthed at her and she gave him that single shoulder shrug. The pop of knees pulled his gaze to the side, and an older gentleman peered under the bed.

      “As I told you earlier, we need to sort out some... issues,” Hans said.

      “What items are you referring to?” Hunter asked.

      The man’s tiger-like eyes swiveled in his direction. “Council business,” he nearly barked.

      Hunter narrowed his eyes, glaring at the intruder.

      “Jake is the council,” Alessandra said, leveling an equally as intimidating glare.

      Hunter jolted in place as if his entire body had been plugged into a socket. His gaze bounced to Alessandra and she gave him a small smile.

      The man straightened out of his sight and Alessandra sighed. “We’ll talk later,” she said very softly, and slid out from under the bed.

      He stared at the spot she had vacated, his mind circling around the conversation as well as her last statement. The medicine fogged his brain and his vision blurred. He let the high take him into a sedated stupor.
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      Hans brought Alessandra to Winters’ old house where the local police had converged. Nathan stood next to the entrance, along with an officer who was scribbling in a notebook as Nathan spoke.

      For a second, Alessandra had the urge to flee. Her muscles burned with it, but she forced herself to cross the snow covered lawn to the front door. Nathan gave her a nod, but there was no warmth in it.

      “Nathan,” she said as she approached. The officer closed his notebook and retreated, leaving Alessandra, Hans and Nathan alone.

      “Ally,” he replied, but even his tone was frosty. His gazed moved to behind her. “You didn’t need to bring her here.”

      Alessandra cocked her head, but Nathan just gave her an almost imperceptible shake of his head.

      “She is the head of the council. She deserves to know,” Hans said from behind her.

      “What the hell is going on?”

      Nathan traded a glance with Hans and then met Alessandra’s gaze. She couldn’t read anything beyond his poker face. He didn’t speak, just waved her inside the house. The house crawled with police, they lined the hallways, filled the office space studying files from open cabinets. But it wasn’t the police or the rooms on the main floor that caught her attention.

      The scent of death and decay made her nose wrinkle. She didn’t want to see the source of that stink, but it seemed that was exactly where Nathan was leading her. As they approached the far end of the house, doors leading to what she could only surmise as hell, leaned open on broken hinges.

      “You don’t have to go down there,” Nathan said from behind her.

      “What am I going to find?” she asked, numb from the deep seated fear spreading through her. She turned and met his gaze.

      Nathan inhaled before he licked his lips. “Ally,” he started, and shifted his feet. His gaze dropped to the ground before moving to Hans and back.

      “What—”

      “—Your parents,” Hans blurted.

      The numbness encompassing her turned to a burning fire, and her feet moved faster than her mind. She skidded to a stop at the bottom of at least two stories of stairs. Her hand shot to her mouth at the display of silver coated death posed for Winters’ entertainment. Mounted heads covered the walls and figures littered the floor. In the middle of the room lay empty chains, but the videos the police were cataloging showed enough.

      Hunter’s earlier comment about servicing the pack weren’t exaggerated. His choice of words seemed tame in comparison to what was flowing on the screens. She shivered and rubbed the gooseflesh on her arms, trying to return the heat that had fled from her the moment she stepped into this hellish trophy display.

      The silver coat preserving the dead did nothing to quell the decomposing flesh underneath. At least not for her. The humans in the room didn’t seem to take notice of the vile stench, but perhaps they had been trained to ignore it.

      She scanned a room almost the size of a football field. “Where?” she asked, when Nathan stepped next to her.

      “They all have plaques,” he said, with a tone laced in the same disgust accosting her. “Winters was a narcissistic sociopath.”

      Alessandra forced her feet to move through the cluster of statues, her eyes glued to the plaques near the bottom of every posed effigy, instead of the mask of pain and horror forever preserved in silver.

      The men were all posed in some subservient manner, kneeling with their gaze forced towards the ground. Some of the women were in the same pose, but there were also more disturbing poses, ones that reminded her of the whore of Babylon, making their screams look like ecstasy instead of suffering. As she got closer to the center, a pattern started to appear. The few male statues looking straight ahead from their kneeling position held expressions of righteous anger instead of pain, and they all faced a woman posed in a lewd position.

      Her gaze caught the name Blaez on one of the righteous statues. Alessandra stopped and stared at the angry and pained face of Hunter’s father. She knew that expression. She had seen it on Hunter’s face the moment Winters appeared. Her heart dropped to her stomach. She didn’t want to turn, but she couldn’t help it, and sure enough, a woman positioned in an x-rated pose held another plaque with the last name Blaez.

      She closed her eyes and turned away. She didn’t want to know. She didn’t want to see the plaques labeled Tate. Not now, but when her eyes opened, her gaze fell on another set of silver statues that pulled her breath from her body.

      Her mother and father knelt with their foreheads touching. The sorrow and pain etched in their expressions created agony inside Alessandra. It was as if they were both alive when Winters coated them with silver. Her gaze moved to the screens showering the room with the sounds of abuse. Her throat closed and she couldn’t draw a breath. Her mother had ‘died’ years ago. The insinuation of life in their statue pose broke something inside her. The primal pain formed a scream that transitioned to a howl as the shift took over. The haunting sound echoed off the concrete and silver.

      All her father’s over-protectiveness now made sense, especially if her mother’s death had actually been a disappearance. There seemed to be only one path for the missing of her kind, and it all led to this horrifying room.

      Alessandra turned and ran, without regard to her surroundings. Her powerful shoulders knocked over at least a dozen statues, and more than a few of the police officers she passed had pulled their guns at the sight of a giant wolf plowing towards them.

      “Don’t shoot!” Nathan and Hans yelled, as they followed her on foot.

      Some force beyond her control gripped her and she ended up in Winters sparse bedroom. With teeth and claw, she tore the bedding to pieces between her wailing howls of loss. With feathers and pieces of cloth spread from wall to wall, Alessandra shifted and fell to the ground, covering her face with her hands.

      “Holy...” a voice behind her made her stiffen, and she glanced over her shoulder at the cop standing in the doorway with Nathan and Hans.

      “What? You’ve never seen a shifter before?” Alessandra snapped and sniffled as she wiped her face with dusty hands.

      “It’s not that,” he said and pointed. Within the frame of the bed lay ledgers, along with neatly stacked one hundred dollar bills. There must have been at least fifty stacks visible.

      Perhaps this was what the police were after. Winters’ private stash, and who knows what those ledgers held. Alessandra climbed to her feet. She didn’t give a damn about the money. She didn’t give a damn about anything except Hunter right now. She turned and walked out of the house of horrors.
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      Ever since she had been taken to deal with the council issues, Alessandra had been distant in his company. Hunter stared at her from his reclined position on the bed. The nurses had moved him out of the inverted position after another round of x-rays showed alignment in his vertebrae.

      He hadn’t felt a thing since that first tingle when Alessandra whispered in his ear, and the prognosis was still the same. According to the doctors, he would never walk again.

      But that wasn’t his greatest concern, at the moment.

      “Leigh?” he asked, and she turned her gaze from the world outside his window to him. The haunting look in her eyes left him hollow. The last time he saw that expression had been after they’d rescued her from that field. “What happened yesterday?”

      Her eyes glossed over and her lips pulled at the corners. The fast blinking didn’t stop a tear from escaping, and his chest constricted. He couldn’t fathom what caused the heart wrenching pain in her eyes.

      She glanced at the ceiling before she met his gaze and crossed to the chair next to him. “I know what happened to your parents.”

      He inhaled. “You found the documents in the jeep?” he asked, still wondering what caused her to look like she had seen a ghost.

      Her eyebrows shot up. “What documents?”

      He blinked. His mind was still fuzzy from all the pain meds, but even with that disadvantage, he caught her surprise. “The proof that Winters was killing innocents. That’s what he wanted me to give up. If you didn’t find the papers, then how do you know what happened to my father?”

      She cocked her head and took a deep breath. “They were a part of his trophy display.”

      Hunter’s brain slowly processed the information. Rumors, along with Winters’ taunting, gave him a clue of what the trophy room encompassed. While he knew Winters killed his father, the fact Alessandra had said ‘they’ sank in. “My mother was there?” he asked, still trying to wrap his mind around that. The papers he had proved Winters was a twisted serial killer, but he never connected the dots as to why his father was so hell-bent on bringing the man down.

      “Jesus,” he whispered. According to his father, his mother had died in a car crash. That was just before he had turned twelve. Just before his father moved them to the northeast and started investigating Winters. “Winters had her?”

      Alessandra nodded. “And he had my parents.”

      All the air in his chest blew out with those words. He still couldn’t wrap his mind around his mother being part of Winters’ collection. He blinked as Alessandra’s words sank in.

      “Parents? Both of them?”

      Alessandra nodded and tears spilled over. “The way they were posed... I think my mom was alive when they died.”

      A chill ran through him. Her mother had died when she was a teenager. Thinking about the possibility that she might have been at Winter’s mercy for more years than he cared to calculate, left him shivering. Christ almighty.

      “Winters might have posed them that way to screw with you,” he said, hoping it sounded as logical to her as it did to him.

      Her chin trembled.

      Hunter patted the mattress next to him and she moved to the spot and into his waiting arms. His eyes burned with unshed tears, and his stomach cramped at the thought of his mother having to do all the vile things Winters had insinuated he was going to do to Alessandra. The impact of what Winters had done to everyone he cared about tightened his throat, but the shake of Alessandra’s body against his kept his own emotions at bay.

      “I’m so sorry. This is all my fault,” he whispered in her ear. He brushed his lips against the edge of her cheek and she pulled away. Her tear-stained gaze met his.

      “Why is it your fault?” she asked again, wiping the tears from her cheeks.

      “If I had just given him the papers...”

      “He still would have done all this. He was a sick fuck.” Anger laced her voice. “He still would have tried to kill us just because you knew about his psychosis.”

      “Maybe. And maybe he would have paid me off and left us alone,” Hunter said, owning part of the blame for all that happened.

      Her brow smoothed and she sighed. “I saw the malice in the way he looked at you. He never would have let you live.” She sniffled and met his gaze.

      He didn’t disagree, but they might have had a few years of bliss before the gauntlet fell.

      “Did the doctors say when you’re walking out of here?” she asked.

      His heart plummeted at the change of subject, and he took a deep breath. “Here’s the thing,” he started, and shifted, unsure of how to summarize his condition on the heels of such bad news. He glanced out the window and then back at her. “I’m not ever going to walk again.”

      She blinked and leaned back, staring at him like she was waiting for the punch line. It took a few moments, and then sadness filtered into her irises and he cursed himself for blurting it out so callously.

      “Ever?” she finally asked.

      He shook his head, pressing his lips together, trying to push off the memories of running with the pack, of running alongside her. That wasn’t in the cards. And neither was having the alpha dote on him for the rest of his life.

      “No. And I don’t expect you to stick around,” he said, forcing the words to come out steady, without the pain that crushed his insides.

      Her gaze hardened and her lips thinned. The bloom of red in her cheeks spread until it encompassed her nose. “I’m not leaving you,” she said through clenched teeth. “How dare you even suggest that!”

      “Ally,” he started, and her fingers covered his mouth.

      “No.”

      He pulled her hand away from his lips. “You’ve got your whole life ahead of you. You don’t need to be saddled with a paraplegic werewolf in a wheelchair.”

      “You don’t want me?” she asked, her voice as small as he felt.

      Hunter closed his eyes. “What I want isn’t part of this discussion. This is about what you need.”

      “I need you.”

      Hunter opened his eyes and met her gaze. “You do not get it. I’m not going to run with the pack. I’m not going to be able to go for walks with you or dance with you. I’m going to be stuck in a goddamned wheelchair.” His voice rose to a pitch he recognized as much as the tightening of all his muscles. Anger had finally burned to the surface. “I’ll never be able to fuck like a normal man,” he said through clenched teeth as everything blasted through.

      He didn’t know who he was angry with. Alessandra. Winters. His father. The doctors. Right now they all were on his shit list, and the news of so many dead didn’t help.

      “Why are you yelling?” Alessandra asked, with a voice so calm he wanted to scream. The hurt in her eyes just fanned the inferno further.

      “Because I’m fucking paralyzed and that royally screws up all of my plans. Why...” He stopped himself from asking her why she saved him. Even through his current state of fury, he knew if the tables had been turned, he would have done the same damned thing.

      They studied each other in silence.

      “I think you need some time alone.”

      Alessandra stood, and he grabbed her wrist, kicking himself for letting his aggravation cloud his thinking. “I’m not angry with you,” he said, forcing his voice into a calm cadence that belied the tornado inside.

      “Then why push me away?”

      “Because you deserve better than this.” He waved at his useless legs.

      She cocked her head. “What are you afraid of?”

      He narrowed his gaze. “Stop trying to psychoanalyze me.”

      Her lips tilted into a whisper of a smile. “Sucks when someone does that, doesn’t it.”

      “Fuck you, Leigh,” he said, under his breath.

      “Back at you, Jake,” she replied and twisted her wrist from his grip. He expected her to turn and leave. Instead, she leaned in and pressed her lips to his.

      His mind stalled when her tongue swiped his lips. The kiss turned sweet and sultry, melting his resolve. He didn’t want to give her up, but he didn’t see any other way for her to be happy.

      “I don’t really give a damn if you’re sequestered to a wheel chair. I’m going to be there for you like you have been for me. And if you don’t cut it out, I’ll order you to do as I say,” she said, after she pulled away with eyes full of hellfire.

      “Order me?” His voice cracked.

      “Yep. I’ll pull the alpha card.”

      Her hands landed on her hips, and if he could have jumped to his feet and stared her down, he would have, but glaring from a bed was the only thing he could do. It was less than ideal and had nowhere near the same results. In fact, he was the first one to break eye contact. Hunter huffed in frustration.

      “Where do you want to go when you get out of here?”

      “I want to go home,” he said. He wanted familiarity and comfort, hell, he wanted his bed.

      “Do you think our houses are still there?” she asked.

      “I’m talking about our place in Maine. You know, the one I bought outright, and we lived in for a little over two months with no interruptions?” He challenged her with his tone. He hadn’t even thought of their hometown, nor had he thought about the pack at all. He just wanted a quiet setting with no complications.

      “We’ll have to actually get phone and internet service,” she said with a nod.

      He’d thought she’d put up some sort of argument and raised an eyebrow.

      “Nathan’s taking the lead with the pack,” she said. “He knows I need to take care of you for a bit. Besides, I nominated you the council lead.”

      Hunter leaned back into the pillow. “Why?”

      “You are the most level headed werewolf that I know, and there’s a lot of shit to sift through. There was no way I was taking that on without you by my side. Besides, we both know you’re the better leader, despite the spooky ash marks on my stomach.”

      “Did you just admit I’m a better alpha than you?” This time his eyebrows felt like they rose all the way to his hairline.

      “No one, not even my parents could give me an order I had to follow. No one. Until you ordered me to leave that ditch. So, maybe I am.”

      He chuckled under his breath. “Shit got crazy,” he said.

      “It certainly did.” She settled back into the chair. “I’m ready to sleep through the rest of the winter,” she added with a yawn.

      He didn’t say anything, just watched over her as she leaned her head back on the padding and close her eyes. That familiar tingle settled over him and she opened a single eye before she closed it again, this time with a hint of a smile on her sweet lips.
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      The cold March wind howled around the house and the fire crackled in the fireplace, sending warmth all the way over to where he sat on the couch. The internet was spotty again and he slammed the laptop closed, setting it on the coffee table before he ran his hands through his hair.

      The lights flickered and Hunter glanced towards the kitchen. “How close is dinner,” he called and glanced at the mountains of papers spread across the kitchen table. To say the council was a mess was an understatement. Winters had been cooking the books and skimming off the top for years, which explained his stash in his bedroom. So, not only was the prick a serial killer, but he was also a thief.

      The committee had paid for the remainder of his physical therapy down in Virginia and sent him home with Alessandra, an architect, and what had to be some of the fastest builders on the planet. It had only taken them a month to renovate the first floor with a master suite so he didn’t have to try to navigate the stairs.

      They also sent them with all the shit that needed sorting, from valid crimes that needed to be addressed, to the nitty-gritty requests that flooded in daily. He had only been home for two weeks and he was ready for a vacation. On top of that, the bitter cold had settled over central Maine, which made the Florida Keys sound better and better.

      Alessandra came out of the kitchen with two plates and took a seat at the other end of the couch, handing him one like a sacrificial offering.

      “We might be eating by firelight,” Hunter said taking the plate. The meatloaf weighed the china down and he took the offered silverware before setting his dinner on his lap desk. As if on cue, the lights flickered again.

      Alessandra was quiet and focused on her food, which was unusual. She was normally the one to pull conversation out of him, not the other way around. He studied her profile, and the tension in her posture.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked around his first bite of the thick meat.

      “Six months, today,” she whispered.

      His gaze flicked to the calendar and his appetite vanished. Their life had taken a turn into hell six months ago. All at the bidding of Ken Winters. Hunter had uncovered all the documentation in emails and the money trail leading to Alessandra’s rape while he had been sequestered to the hospital in Virginia. The sick fuck even had the video those monsters took inside the van. Hunter could only stomach a few minutes of the brutality, but the video, along with the evidence he supplied the newly formed council, absolved both Alessandra and him from what they did to those boys.

      But that event didn’t take away the nightmares; although, they had evolved for both of them. Now the nights were filled with ripping flesh, silver and other horrors he would rather not focus on.

      He glanced back at Alessandra, slid his plate onto the table, and dropped his lap-desk on the floor, before spreading his arms wide for her. He signaled with his head for her to come to him and she crawled into his grasp. After all this time, she still shuddered when he wrapped his arms around her, but he knew it was because of this particular date and the unwanted memories, and he couldn’t blame her one bit.

      Hunter kissed her forehead, keeping silent because there were no words that would wipe out what she’d lived through. Only time would heal her wounds. Time and his infinite patience. She hadn’t actually been in his arms since the night in the hotel, and the physical sensation of her body against his stirred something deep within him.

      She inhaled and glanced up at him. “Salted caramel,” she said, and he smiled, shrugging in response. “I haven’t caught that scent since the hospital.”

      “I’m sorry,” he started, but she stopped him, planting a kiss that sizzled. Every muscle in his body tensed with the intensity, and his arms tightened around her. Her tongue explored his mouth, teasing at first, but it soon escalated into a burning need. He groaned under it.

      The lights finally succumbed to the weather, flickering out, leaving them with only the fire casting shadows. She pulled away and straddled his lap as she stared into his eyes. “I honestly thought...”

      Her gaze moved away from his, but he hooked her chin, forcing her to look at him. “I’ve been a little busy trying to figure things out.”

      “Including me?” she asked, her eyes wide with the fear he smelled coming off her.

      “No. You’re the only thing that’s right in my life at the moment.” He cupped her cheek and the fear in her eyes abated, turning into a fiery storm of desire.

      She blessed him with a beaming smile and then leaned in for another soul-searing kiss. Again, that tingle spread through his entire form, as if kissing her was a reprieve to the numbness. Her tongue twirled with his in a magnificent dance that sucked the air from his lungs. Her hands skimmed over his shoulders and before he had any awareness, her fingers had already unbuttoned his shirt. The sensation of her palms on his chest nearly drove him mad.

      Alessandra pulled away from his lips, and trailed kisses over his cheek to his earlobe before her teeth nipped, creating another shock of tingles. He closed his eyes and leaned his head back, enjoying the sensations of her hands and mouth moving down his body. “You know, when you touch me like this, I can almost feel tingling in my toes,” he whispered and opened his eyes. “It happened in the hospital when you whispered in my ear, too.”

      She looked up from his chest. “Really?”

      He met her gaze and nodded. “So, don’t stop. I like that tingly feeling. It makes me think their diagnosis was wrong.” He had studied the x-rays, he knew it was wishful thinking, but there was still a slight chance of the impossible, especially with the wolf blood in him.

      She ran her fingers down the center of his chest, down to the elastic waistband of his sweatpants. “How much of that theory do you want to test?”

      It wasn’t so much the words as the sultry tone of her voice that stalled his brain. His legs were a shadow of what they used to be with almost two months of non-use, and that played with his confidence. She hadn’t seen how much his lower half had wasted away. The desire that swept though him moments ago, disappeared. It was his turn to look away.

      “Jake?” she asked, pulling his attention back to her.

      “I don’t know what I can... do,” he said, meeting her gaze. Being this exposed felt unnatural to him. It was as if the tables had turned and he was the one afraid to explore this attraction. “I mean, I know what I can do with my hands and mouth,” he added, with a twist of a smile as he wiggled his fingers. “But as far as anything else...” He shrugged.

      “And if I said I wanted to make love to you?”

      “I’d be flattered and I’d wonder what you had been drinking in the kitchen,” he answered, and his gaze moved to her hands, now gripping his pants. “But I’m not sure if I have the ability to follow through.” Heat filled his cheeks and he met her gaze.

      “Then let’s just view this as relationship experiment number two.”

      “What was number one?” he asked, stalling as a measure of panic bit at his skin.

      “The hotel,” she said, and pulled his pants clear to his ankles, freeing one foot and leaving the rest bundled around his other ankle. She took off her shirt and pants, leaving on only her sheer underwear.

      The flames of desire returned, turning his heart into an aching throb that echoed through every cell. Her hands slowly slid up his legs. The sensation was lost on him, but even in the dim light he could see her progression, and when she dipped down and kissed the inside of his knee, he cursed the gods for not allowing him to feel this. She didn’t turn away from the atrophy in his muscles nor the non-response from his body. Instead, it just seemed to fuel her.

      She glanced up at him. “Any tingling?” she asked.

      He slowly shook his head.

      She dragged her tongue from his knee to the middle of his thigh, and while his breath quickened at the visual, his legs didn’t bother sending the right signals to his brain. He thought his mind would crack when she took the tip of his cock in her mouth. His wildest dream of having Alessandra Tate giving him head was happening, and he couldn’t feel anything but a distant tingle.

      She looked up at him and smiled. “Now?” she said.

      He shrugged a single shoulder and licked his lips. “Maybe,” he whispered with a voice like sandpaper.

      “Well, somewhere there’s a reaction,” she chuckled, and her mouth covered the tip of his growing cock.

      Hunter thanked the gods that something was working. They had told him it was a slim chance and to catalogue what triggered an erection if he was able to get one. Alessandra’s mouth. Check. He’d keep that catalogued for a very long time. Her slow head bob sent another wave of tingles through him as did the hollowness in her cheeks as she sucked.

      What he wouldn’t give to feel her lips sliding up and down his shaft. His heartbeat picked up and he gently ran his fingers through her hair. “Leigh,” he whispered and she pulled away, meeting his gaze. He cupped her cheeks and pulled her to his lips. He needed to feel her mouth, her breasts... her pussy. God, he wanted to taste her, but before she allowed his mouth to cover hers, she slid her underwear off and positioned herself over his hard shaft.

      His gaze remained glued to the space between them as she guided his cock into the folds of her pussy. She moved down his shaft with a moan. He glanced up at her and her eyelids were at half mast, her mouth opened in a sexy pout. She took his hands and placed them on her hips.

      Her slow rock turned his breathing into something akin to a pant. The flush of her skin and the hardness of her nipples pulled a smile to his lips. She was enjoying herself. He slid his thumb to her clit, circling at the same speed her hips moved. Alessandra nearly purred and despite not being able to actually feel her pussy milking him, the simple act that Alessandra had given herself to him completely, especially on the anniversary of her attack, brought him closer to his own release.

      He leaned forward and took her breast in his mouth, sucking the hard nub while he still massaged her clit. He moved to her mouth, capturing her tongue in a frantic dance. His entire form tingled as she rode him. Heat pooled in the center of his abdomen and then exploded, yanking a groan from his lips. She pulled away from his mouth arching her body as she let out a howl that sent a shiver through him.

      Her body shook with her release and finally her breathing slowed and she relaxed into him.

      He stared at the ceiling as she nestled on his chest. “I think I came,” he whispered, astonished by that mere fact. That was something the doctors were sure wouldn’t happen.

      Alessandra started to giggle. “I think you did, too.”

      He pushed her away from his chest. “I wasn’t supposed to be able to do that,” he said, and her giggles subsided a fraction.

      “Well, you did. I clearly felt it.”

      He started laughing. There was only one other explanation, but he didn’t smell urine, so it clearly was an orgasm. His toes were still tingling from the power of it and he wrapped his arms around her, pulling her into a bear hug.

      “I love you, Alessandra Tate,” he said through his laughter.

      “I love you, too, Jacob Blaez.” She kissed the curve of his neck and another rash of tingles flowed through him.

      “Marry me?” he blurted. His eyes widened as much as hers at the sudden question, and then he dropped his forehead to her shoulder, cursing himself for such an awkward proposal. It certainly wasn’t how he’d ever envisioned asking her. He had exchanged the idea of him kneeling in the center of a bunch of rose petals for hiding the ring in a dessert. Never had he imagined he’d just blurt out the question after sex. She deserved so much better. Jesus, he didn’t even have her ring yet.

      “Did you just ask me to marry you?” She pushed him away so he would have to look at her.

      He glanced up at her with his cheeks on fire. “Yeah, well, it just kind of... you know,” he stumbled.

      She threw her arms around him and squealed. “Yes! Yes, I’ll marry you!”

      Stunned didn’t begin to describe it, and when she pulled away, he asked, “Really?”

      “Hell, yes.”

      “You do realize that was the lamest proposal in this hemisphere, right?” He raised an eyebrow.

      She laughed. “True...” She leaned in and kissed his nose. “Do you want a do-over?”

      It only took a moment for him to think it over, and then he shook his head. “No. I got the answer I wanted. Besides, if I had to make it big and fancy it might take years.”

      “I’m not waiting years to marry you,” she said, and yanked on the collar of his shirt, pulling him to her lips.

      As their tongues intertwined, his heart sang in response.

      

      
        THE END
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        Careful what you wish for because you just might get…a vampire.

      

      From award-winning author Kory M. Shrum, comes a suspenseful tale about the power of choice.

      Lettie Cole lives with her hateful dying mother and heroin-addicted brother. She sees no escape from these toxic family bonds until one or both of her tormentors die.

      Until a vampire calls late one summer night and Lettie is presented with a choice: be his next victim or provide him with another…
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      I watched her for a long time before I killed her.

      I watched her step out into the night with blood and shit drying on the corner of her white-collared shirt, and as soon as I saw her, I slipped into her mind. I burrowed deep, quickly, to avoid detection. And just like that, I was one with her thoughts, her body and feelings, and of course, her desires.

      I felt her collapse onto the concrete porch and begin the search for a cigarette. If this was what one called a porch. When she was a kid, they called it a stoop. Now more than ever, that’s exactly what it was. The earth had shifted underneath, and the three-step concrete wedge tilted, giving the impression that, at any minute, she’d be pitched forward and land on the cracked and weed-tangled sidewalk.

      Sunshine-yellow dandelion heads with their spiny green necks flopped over the remaining concrete possessively. When her father Hennessey had been alive, this sidewalk connecting stoop to long driveway didn’t have so much as a blade of grass poking through. But then again, a great many things had been in order when her father was still alive.

      For all his iron-fisted heartlessness, Hennessey enforced order and supported his family: his wife, three kids, and Kai. His small-town mechanic shop had thrived eventually. Thrived—that was one of the words Lettie had plucked from a battered Salvation Army paperback. The store had whole boxes of them, some without covers, many watermarked and yellowed and smelling like damp earth.

      The small town thrived… the page might’ve said, and so had the Coles when her father was alive.

      Until his two packs a day caught up with him. With her father gone, it was just Lettie, her brother, and their mother—Charley was already dead. And without the patriarch, no one could keep the order Merek so desperately needed, that they’d all needed, and so it’d gone to hell pretty quick.

      Not everything could be blamed on Merek, but a great deal of it could—the bruise on Lettie’s right cheek, for starters.

      As if on cue, her wounded cheek throbbed, pulling Lettie from her nostalgia, back to the warm concrete stoop. The night swelled around her. Cicadas chirped as crushed blood vessels rubbed against bone. She dug into her pocket. Her heart skipping a beat when fingers found only cloth. Nothing. The bundle of cigarettes she’d rolled that morning were all gone. If she wanted a smoke now, she’d have to roll one.

      Oh, how she missed the days when she could simply tear open a fresh pack of Marlboro Reds, the sound of the cellophane crinkling under eager fingers. The comforting tap-tap-tap of the soft pack against her palm. That first pungent whiff of the tobacco when she pulled the first cigarette free and slid the rice paper under her nose for a refreshing, deep inhale. The spongy filter resistant between her fingers.

      But store-bought cigarettes were almost nine dollars a pack. On her mother’s social security check and Lettie’s own unemployment check, store-bought cigarettes were an expense they just couldn’t swing. Especially not with the two packs a day they cleared between them.

      Leaning on one hip, Lettie found the pouch of tobacco she kept in a tight back pocket of her jeans. The plastic baggie she used to keep the tobacco fresh crinkled.

      Her mother howled from the front bedroom, and Lettie’s whole body tensed at the sound of it. Just the thought of hauling and turning her made her soul ache. If Lettie herself ever got so sick or weak that she couldn’t haul herself up, she’d rather die.

      She cursed her brother. If Merek gave half a shit about his own mother, he’d get up and turn her.

      But he wouldn’t. He stayed slumped in front of the television, blue-white lights flashing across his skin until the romantic comedy featuring Sandra Bullock gave way to an infomercial about a rotating toilet brush or some acne commercial.

      If she was lucky, he’d sleep through the night and leave first thing in the morning. If not, he’d visit her in the dead of night. She thought the dead of night visits were the worst, when he came in like a cat, slow and deliberate. Nothing like feeling a shadow fall over her bed while asleep, that unmistakable heat of another body pressing in on her. Funny how she never felt me.

      It could’ve been the open and close of a drawer that woke her, that soft wood sliding into place. Or she’d come awake to the sound of his voice, mid-question.

      Once, when he was still high as hell, he’d fallen over her white sneakers and crashed into the closet doors. The cheap panels swung right off their sliding track and punched a hole through the closet’s thin plaster.

      She’d pelted him with two thick paperbacks, a pillow, and had even lifted the hollow brass lantern with its crooked and yellowed shade over her head before she realized who he was.

      The creeping in her room at night was almost as bad as waking to find him standing over her, watching her, a black unmovable shape in the dark.

      Come on Lettie, I know you’ve got $10 somewhere. Maybe up your cunt.

      And if begging didn’t work, he’d switch to swinging.

      With the tobacco in one hand, Lettie dug in her front pocket for the gold packet of rolling papers with the other. Once free, the cardboard flap flipped up easily with one swipe of a short, gnarled nail. She pulled out a single sheet with a crumpled edge. Not pretty, but usable. And she’d learned to live with much worse.

      The window banged open over her left shoulder and her mother howled again. “Lettie, goddamn, you want me to die, do you? A helpless, old woman, and you’re just gonna let me die?”

      I could have spoken then. But I decided to remain silent, to continue watching from my secret place.

      Lettie’s teeth clenched, her molars grinding on one another. She caught herself and stopped. Yes, smart. She’d work up a migraine that way, and if there was anything worse than dealing with a dying woman who hated the world, it was dealing with a hateful dying woman while a migraine ice-picked away at her skull.

      “You’re not old, Momma,” Lettie called. So diplomatic! Can’t you see why I liked her? She wanted to slam the shutter shut on the woman’s arthritic fingers, but instead paid her a compliment. I could never dig so deep for such a vein of patience.

      In truth, her mother was only 65, but years of hard living and a third round of chemotherapy made her look like the mummy resurrected in that film Lettie liked. Smoking, drinking, and cancer. Maybe if she’d tangoed with death only once, her mother would have held up better.

      “I’ll smoke this cigarette then I’ll be back in, Momma,” Lettie said. “Give me five minutes.”

      Five minutes of goddamn peace and quiet.

      “You’re smoking! Smoking while I’m in here suffering,” she went on, her indignation fresh and furious. Her voice trembled and broke on the end like rocks tumbling down the mountainside. “Probably took my cigarettes out here, didn’t you? God forbid you let an old woman’s cigarettes alone. That’s the problem with you, Lettie Cole. You’re too much like your damned daddy. Selfish. Selfish through and through.”

      Lettie’s teeth came together again, a sharp, quick gnashing that made the muscles in her neck stand out. I understood her frustration.

      Selfish? The woman who cooked every meal, cleaned every room, and wiped the woman’s own ass? When she got an infection in the soft flesh of her left ass cheek, the doctors had inspected the festering wound and sent them home with a pump. It was like one of those sucker fish that used to clean her sister Charley’s tanks. The white tube suctioned the sagging flesh, twitching with each inhalation and release. It pumped the disinfectant into the wound. And who’d cleaned that? Certainly not her precious baby boy.

      “I’m the only one in this house that buys the tobacco and rolls it. How am I stealing your cigarettes?” she said with a bitter laugh. “You know what, if you want another coffin nail, who am I to stop you?”

      Lettie pinched some of the tobacco between her thumb and forefinger and sprinkled it into the rolling paper. The tobacco smelled both sharp and sweet.

      With a shaking hand, she licked the paper closed. She found a black plastic Bic lighter on the stoop, leftover from a previous smoke break. She depressed its red tongue with two strikes of her thumb and flames sparked to life in front of her cupped face. For a moment, I could see the brilliant green of her eyes and the freckles that darkened with each summer day.

      She smoked, sending a halo of gray around her. Her mother said nothing.

      At least there was peace as Lettie sucked in the first drag, a long, slow pull on the twisted paper, letting the smoke roll through her nose and throat, filling the soft, dark chambers. A touch of burn at the back of the throat, but not much. Or at least, it was nothing compared to that instant calm I felt washing over her. Her shoulders sagged. The muscles in her jaw released. The shake in her hand steadied. I enjoyed all of this—half in and half out of the woman not twenty feet from me. I loved doing this—slipping into her mind as easy as one slips into their own shoes, feeling everything she felt, knowing everything she knew, while she went on, oblivious to my presence as always.

      If Lettie was lucky, her mother’s meds would kick in and she’d fall asleep.

      She exhaled in a slow, controlled stream. Pale blue smoke rose toward the stars. She sat in the haze, relishing it. The smell. The taste of tobacco on her tongue, before lifting the curling white paper to her lips again. I wondered if I should kiss those lips before or after her heart stopped. I had not yet had the pleasure.

      The night was complete and total. The smell of burnt charcoal lingered, and a warm breeze licked at the sweat on the back of her neck. One of the neighbors further down the road had barbequed their supper. Three small black shapes darted across the street. Raccoons, their bushy tails and hunched backs clear in the streetlight’s orange halo for only a moment before they disappeared into the thick shadows beyond.

      She didn’t want to go into the house yet.

      I didn’t blame her.

      It was cooler out on the crooked stoop than inside the house. The house was too warm even with the windows open. She didn’t want to go inside until she was so dead tired that she’d fall asleep straight away. If she tried to sleep before that, she’d only lie there, on top of her covers, sweating and tossing on the stiff mattress with its screeching bed rails.

      She could go around back, climb over the busted chain-link fence with a flashlight and screwdriver and try to work the switch. There was a way to turn on the air conditioner manually—but the method was both loud and unreliable.  She could bang on that hunched and rusted machine for thirty minutes, wake everyone, and still not get it to turn on. So I could imagine why she didn’t try. Even if it pumped all the cool air she wanted, it wasn’t worth the risk. No amount of air conditioning in the world was worth sacrificing these moments of silence.

      During the day, as she listened to Merek’s threats and her mother’s ingratitude, she thought of these quiet times. The precious late-night hours when the house and world was wholly hers. Sometimes she wished that it would be forever night. Just her and the stars and this eternal, unbroken silence.

      I should have told her, be careful what you wish for.
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      Lettie rolled another cigarette and lay it on the step beside her.  Sweat rolled along her temple, from the back of her neck down beneath her collar. I realized with sudden surprise that this was the moment. Our time had come.

      The cicadas and the crickets both fell silent. The night held its breath.

      Lettie looked up, her eyes sweeping the moonlit yard and empty street. She felt me but saw nothing.

      Here, I thought. I’m right here.

      Her gaze fixed on the large tree in the center of her front lawn. It was an old live oak with Spanish moss hanging like a shroud from its twisted black branches. This tree had been rooted to this spot long before the Coles came to this part of Southern Georgia, and I suspected it would outlive them all.

      Lettie stared into its branches, squinting into the all-pervasive black. The moment I felt her gaze lock on mine my breath hitched.

      She kept staring, letting her vision soften at the edges. At that moment, I stepped away from the tree and dared to let her see me for the first time.

      “Fucking shit.” She jolted to her feet and stumbled back.

      But that was as far as she made it. The hand that held the filled cigarette paper faltered and tobacco spilled out onto the concrete. Instinctively, she reached out and latched onto the rusted wrought-iron railing to right herself.

      As I advanced she counted the steps from the stoop to her father’s shotgun propped unoiled and forgotten in a corner of the den. There were no bullets, and she wasn’t even sure it fired, but she was certain she’d feel better with it in her hands.

      I noted each of these panicked thoughts before brushing them aside. They were empty ideas that dissolved easily in the black waters of her mind. She didn’t move. She seemed unable to backpedal her feet away from me, a stranger emerging from the darkness. She watched my milk-white hand sweep the moss aside from the oak branches as one might part a curtain, and simply stared.

      Would she call for help? I wondered. But she remained silent as her mind tugged back and forth on the face struggling to take shape in her mind. Was I one of Merek’s friends? Was I another junky looking for a fix? She thought my cheeks were gaunt and hollow enough.

      One craning look through the front window told me her brother Merek still slept, his chin on his chest like an infant. The blue-white light of the television danced over his sallow skin. He was very thin, practically skeletal in the overstuffed recliner that their father had bought brand new. It too was a shadow of what it once was. A rip across the top with cotton stuffing poking out, and the right arm had two bright strips of gray duct tape stretched over the faded white leather.

      “He’s asleep, and he ain’t got any,” Lettie said. She tried to look casual. Unconcerned. But her muscles stayed taut like a wound clock. Merek would never wake up in time. The idea that he would handle this became ridiculous to her.

      She glanced at her mother’s open bedroom window. I heard the steady rise and fall of her breath but was certain Lettie could not.

      “I just watched him shoot up the last of it. He’ll probably come looking for you or Donnie or whoever when he wakes up,” she said.

      I stopped advancing and I remained ten paces from Lettie, my hands in the pockets of my nice suit.  A very nice suit. All right, I admit, I’d dressed up for her. But now this was looking like a mistake.

      She’d never seen a junkie in a nice suit before. She couldn’t imagine me as one of the other fool scrappers who spent half their day pawning televisions, radios, or scrap metal, whatever they could lay their hands on.

      This wasn’t good. I wasn’t one man to her, but the idea of a man, and even that idea wasn’t shaping up as well as I wanted it to.

      “You don’t recognize me?” I asked, and I couldn’t fully hide my surprise.

      Her heart began to race. She peered closer, sweat standing out on the bridge of her crooked nose. It’d been broken twice. I delighted in that dimpled bridge as she drank me down. I caught more stray thoughts. Flat, black eyes like a shark’s. She ran my face through a long list of half-forgotten men but found no match.

      It’s a trick, her mind warned. Next thing you know, he’ll be stuffing you in the back of a van. Like those stupid women who were too polite to run away when a psychopath said ‘Oh, hey, Beth! Remember me? We had chemistry together. Mrs. Barnes, right?’ And the dumb bitch got in the car to go for a coffee and remembered halfway through being tied up and raped that she didn’t even have Mrs. Barnes for chemistry.

      I almost laughed aloud.

      “I don’t know you,” she said finally and squeezed the wrought-iron railing tighter.

      “Are you sure?” I asked and stepped into a clearer patch of moonlight. “Look at my face.”

      She did. But no click of recognition registered in her mind. She saw only surface details. That moment which I feared had come at last. And it’d come with Lettie Cole, of all people.

      “I don’t want any trouble,” she said, her voice shaking.

      My grin faltered, turning hard at the edges. “Oh, it’s too late for that.”
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      Her hands went to her throat and closed around a gold cross. I hadn’t seen it hiding between her breasts until that moment, and I didn’t care. I could think of only one thing, she knows exactly what I am.

      I searched her mind, desperate to establish that connection. I wondered if she couldn’t see my face properly. A cloud over the moon perhaps. She was thinking about the cross. That it was a gift from Kai, her daughter, for Mother’s Day, and she’d yet to take it off, because she was afraid if she took it off for even a moment, her brother would run away with it, pawning it in the first shop that took real gold.

      “If he owes you money or something, I’ve got nothing to do with that,” she said, her fingers twitching on the gold.

      I couldn’t help but smile, my head cocking an inch to one side. She looked ready to scream. I slipped into her mind, trying to grab hold of something, anything to take this utter failure into my control again.

      Great. Another sick ass junkie. It doesn’t matter if he’s in a nice suit. He could’ve stole the suit from anybody. Or he could be one of them so-called drug lords. This is Merek’s fault. He led this asshole here, and now I’m the one who has to deal with this bullshit.

      There was nothing to grab onto. Every inch of her mind was a slick surface.

      “I came to see you, actually,” I said, which was true. It was her scent I followed all those years ago, when she was just a child. She smelled of nightshades and jasmine, and far beyond that, too far for a mortal’s nose, the salty waves of an ocean.

      My voice wasn’t what she expected. She’d expected a harsh, grasping voice like her brother’s. One as worn and tired as the pockmarked and hollowed face that matched it—I saw both this face in her mind’s eye and in the recliner behind her, framed by a window. The only difference was that the brother in her mind was bright with her anger. This face blazed with decades of hate and a vigor that the crumpled skeleton in the chair simply did not possess.

      I pulled out of her mind, relieved. At least this one small magic had not failed me.

      “I don’t know who you are.” She flicked the end of her cigarette out of habit. Nothing happened. The ash fell minutes ago and the end of the burnt paper sat black and wilting. “And even if I’ve forgotten you, which I’ve never forgotten a face in my life, I didn’t invite you here. It’s late and you’re unwelcome. Go home.”

      I laughed.

      “Listen, man. I don’t know what kind of game you’re playing, but I’m not interested. I just put Momma to bed, so don’t come up in here causing trouble. I’ll call the police. Don’t think I won’t. We have enough junkies in this house.”

      This is the part where he begs, she thought. Come on, just five dollars, or ten. I know you’ve got that. That’s what he’ll say. Only they say it every other day until it’s thirty or forty a week and nearly a hundred a month or two hundred that neither Momma nor I can conjure from thin air. The sliding bills from month to month can attest to that. We’ve slid so far that now it seems like all I pay are fees not bills. Late fees, reconnection fees, interest fees, surcharge fees. Things they slap on a bill to make the bill harder to pay. I don’t understand it. If I could pay the damn bill I wouldn’t be stuck with a fee, now would I? But not being able to pay costs more? What kind of fucking world—

      “I am not here for money,” I said.

      He says that, but I don’t believe it. When your own brother will walk up and say, you got five, Lettie? I know you got five more in you somewhere. Between your tits, maybe? You got five, I’m sure.” And he’ll search you, shake you down, beat you down until he finds it and won’t think about helping you up.

      Junkies are flies, buzzing and landing on the same piece of rotting meat. Where there’s one there’s another. And here he is. Sick. Every single one of them—

      “No money,” I said. I moved again, in hopes the moonlight would fall on my face, light me up and make me someone she’d loved and wanted. It didn’t happen. “But I am sick. You’re right about that. Not with the drug coursing through your brother’s veins.”

      “What you got? Hepatitis?” She flicked the end of the dead cigarette again. “AIDS?”

      And more truth plucked from her mind. How she knew about these diseases. How she lost three friends to one and five to the other.

      “No,” I said. I was in full moonlight. Nothing. Not a single glimmer of recognition. “Let’s call it…malnourishment.”

      She didn’t know me, and that could mean only one thing.

      “How about you come back at a decent hour,” she said and took one more step toward the door. “Didn’t your momma ever teach you not to creep up on women in the dark?”

      “No,” I said. “I believe my mother skipped that lesson.”

      In truth, I barely recalled having a mother. And maybe even those handful of memories were a dream.

      The devil would smile like that, she thought, and I refrained from reaching up, from fingering the edges of my smile to see if it was true. A too-pretty smile that somehow manages to soften you, weaken you and yet strikes a pure, deep chord of terror through your guts.

      “Well this isn’t how I wanted this to go,” I tell her at last. “But we don’t always get what we want, do we?”

      I might as well have stuck the red cherry of a cigarette to the soft underbelly of her arm. She turned and threw herself at the door, intending to get inside and reach her mother’s bedroom as fast as she could. Her mind trilled ahead of her, laying out the plans for getting inside, getting to the room, and calling the police. She was sure there had to be something, surely something that she could use to stave me off until they arrived.

      Only she didn’t so much as lift her foot before my hands seized her. I yanked backward. One scrape of boot and then up. Wind whipped and whistled around us.  Thankfully, I was high in the sky before she began to scream.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      My arm wrapped itself around her, pinning her against my body. She found it hard and cold, her mind touching on words like unforgiving. I took this opportunity to reach into her mind and pinch off that terrible scream. It worked instantly.

      All the spit left her mouth. Control over her own voice dried up like a creek bed in July after two weeks of scorching hot sun and not a drop of rain.

      All that came out was a desperate wheeze. Nothing was heard over the whipping wind and her heart thudding against her ribs. Tears were pulled from both of our eyes, rendering the world below to little more than a smear of color.

      She seemed fixated on the little corner of countryside, as it slept with its six or seven thousand people tucked under their sheets. I saw HWY 44’s four-way with its corner store advertising tackle, bait, and fishing line on one side, and the mechanic across the street on the other. Joe Bean’s Wrench and Wranglers with its bubblegum-pink fluorescents, cracked and flickering.

      I wasn’t sure what she saw, knowing my sight was much better.

      So high, she thought, and the terror clawed at her throbbing throat. No higher. Please God, not any higher.

      I went higher. Listen, when you are as old as I am, you must find pleasure in the moment. And her body trembling against mine—I enjoyed it.

      But still, we rose until even those few discernible features in the dark Georgian landscape grew dim. Stars burned in the sky no matter which way she looked.

      When it came time to drop, I dropped us fast.

      The gravitational pull, which had smoothed my cheeks down like a comic cartoon dog’s, now pushed them up. Tears leaked from the corners of my eye. I let her scream this time as she clutched my arm like it was a safety bar on a roller coaster, like a restraint she didn’t fully trust not to pop open up at any minute and send her plummeting to her death.

      I delighted in all the horrible images flashing through her mind. Her brains on railroad tracks. Her body going through the roof of a family home and killing the dog on impact or crashing through a nursery’s cradle or a just-cleaned bathtub.

      I laughed softly in her ear. “What a mind you have, Ms. Cole.”

      We hit the earth, but her hips and legs didn’t shatter. I absorbed the blow with my body, bending at the knees and adjusting our weight the way she’d once done herself as a child, jumping off the shed into the tall grass with her siblings. Charley and Merek cajoling her into doing it for a third and fourth time even when she grew too tired.

      She fell forward on impact, her hands going out in front of her.

      I wasn’t worried she’d be hurt. The earth was cold and soft. It gave under the sudden press of her palms.

      A swell of cicadas blurred the night around us. It was as if we’d stepped into a riot. The only thing squealing louder than the cicadas were perhaps the frogs lining the pond. I loved this pond, really more of a small lake. I loved how the moonlight glowed on its gently lapping surface. I loved watching the surrounding cat tails and tall grass sway in the breeze.

      She covered her nose with her hand, and I knew then she could smell it. Death. The cloistering stench of hot, rotting meat. Ah, well. Can’t have everything, can we?

      “Where are we?” she asked, in a small voice.

      “I am not one for idle conversation,” I said. “Instead of trying to convince you of who I am or what I am, I simply thought I would show you. It will save us time.”

      I pitched my voice perfectly over the crying loons and croaking frogs and incessant cicadas. I spoke straight into her mind so I could be sure she heard me.

      “You wanted to show me what you are,” she said.

      She skipped right over the who part. I suppose I deserved that. I did fly her roughly thirty miles through the night sky.

      Her mind took inventory and settled upon the idea of shock. She concluded that she must be in shock, because she’d been in shock before. Jimmy, her first husband drove them home drunk from the bar one rainy night and they had an accident. He’d taken a ninety degree turn in their red little pickup, and the steering wheel had snapped first left and then right before it began to spin. The next thing she knew, she was no longer on the passenger side, but crumpled on top of Jimmy on the driver’s side as it slid backward through a ditch, grass and weeds whipping past the cracked glass.

      For her, the oddest part of all was when the car had stopped moving, it flipped back onto all fours, all on its own. Once it did, they shared a tight, breathless, insane laugh.

      I wondered how much more insane that laughter would have been if she’d known I was the one who’d righted the truck for her. I couldn’t have her dying in a ditch, after all. I had other plans.

      And it seemed like that plan would ripen now, at this very moment, if I didn’t do something. If I didn’t find some way to slow it down.

      Something moved in the brush to my left. I knew how I must’ve looked to her: one moment there, the next gone. A white specter disappearing in the moonlight. I heard the soft gasp of surprise from her lips as I reappeared, a wild, gray rabbit kicking in my arms.

      It’s white tufted feet kicked at me as it tried to free itself from my grip.

      Sorry little friend, I thought. It’s you or her. And probably still her.

      “What are you—” she began.

      I sank my elongated teeth into the rabbit’s throat.

      I ripped at the fur. I wasn’t trying to be savage or cruel, but you try drinking blood through a mat of fur tickling the back of your throat. So I tore off a patch and drank.

      Blood spilled down the front of the rabbit’s chest, the shining white hair darkening. Wet sucking sounds accompanied the wild kicking, but they faltered and became sporadic. The rabbit didn’t make a sound, but Lettie did. A growing moan of horror echoed in the hollow of her throat.

      I tossed the rabbit away before it could grow cold in my grip. I don’t like touching them once they’ve gone cold. The limp body sailed through the night into the trees. Something would cart it away. A fox or badger. Something would be grateful for the easy meal, even if it had to get close enough to me to reach it.

      He’s the worst thing out here, Lettie thought.

      “That isn’t very nice, Ms. Cole,” I said. “Do you really know me so well as to pass judgment?”

      “You’re a vampire,” she said but it sounded like the beginning of a sentence, not the whole thought, and yet she stopped there.

      A vampire. A vampire.

      The word rose through the shock of her mind and repeated itself on a loop. Her eyes remained as wide has half dollars, her shoulders trembling.

      A vampire…a vampire…a vampire…

      I supposed I could blame the books for that. In books, if something drank blood, then it was a vampire. It didn’t matter if it also ate your soul or tore you to shreds, blood-drinking was a vampire thing.

      “Do you want to know what I am?” I asked. “Or do you want to know my plans for you?”

      I enjoyed the kickstart panic of her heart. “Both. If you’re going to kill me, at least tell me why and who you are.”

      I said nothing to that.

      She was trying not to fidget, I could tell. “Are you a vampire?”

      “A vampire. A demon. Homo eroticus…” I sneered. “Does it matter?”

      “It matters to me,” she insisted.

      I smiled at that. I couldn’t help it. Her attempt to control the conversation and put forward the best possible version of herself—all of it thrilled me. How would she have felt if she’d known I’d already touched her soft skin? That I knew every filthy thought and cruel desire flitting behind those hazel eyes?

      “Call me a vampire if you want,” I said and slipped my hands into my pockets.

      “Why did you bring me here?” She pulled herself to standing. Then she bent forward to brush the dirt from her knees but never took her eyes off me. “Is this where you kill and dump your bodies?”

      Because you’re going to kill me. She was intuitive. I credited her survival thus far to it. Lettie herself would have never believed she had such instincts. She would’ve pointed out her marriages, both of them, to men who liked to hit her and drink and fuck around with other women. She would point out that she’d been foolish enough to return to Georgia when the second was carted off to prison.

      But she’d been twenty-two with a baby and no job. And that was the Cole thing to do, wasn’t it? Her brother Merek had brought his second wife, Danielle, there. Charley, Lettie’s older sister, had never left at all.

      Her mother and Hennessey had made it easy. They acted as if Kai, their first grandchild, was a sack of gold rather than a chubby-cheeked girl with ash blonde curls. Besides, the truth was much simpler than all that—she had nowhere else she could go, and that in itself was a terrible decision, wasn’t it? Leaving herself no options? One horrible decision after another, leading up to the one where she stepped out onto a dark porch for a smoke and into the arms of a hungry vampire.

      And I was hungry for her. The rabbit hadn’t slaked my blood rage nearly as much as I needed it to. I’d groomed her for this moment for so long—I’d hate for something as simple as blood lust make me careless.

      “When you are as old as I am,” I said, sucking at the blood on my teeth. “You know a great many ways to hide bodies. You don’t need to take someone into the woods to do it.”

      “That wasn’t what I asked,” she said. She was determined not to die like the rabbit, feet twitching in the grass.

      It’s what you want. He’s only giving you what you want, her mind said. How close to the core of it she was.

      The idea of dying here, in this cacophonic country dark while looking up into the stars filled her with peace. Yes, she thought. No more dealing with my mother. No more heroin. None of it. Kai might wonder where I’ve gone. But she cut her strings to me long ago. Lettie admired her for that, for leaving her ungrateful mother behind in a way she’d never been able to do herself.

      Logic said she should be resentful.

      But for all the cold hate that filled her heart, she had none of it for Kai. Interesting.

      “Are you going to make it that easy?” I asked.

      “What?”

      “To kill you?” I was trying not to sound as disappointed as I felt.

      “Are you going to kill me?”

      “That is up to you.”

      “What’s the point in fighting if you are faster and stronger?”

      I regarded her. The dirt smudged against her cheek. The dark circles I could see even in the moonlight, telling me a great deal about the chronic lack of sleep she’d suffered. “Do you think your daughter would make the same reply?”

      No, she almost said. No, she would stand and she would hurl rocks at you. She would jump into the lake and swim. She’d rip off one of these tree limbs and try to plunge it through your heart.

      “Then why wouldn’t you put up a fight?”

      Lettie said nothing. She let the swell of cicada song fill the air between us.

      “Most of your thoughts are about your daughter,” I said and took a step toward her. Only the softest crush of grass sounded beneath my boots. And that’s only what he wants you to hear, a voice in her head said. If he didn’t want you to hear a twig snap, a twig wouldn’t snap. “You miss her, but you are glad she’s gone. How odd.”

      “I want her far away from all this.”

      “But you miss her.”

      She sneered. “Of course, I miss her. I’m her mother.”

      “Then why not see her? Why haven’t you left your mother’s house and gone to her?”

      Voices, as strong as the loon’s cry answered in her own head. Because she doesn’t want to see me. Because I don’t want her to see me. Not like this. It’s been years and those years haven’t been kind. What would Kai think if she saw me?  She’d say, this is what you get. I told you to leave them. I told you that house was a toxic hell hole. You have no one to blame but yourself.

      “Kai has nothing to do with this,” she said, and again I marveled at how often humans think one thing but say another. The fear crawled up her throat again, but with it another emotion I hadn’t expected. A burning rage. It took me a moment to place it.

      “I am not interested in your daughter,” I said, and the rage evaporated. Even at this moment she feared more for others than for herself.

      “But you’re interested in me.”

      “Yes,” I said. I could hardly deny it now. “Yes, I am very interested in you.”

      A question danced on the tip of her tongue. It was a dangerous question. I waited for her to speak it aloud.  “To kill me or …”

      “Or fuck you?” I felt my smile twist, turn devilish. “Why not both?”

      She sucked in a breath, and I couldn’t help but laugh. My side ached with it.  I said, “I’ve never taken a woman against her will.”

      “Like hell you haven’t,” she said. “What do you call what just happened to me?”

      Touché, but we would spend all night like this if I didn’t speed it along. And it was more than the coming sun that I had to consider. My thirst rose with every passing moment. I kept catching myself watching the pulse in her neck, kept imagining that first flood of hot blood on my tongue, always a little surprising in its force when I sank my teeth into her. “You have a choice, Lettie Cole.”

      “What choice?”

      “Be my victim, or choose another to take your place,” I said.

      The pulse in her throat skipped.

      “I am old and I am hungry,” I said. “I will take a life to sustain my own. But I will offer you a choice: forfeit yours to my thirst or choose another who would take your place.”

      “Not Kai,” she said, without thinking. “Never Kai.”

      “Never,” I taunted her. She made it too easy. “Surely you can think of someone else.”

      I listened to that thunderous pulse, felt my desire rise for her. “Could it be anyone? Anyone off the street?”

      “I do not care who you choose,” I said. “It makes no difference to me.”

      “How long do I have to decide?”

      Another long, luxurious laugh. For the first time, I bared my fangs in the moonlight. “So pragmatic, Lettie Cole. You do surprise me.”

      A hand covered her mouth. She looked from my fangs to my face. Finally, she managed, “How long?”

      “I will visit you twice more,” I said. Because why not? When this was over and she was dead, what else would I have to entertain me? “On the third night, I will take you or another.”

      Her hand dropped. “But if I give you someone else, and you kill them, I could be blamed for that. The world is full of cameras.” She pointed a tobacco-stained finger up at the stars. “Satellites and shit. I can’t just pick anybody off the street. Someone will see me.”

      Shame filled her. Was that all she was worried about? Going to jail? Or was it the idea of trying to explain to Kai that this once—only this once—her poor decisions weren’t the result of drinking or men, but that for once she chose herself, her own life over someone else’s.

      Her face burned red even in the dark. She looked on the edge of crying full-blown tears.

      No. The only thing I hated more than waking up in a cemetery with a rat on my face was when my dinner cried. It soured the blood.

      One step and I closed the distance between us. I lifted her into my arms, forcing her to come up onto her toes. I pinned her against my body, knowing she must find it as hard and cold as a corpse’s body. I kissed her, felt her lips tremble on mine, and thought, Damn, I was too slow. But she didn’t cry. Instead, she swooned.

      I bit her.

      I could have blocked the pain from her mind, the swift sharp sting that I remembered all too well, no matter the millennia, since my own life was forfeit,  but I thought Lettie would appreciate it. She understood pain in a way that few did. I didn’t deny her that.

      She flinched in my arms. She turned away, but this only tore open the puncture wounds more. She cried out. I moaned, my voice vibrating against her throat. The sound of it made her soften against me. There was something in the bite that paralyzed and rendered the victim weak. It was a useful trick. But the real trick would be not to lose myself in the blood lust pulling me down into the hypnotic rhythm of her heart.

      I have a choice. You said I had time. Her mind bleated frantically as I drank her down. She called me a beast as I lifted her into the air.

      Oh, you have time, I thought, sending my voice sliding into her cold mental chamber. And she did. We were only just beginning.
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      I watched her sleep for a long time after. Her brother approached the room at one point, and with a simple thought, I sent him away. It is a trick that vampires must master straight away, a slight clouding of the mind in order to hide our feedings. And this magic worked, and blessedly I was left alone with her, free to watch her sleep undisturbed.

      A night breeze flew through the open window, ruffling the covers. An owl hooted in the trees. Her mother’s soft snore was labored. Another month for that one, I thought. Maybe less. And Lettie Cole slept on, enjoying a sleep more peaceful than any she had in her life.

      Some of them did not survive the trick I was about to perform. In fact, most of them did not. Here I was, trying to discern which she might be. No matter. What had begun could not be stopped. I would see it through, no matter how tragic the ending.

      I suspected the worst part would be when I buried her.
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      During the day, I dreamed of her, if what I did during the day could be called dreaming. It was like watching a television. My mind went out, ricocheted off the antennae, and settled on a channel.

      The Lettie Channel.

      Because of what I’d started, I was able to enter her mind more completely than I ever had before. I was able to forget myself for a moment and just be Lettie. I’d known others of my kind to work this trick, to wield their servants when the sun was high, because they could not move their own bodies.

      But Lettie was my first lesson in this magic. And yet, I found I couldn’t resist. The moment I found her, felt her wake, I slipped inside.

      The very first thing Lettie did when she woke in her bed was to put her hand between her legs. Nothing. A line from one of Kai’s childhood books sprang to mind. Nothing stirs, not even a mouse.

      She was disappointed. She wondered if she should have parted her legs and made her interest clear.

      Maybe next time, she thought and swung her feet off the side of her bed.

      “Lettie! Lettie Jean! Why you do this to an old woman?” her mother called from the next room. “Gonna let an old woman starve in her bed?”

      Her heart rocketed in her chest, kicking wildly the way that rabbit’s foot had twitched in those pale hands.

      I took this moment to play with her thoughts. To bend her reality just to see if I could.

      It was a dream, I whispered. Just a dream. No strange man showed up last night. No strange man flew you through the air to his secret dumping ground by the lake.

      The swell of cicada song, the crying loons and croaking frogs at the water’s edge—all of it had been a dream.

      Yes, her thoughts echoed. Some crazy dream.

      She groped for the silver cigarette case on the side of the bed and flipped it open. Empty. Damn. She’d have to roll first thing in the morning, and there was nothing quite so horrible as waking in the morning to find the cigarette case empty. It was hard to find the patience to roll tobacco into those thin white sheets of paper while her head buzzed and her fingers shook with need.

      Beneath the cigarette case was a book, turned over so that its pages were pinned apart in lieu of a bookmark.

      Yes, I urged. Look at it. What did you read last?  I wondered how deep I could go. Could I even make her see what I wanted her to see on the page?

      She lifted the book and read the top of the page.

      He’d only been back in the city one night. Tall, handsome, and hungry. He’d travelled far, and before the dust even had a chance to dry on his black boots, he was there, at her door, knocking to be let in.

      I love her, he thought. I love her, and if she doesn’t say yes, I’ll take her anyway.

      “Lettie Jean! Goddamn you!” Her mother cried, and the wall echoed with a sudden, wild thumping. Her mother’s small fist banged at the plaster where their two rooms joined.

      The magic slipped and my hold on Lettie with it.

      “Coming, Momma!” she called out and put the book down.

      You feel asleep reading and dreamed it all, she told herself. Going out on to the porch to smoke, rolling cigarettes, the visitor—it was all a dream. The book’s suggestive lines and the empty cigarette case were proof enough.

      She was both disappointed and relieved by this. No vampire in a clearing. No ultimatum to provide him with a victim or be the victim herself. And yet, she wanted it to be real. She wanted my cold lips on her throat and my hard hands pinning her against my body. A sudden swell of loneliness rose up like a wave and crashed down against her. I felt it in my own throat as I lay in the cool dark.

      She was lonely. She hadn’t realized she was so desperately, crushingly lonely.

      “Coming, Momma,” she called.

      All the blood rushed to her head when she stood. For a moment, she swayed on her feet. She took two steps, and her hip connected with the white dresser. The mirror sitting on top of it wobbled. Something toppled over and skittered across the top of the dresser, but I didn’t see what because Lettie’s eyes—my eyes—were pinched closed.

      She stood there, listening to the panicked drumming of her own heart until the red sparks in her eyes disappeared.

      “Lettie, what in the world!”

      “Just a migraine, Momma. Give me a minute, please!” Or I’ll strangle you to death in your own damn bed, woman.

      I laughed at that. Lettie always could make me laugh.

      Her mother’s reply was lost in the creak of her bedroom door as Lettie pulled it open and stepped into the blaring light. I hissed, out of shock and surprise, and found Lettie mimicking my response. Her body hunched, pulling itself back. When she dared open her eyes, I smelled no burning flesh. No sizzling hair. The light bothered her, but it was not burning her alive.

      It is just the migraine, I whispered to her, even as I cringed in my bed of soil. Just your migraine hurting your eyes.

      Somehow, with a groping outstretched hand she found her mother’s door handle and turned.

      The dark opened its arms and embraced her first. Then the stench. She was certain her mother had shit herself again. No wonder the woman was howling like a child.

      “I’m here, Momma,” she said. “Right here.”

      She pinned back the curtain to let in the fresh air.

      “After all I’ve done for you,” her mother said, her wiry hair matted to the side of her head with sweat on a gray pillow.

      “I know, Momma I’m not feeling well. I couldn’t get up.”

      “Couldn’t get up!” her mother hissed. “No. I couldn’t get up. Last I checked, you still had the two legs God gave you and a mother who keeps a roof over your head.”

      Lettie didn’t argue. She only pulled back the covers to inspect the damage.

      One look and her stomach turned. Mine did as well. I considered severing this connection, taking refuge in my bed which smelled only of fresh, damp earth.

      “Yes, take a good, hard look,” her mother said. “Take a good look at what’s coming for you in twenty years.”

      Maybe not for me, she thought as she pushed the wheelchair over to the side of the bed and angled it so that her mother could be hauled into it. Not for me if I choose right.

      It was a dream, I said again, testing my power over her. No vampire came to the house to kill you.

      She pulled her mother out of her soiled clothes while she prattled on, howling and hissing her indignation. Once she was wiped down enough to put her in a robe, Lettie hefted the woman up out of the bed and into the chair. The doorways with their chipped trim were wide enough to push a chair through. Getting her mother into the tub was laborious, more laborious than Lettie expected, and I knew why.

      I’ve taken a great deal from you, I thought.

      I need to smoke less, she thought, as her chest compressed.

      “You’re a damn clumsy fool!” her mother called as Lettie set her into the tub and gave her the soap and wash cloth.

      “You’re welcome,” Lettie replied, grunting, deciding that all the heat and blood in her body must be in her face.

      “It’s cold!”

      “Give it one second,” Lettie said, patiently, refraining from her desire to stick her own shit slick hand into the woman’s face and cry look at this! Look at what I put up with, and yet I don’t say a damn thing!

      She had such patience, my Lettie. I would have snapped the crone’s neck ages ago.

      The water warmed. Lettie finally soaped and rinsed her own hands.

      The bathing part was easy. Lettie was outside the tub reaching in. Her mother holding onto the silver bar the case worker came and installed for them after her mother’s first round of treatment, before the nerves in her legs went out and she stopped feeling them and stopped being able to control them. Lettie washed and lathered and soaped until all that was left was that saccharin scent of chemical perfume.

      She left her mother to enjoy the rest of the heat and steam and returned to the room to finish the task. She wiped down the wheelchair with lemon-scented disinfectant sprayed on a towel and stripped the bed. Pillowcases, sheets and her mother’s filthy pajamas. She balled it all up for the washing machine.

      Why? I thought. What bond holds you to this woman? She never sides with you. Never protects you. You’ve been infinitely more valuable to her than either of her other children, and yet she would choose either of their lives over your own. So why do you love her so? It couldn’t simply be because the woman was her mother, could it?

      I searched her mind, flipped through old memories, but I found nothing. I was convinced Lettie herself did not understand her loyalty to this woman.

      “Feel better?” Lettie asked as she peered down at the skeletal woman reclining in the white basin, her gray hair matted to a red face.

      “I’m hungry,” her mother said, with all the expectation in the world. “It’s got to be nearly ten, and you ain’t fed me a thing. Trying to speed this along, are you?”

      “Momma, I told you, I had a headache.” Lettie reached into the tub and slipped her dry arms under the saggy wet ones.

      “Likely story. You look like hell. You’ve been out drinking again, and probably with some man. And where’s my damn cigarettes!”

      We both laughed at that. My high amusement trilling along her tongue. It made the old woman look at her daughter twice. Could she see me? Could she see the demon behind her daughter’s eyes? I tried to turn Lettie’s neck and see for myself, but I couldn’t. My power waned as the sun climbed higher.

      “I know you’re lying! Look at your damn neck!” her mother went on.

      Lettie wrapped her mother in the oversized towel with a discernible bleach stain in its brown cotton and eased her into the open chair. “Come on, Momma, get into the chair.”

      She’s so thin, Lettie thought, as the towel-wrapped crone placed one shaky foot on the bathmat, putting all her weight on her daughter. I can see every bone in her back, and her wrists are thin enough to break. Lettie bore her weight until she pulled the other foot from the tub and collapsed into the chair.

      “Look at yourself in the mirror, and tell me you weren’t with no man last night,” her mother said, relentless. She breathed heavily as she adjusted herself in the chair.

      “What are you—” Lettie began, but as soon as she turned and saw herself in the bright vanity, her words died on her lips.

      I shrank back from the reflection. I was afraid she might see me there within, lurking in her skin. But her eyes were her own, no feral gleam.

      In the three remaining bulbs that illuminated the vanity, she saw herself and what her mother was talking about. The whole right side of her throat was bruised, a near purple-black.

      She lifted her blond hair, now dark at the roots, off her neck and leaned forward. Puncture hole after puncture hole overlapped on the side of her throat. She counted at least ten interspersed in a field of raised red welts.

      What can I say? I'd been excited.

      I kept stopping and resuming, afraid I would take too much if I remained latched too long. And let me tell you, it’s nearly impossible to simply slip one’s fangs into the same holes again and again.

      “You went out and got a load of damn hickeys! Like you’re in high school,” her mother said. “Lord help me, I raised you better than that.”

      “This isn’t a hickey, Momma,” Lettie said, but she was unable to look at anything but her throat. “This is a bruise.”

      “And I can pass for a young Goldie Hawn!”

      She met her own hazel eyes again in the mirror, and I shrank once more. But no recognition.

      She pushed past her mother’s chair, clipping her hip on the door knob as she stepped into the living room. Her mother yelled after her, but she paused only to throw a cursory glance at the battered white recliner. She was glad to see it empty. Merek was up and out of the house early on another hunt, and she preferred it that way.

      She threw open the front door and stepped out onto the porch. The heat and light almost knock her off her feet. A sudden and desperate urge to vomit swelled inside her and she turned, latching onto the wrought iron.

      She puked into the overgrown shrubs, her stomach trying again and again to empty itself.

      Go inside, I told her, unsure if I had the strength to communicate directly. Stay out of the light.

      She didn’t seem to hear me. Instead she stood there on the slanted porch for a long time before righting herself and prying her eyes open.

      There. On the porch, she found them. Her rolling papers and a scattering of tobacco spread across the concrete steps. Even to me, it looked like she dropped them out of surprise.

      Or maybe before she was pulled up into the sky.
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      I fell into darkness. I slept.

      When I woke, the sun was on the other side of the trees. I couldn’t crawl out from under the house yet, but I knew the sun’s hold on this world had waned, and soon rising would be possible.

      I cast my mind out for Lettie. She was at the kitchen table with her mother. They both had steaming bowls of food in front of them. Some sort of biscuit, chicken, and green vegetable from what I could see.

      Lettie rolled her cigarettes. It was easier with the machine and with no Merek to torment her while she worked. She enjoyed the repetitive action of rolling cigarettes with the machine. It reminded her of working in the factory back when Kai was still a child. It was a steady job, and the money wasn’t so bad. And even though it was difficult, and it sent her home every night with blisters, that mind-numbing repetition had its appeal. She didn’t have to think when she pulled the swaths of bundled newspapers from the machine and stacked them on the conveyer. And not thinking was a blessed relief to her.

      I rather missed the printing press myself. I’d always been fond of the scent of hot ink and paper, even when that scent came from monks and inkwells rather than gargantuan machines.

      My power grew as she placed her rolling paper in its holding chamber and then added the tobacco. Turn, turn and perfect cigarettes. Except this machine was a little old and sometimes it caught on the corner and tore the paper. Then tobacco spilled into the slot. When this happened, she had to blow it out, toss the ripped sheet and start over.

      She rolled thirty cigarettes, in the time it took her mother to eat one biscuit and half of her piece of chicken.

      “You’re quiet,” her mother remarked. “Usually you talk my damn ear off, and I pray to Jesus every minute that I’ll go deaf. But today, I ain’t seen your lips move but once or twice. That boyfriend of yours must’ve really worn you out. How about it, Lettie? You find husband number three?”

      “I don’t have a boyfriend, Momma. I have a migraine.”

      Her mother laughed “I suppose there ain’t much difference—men and migraines. But don’t you try to convince me that you fell and the vacuum hose attacked you.”

      Lettie turned to the clock. There was her instinct again. She grew more anxious as the sun waned in the sky, and she wasn’t sure why. “Where’s Merek?” she asked, setting another rolled cigarette on the tabletop in the long row she’d already created. “He’ll probably be home soon.”

      “How would I know? Boy does as he pleases.”

      I slipped inside her again. Felt the delicate scrape of the white tobacco paper as if it were between my own fingers. Lettie seemed oblivious to my intrusion. She kept looking at the recliner as if she expected Merek to appear at any moment. As if the patched seat with its scuffs and loose stuffing would morph and reveal a brother hidden in the beams of fading sunlight and blackened cigarette burns.

      Is he just out hunting? Or did something happen? Maybe the vampire had wanted more than a rabbit and her own blood. What if he took Merek?

      I laughed in my grave. As if I had any use for that scarecrow.

      “Are you done?” Lettie asked, suddenly aware that her mother’s hawkish face was fixed on hers.

      “You haven’t eaten your dinner.”

      Lettie looked down at the lump of browned chicken, glazed vegetables and hunk of buttered brown bread. A gleaming knife sat diagonal across its corner. Two water spots sparkled near the tip of the blade.

      “I’m not hungry,” Lettie said, and it surprised her to find it was true.

      Not me, of course. This was due course for my plans for her.

      She pushed her dinner toward her mother. The woman should eat it anyway. If anyone here was a bag of bones it was her. They poked through her paper-thin flesh enough to make me uncomfortable.

      “You’re squinting,” her mother said and began to spread jam across Lettie’s biscuit.

      “The light hurts my eyes.”

      Her mother pursed her lips and watched her. Lettie pretended not to notice. I, however, was looking straight into the woman’s mind.

      Her mother was ready to tear into her again. A bath, cooked meals, and cigarettes—none of it mattered. She was still furious about being left in her room, covered in her own filth, without a cigarette for hours.

      “You got something to say?” her mother asked, as if plucking the resentment straight from her mind. Only, I wasn’t sure if it was my resentment or Lettie’s which had registered on her radar.

      She should leave you here to rot, I thought, looking into those flat black eyes, tracing the wrinkles that radiate out from their corners. Lettie said, “Where is your cigarette case, Momma?”

      “My bedside table, I think.”

      She found the cigarette case on the bedroom floor by the window. When she inspected the window, she found a small chip of wood gouged out of a lower frame. So, this was what she’d thrown last night, when she was angry and desperate. She’d hurled the case at the window before her meds kicked in and carried her to sleep.

      Lettie picked up the case, flipped it open, and found it empty. Only stray pieces of brown tobacco rested inside the metal cradle. She turned the case over and tapped these remnants out the open window.

      Lettie returned to the kitchen and counted the rolled cigarettes lined up in front of the machine. 36. They were laid out in tight little rolls like neat paper sausages.

      Paper sausage will be exactly what we start eating if Merek figures out how to trade food stamps for drugs, she thought.

      She slid two cigarettes over to her mother, as well as her own plastic Bic lighter with its red tongue. She knew she shouldn’t give her one. How many times had the doctor warned her that these were simply nails in her mother’s coffin?

      She is a month from the grave at best, I cooed into her ear. Don’t fear for her.

      It was easier to give her mother what she wanted, she thought. Than to spend all day listening to her complaints. She couldn’t bear it on most days, let alone on a day when her head buzzed, her throat burned with every swallow, and it felt like the sunbeams in her eyes were icicles sliding into her brain. And I supposed I was to blame for all that.

      Her mother lit the cigarette she was given and sighed, falling back against the chair with relish.

      Lettie filled her own case—eighteen cigarettes in two rows of nine, and put the remaining sixteen in her mother’s.

      She watched her mother tilt her head back and exhale. Gray smoke rolled toward the ceiling in a thin, languid stream. I didn’t have the heart to tell Lettie she would have no taste for the sticks herself, soon enough.

      She watched her mother smoke, tracing the lines in her mother’s face. Her mother had been beautiful once. She’d kept her body cleaner than any of the Coles, and yet she’d been the one to fall ill.

      God’s punishing me, she’d said countless times, for as long as Lettie could remember. Every time the woman had to deal with one hardship it was the same. God’s given it to me good, she’d say with a snide tone. All of y’all are my cross to bear, and I don’t know what I’ve done to deserve it. Was it feeding you? Keeping you in good clothes? Sending you off to school? I suppose the moment I knew y’all were demons, I should’ve drowned you in the tub like kittens. Then maybe God would be pleased.

      And what would you do now if you knew a demon squatted in your daughter? I thought as the first movements returned to my limbs. The sun must have been close to the horizon now.

      One day, Lettie realized that this chatter was her mother’s only source of pleasure. She loved to complain. She loved to make sure that whomever was on the receiving end had no one to blame but themselves. Even as children, her mother had sent her into the yard to pick a switch and kneel in the front room to await punishment.

      She’d been on her hands and knees in the front parlor, looking at the underside of a glass dining room table beside a potted fern, for nearly an hour. On her knees and waiting with nothing to do but think. The waiting was part of her mother’s punishment. She’d come in. She’d peer down at her offensive children, and then walk out again. If any of them were stupid enough to get up, thinking they’d been given a reprieve, they were whipped twice as hard for it.

      Lettie had learned to stay on her knees. On her knees, until she heard the old familiar prayer. You’ve done this to yourself. And I don’t know why I’ve got to be the one to punish you. Or I guess I do. God’s punishing me.

      Her mother remained invested in her own cigarette, her eyes closed in feigned ecstasy. Or maybe she’d dropped off to sleep like that. It happened. Quite a bit, now that the number of drugs pumped into her night and day were more than she could count on one hand.

      You want her to know she’s made you suffer, and if you leave, how will she know?  I whispered into her mind. My voice was strong again. My burning limbs cool and hollow. She needs to know how much pain she’s caused you, always siding with Merek, always expecting too much, demanding too much. You’ve made no more mistakes than the rest of them, yet you’ve been beaten twice as hard. Go on! Tell her! Tell her what she’s done to you! Remind her at every chance you get just how much she fucked you up.

      I thought I could get her to wrap her hands around the woman’s neck.

      No, she thought. Because that would make me just like her. And as tempting as it was to sink her teeth into her mother, the idea of being like her scared her more.

      “I’m not like her,” Lettie said, snapping the silver cigarette case closed, and I knew she was talking to me.

      Her mother jerked awake. “What’d you say?”

      I’m not like you. I’ll never be like you.

      “Here’s your cigarettes, Momma. Let’s see what’s on the television.”
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      You need to understand that, at this point, I was still trying not to kill Lettie. Not outright, at least. When the sun finally gave up the ghost and the moon shone bright in early twilight, I crawled from my makeshift grave under Lettie’s house and walked west into the woods. Small game was plentiful. Rabbits loved dusk almost as much as I did, and I couldn’t take three or four steps without seeing the white twitch of a tail.

      I took two right away. But once I’d thrown a fourth carcass into the trees, I knew this would not work. If I hoped to prolong this, I would have to take a human life.

      I didn’t always stand outside Lettie’s house. Sometimes, I watched other women. The woman I killed before killing Lettie, for instance. I took her life the January before, when the skin on the back of my hands was as cold as a pallbearer’s handle, and as smooth and unyielding, too. Rigid fingers fussed over the blood-red cloth covering my face and neck, wrapped over and over around me in its dual purpose to hide my face and keep me warm.

      [image: ]

      The old woman inside 1818 Larch Park was probably the reason I was able to resist taking Lettie’s life for as long as I did.

      I’d watched this woman stand from the worn wingback where she sat reading. She yanked the golden chain hanging from beneath a fringed lampshade, and my little glimpse of her world went as black as the underbelly of the tree where I stood. I was at one with the fir’s shadow, balanced precariously on an exposed root.

      Her workaholic neighbor had returned home with puffy eyes and a red nose three hours ago. A demanding dog led its master down the moonlit street and paused only once to shit on the freshly cut grass. Apart from these two interruptions, the street was deserted. The night quiet.

      The Larch Park woman had an orange tabby which sat in the window sill and flattened its ears against its head every time my toe so much as twitched in my boot. As hellish as cats could be, I wasn’t afraid. I was only waiting for the right moment. And that moment had come at last, filling the night with its crescendo, a song, mounting and urgent.

      I reached out and twisted the silver handle of the outer door. The porch light sparked and extinguished itself. The orange tabby hissed and leapt down from the window. So dramatic. Death came in a thousand ways, if not me then another. There was no reason for my arrival to be so disturbing.

      Clomping footsteps, the product of small feet shuffling in large shoes, stopped just on the other side of the door. I imagined pressing my ear to the weathered wood and listening to her breath.

      The door creaked open, revealing a thin sliver of lamplight.

      “Hello?”

      I was so much taller than her that I saw only a swath of gray hair, fluffed and filthy, until she lifted her chin and met my eyes.

      I waited.

      There was always a moment of incoherency, a heartbeat in which I was still the stranger. Sometimes, I didn’t so much as breathe in these moments. After my failed attempts to connect with Lettie, I half expected to find my power worthless again. To have confirmed at last that my magic was really and truly gone.

      But then her eyes widened, her breath caught, and her mouth opened in recognition. “Franklin?”

      I was so relieved to see that Lettie was the anomaly, the exception. I smiled.

      “Yes, it’s me, Franklin. How have you been?” I asked. I was jovial, perhaps even gleeful. I strained to hide my relief and excitement. Magic or no magic, I would ruin this if I didn’t control myself.

      “My God, Franklin, come in. Come in,” she said.

      She shuffled back, opening the door wider so that I could enter.

      The cat went wild. Its back arched and a low wail, not unlike a siren’s pitch, issued forth from its throat.

      “Franklin, stop that! Stop that right this instant!”

      I froze, one black boot mid-stride.

      “Oh, not you.” She looked from the furred demon to me. “This is Franklin. I was so lonely when you left that I adopted Little Frankie.”

      The woman tried to lift the little devil from its armchair perch, but it twisted in her arms, writhing furiously, hooked claws out. It scratched her without mercy. The old woman cried out and dropped the beast. It scampered off into the dark part of the house. The kitchen, I supposed. I decided that I would walk through all the rooms after I’d fed on its owner and seek it out. But I almost never catch a cat. They’re smart enough to stay away.

      “He takes some getting used to, but he’ll warm up to you just fine,” the woman said, inspecting the welts up and down her arms. The scent of blood bloomed, and I felt my teeth extend from my jaw, that sweet relief of their release, not unlike urinating.

      I turned my back on her so she wouldn’t see. Shadows can only do so much for a monster.

      “Don’t turn away. Come here, Franklin, please. Come sit beside me. Let me look at you. God, how long has it been?”

      “Forever,” I said, because it was both appropriate and true. I’d never spoken to this woman before, and the earnestness of a word like forever was so well received most of the time.

      “Forever, yes.” I heard her shriveled hand pat the cushion beside her. “Please sit down.”

      I crossed to a sofa the color of robins’ eggs and sat beside her. I looked deep into her eyes and face, ensuring that she was still satisfied with what she saw. A frown creased her brow, hardening her mouth.

      “You haven’t aged a day. You look just like you did the day you left,” she said and touched her long gray braid as self-consciously as a school girl. “I must look so old to you.”

      I said, “You’ve never been more beautiful.”

      Her desperation surfaced, and I accepted it. I relished it. I drank her down—her expectations, her desire, her longing for another world. For escape. All the nights where she hoped this would happen, all that wishing for this man, Franklin, whoever the hell he was, and at last he was here. I took it all from her, every part she was willing to give. I crushed her frail body to mine, felt her orgasm.

      The ecstasy was shared. She wanted to be consumed, and I wanted to consume her.

      Perhaps that was why I was so taken with Lettie. She, too, wanted the world to tear her apart.
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      I didn’t visit Lettie that night. I watched her, but from a distance that kept her scent dull enough to be nothing more than a mild tickle in the back of my throat. When the sun returned, I clawed a grave from the earth beside an aged and broken air conditioning unit.

      Beneath the house, I’d begun to trick myself into believing this would be a long courtship. Perhaps I didn’t have to kill her. The little blood I’d fed her during our first night together had established our connection. I could continue it. It had been a long time since I’d had a daytime servant, one who served as my eyes and ears, one to whom I could lend my wit and strength—Lettie could be that for me.

      And yet, daytime servants were chosen for their usefulness, for their strength, and it was almost always a logical choice. The last daytime servant I'd had, my beloved Velena, was a skilled marksman and hunter. She was as fierce as a berserker in battle and hadn’t needed any of the powers my blood had bestowed upon her. Most importantly, Velena did not have a scent that drove me mad.

      I drank from Velena when food was scarce, true enough, but I didn’t need to eat a colony of rabbits to control my appetite. I was much younger then, weaker to be sure.

      This servant connection that I’d barely established with Lettie would not last. I knew this, because why else did I choose to sleep beneath her house? I could have made my grave anywhere. In the woods. Beneath the shed. At the lake I favored, weed-choked and forgotten for another three weeks until the Fourth of July. But I’d burrowed under her house, because I wanted my bed to lie under hers, and that was the truth of it.

      I was there before dawn, knowing if I stretched my arms up it was as if I were reaching for her, the sleeping woman still warm in her sheets, and dreaming of me.

      Once the sun rose and all but my mental powers faded, I cast my mind out to hers and felt that initial stir of desire almost immediately. A long courtship…a daytime servant…who was I kidding? I’d be lucky to last the week without tearing out her throat.

      But I tried to enjoy myself. Tried to play patient passenger as I rode her mind and followed her through the day as one would treat their daytime servant.

      I watched, and I listened. I tried to appreciate how she enjoyed her coffee—with too much sugar and cream. How she liked her cigarettes…with an extra bit of tobacco at the end, so the last puffs were the strongest—I’ve always been amused by human taste. How she preferred to cut the collar of her shirts, just one vertical snip would do, because she felt choked by anything that touched her throat. The realization that she never sat for long before a restlessness seized her and she rose to find a task to distract her.

      When a rough knock on the door made Lettie turn, her heart went off like a rabbit’s, high and frightened. She was in dishwater up to her elbows, and her mother wasn’t getting up from the chair where she sat watching a young man with pouty lips promise the teary-eyed girl in front of him that he would leave his wife, he promised, he just needed more time. They kissed.

      Pounding rattled the door again. I cast my mind that direction, pulling out of Lettie’s long enough to catch Yancy Thomas and the glimpse of a uniform.

      “Just a minute,” Lettie called, hoping her voice carried over the blaring vows of the young couple on television.

      “Do you have to listen to it so loud?” Lettie asked. Her pounding head made her mood sour, and I supposed I was to blame for that. “Turn it down. Can’t you hear someone at the door?”

      “Your boyfriend,” her mother said, without taking her eyes off the man squeezing the young woman’s upper arms, testing them as if they were fruit to purchase from the market. “He looks like your daddy.”

      “Who?” she asked, wondering if whoever was on the stoop could be seen from her mother’s recliner, the twin and less abused sibling to Merek’s chair with its ripped out stuffing and gleaming duct tape.

      Lettie hoped it wasn’t her dead father on the porch. I’ve had enough of weird men coming to the house, she thought. I tried not to be offended by this.

      Her mother pointed at the screen with the two fingers, balancing a cigarette between them. Gray smoke curled and rose toward the ceiling. “This actor. He looks like your daddy.”

      Lettie didn’t see the resemblance. In the abundance of greasy hair slicked back maybe.

      The hands rapped at the door once more. “For fuck’s sake, I’m coming!”

      She swore and swatted at her jeans with her dripping hands, trying to get the majority of the moisture off.

      When she pulled the door open she found what she expected. A man, on the porch. But it wasn’t a police officer. As nervous as the police made Lettie, she’d welcome them right in, feed them a biscuit and coffee, and maybe even the last of the chocolate ice cream, but only if they were arriving to tell her, I’m so sorry Miss Cole. I hate to inform you that your brother is dead. We found him in a drug den with a needle sticking out of his arm.

      She knew they wouldn’t use the word drug den, but frankly, she didn’t care. A drug den, a ditch, or even in their mother’s rusted-out van. It didn’t matter. It was the dead part that she cared about.

      “Hello Ma’am, good day,” the man said.

      “Hello.” Lettie gave his white polo and clipboard a wary glance. It was an election year. If he wanted signatures, he’d come to the wrong house.

      “I’m with the city department. I wanted to let you know I’m going to be around back checking your meter. Just wanted to introduce myself so you wouldn’t see me back there and call the police. Do I have your permission to open the back gate and enter?”

      She leaned out the front door and surveyed the shiny white utility truck in the driveway with the green city logo on the side. “That’s fine.”

      She shut the door before the sound of melodramatic sobbing swelled again. “Please turn that down, Momma.”

      “What’d he want?”

      “To marry you and take you away to the Bahamas,” Lettie said. “Should I have invited him in?”

      Lettie washed and rinsed their mismatched dishes and put them in the strainer to the left of the sink. After toweling her hands dry this time, she fished out her own refilled cigarette case and snapped it open. She put the soft spongy filter between her lips and dug for a lighter.

      She found one in a drawer that also held garbage ties and dollar-store sandwich bags. She had her hand cupped around the cigarette when she saw the meter reader in the back yard. His hands on his hips, frowning.

      Shit, she thought and my own mental alarm rose. Seeing him through her eyes made me aware of how close he was to my resting place. Did the earth look disturbed? Would he investigate further?

      He’s gonna see the rigged A/C and cite us for some code violation. He’s going to write some exorbitant—another paperback word—ticket we can’t afford and then give us thirty days to get it fixed—something else we can’t afford.

      I hoped Lettie was right. But now that I felt the boots echoing overhead, my whole body tensed. I could not protect myself while the sun was high. I would have to seize and use Lettie if it came to that.

      Shouldn’t you steer him away? I asked her, planting the doubt in her mind. Don’t want him looking too close, do we?

      Cursing, Lettie tucked the lighter into her front pocket and hurried out the sliding back door. She made it halfway across the stretch of lawn before he turned. She noted the sweat. Large beads sat at the base of his soaked hairline, and his neck was red with the sun. I knew nothing of the heat as far into the earth as I was, but I still felt the way the heat made Lettie’s head swim. The sunlight hurt her eyes, too. I'd definitely taken too much blood from her.

      “Is there a problem?” she asked, coming to stand beside him. The grass was longer here, tickling the back of her knees. She blamed the fact that she’d been too scared to get close to the old A/C with either the push mower or with the weed eater. She had a horrible image of running over something electrical and killing herself dead.

      Oh, Lettie, I thought. There are worse ways to go. If you knew what I have planned for you, perhaps you’d run the mower right over a live wire…

      “Your meter stopped,” he said. He gave her an apologetic smile as if this was his fault. His eyes slid down the side of her throat before looking away. “Maybe rabbits chewed through the wire or the equipment failed.”

      A stone sank in her stomach. “How much does that cost?”

      “Not a thing,” he said. “The city pays for the replacement and maintenance of the meters. It was likely damaged in a storm. He gestured at the heap of rusted metal serving as their busted, sometime functional A/C. “Or this blew it. I can’t be sure.”

      Or a demon crawled under the house and severed a line, I thought. Because wasn’t that what Lettie thought of me? Her demon? And she didn’t know the half of it. She had no idea I could enter her, possess her, feel what she felt, know what she knew, and use her to any end I desired.

      Through her eyes, I saw the man run a foot over the churned earth.

      Steer him away from here.

      “Is this all you found?” she asked him. “I’m sure you have better things to do than stare at dead meters.”

      “One more thing.” His eyes slid to her wounded neck. “You aren’t the squeamish type, are you?”

      Her stomach tightened. “No.”

      “Good. I need to show you something.”

      He waved her toward the shed sitting at the edge of the yard, which sloped upward toward a dense tree line. The woods stretched on for a mile before bordering the back of a shopping center. From Lettie’s mind, I learned that as children they used to walk through these woods and come out on the other side where they traded their dimes for soda and penny candy at a small grocer that no longer existed. It had been torn down and replaced with a gas station. But Lettie hadn’t been in those woods since she came back to Georgia with a baby.

      “It’s just back here,” the man reeking of sweat and too much cologne said. He led her to the space behind the white garden shed, where the trees began.

      If he is going to rape me, kill me, and leave me for dead, this would be the place to do it, she thought. I had to agree. I imagined him trying it and knew I would snap his neck before his belt was undone.

      “When I was tracing the lines looking for storm damage, I came across this,” the man said, crouching down in the weeds.

      This is it, Lettie thought. I’ll kneel down beside him and he’ll attack me. I chuckled in my grave.

      Her knees hit the dirt beside his. But the man didn’t launch himself at her, his hands hooked like a monster’s. Instead, he pointed at the patch of dirt four or five feet ahead of them.

      She saw the bright splotch of red in the white fur.

      The rabbit, her mind bleated. My God, he brought the rabbit and left it here behind the shed for me to find.

      “Awful, I know. You got dogs, Miss Cole?”

      “No,” she said.

      “Ah, well, I thought maybe a dog got a hold of these and tore ‘em up. They don’t look eaten. Most of the meat is still there, so I’m not thinking it’s a raccoon or anything.”

      She immediately recalled the raccoons scampering across the road.

      “They’ll eat anything they can get their little paws on. My sister had a whole coop of chickens torn apart by a pack of them raccoons. Heads bit right off.”

      Lettie’s stomach turned.

      “Sorry. I’m not trying to be graphic.”

      “It’s okay,” Lettie said, but her voice broke. She was trying not to vomit her breakfast—two biscuits with strawberry jam—onto the grass. “So you think it’s something from the woods?”

      “Got to be,” he said. “I found four more just like it.”

      Five dead rabbits in the yard. It’s an omen. Like that old song daddy used to sing. One crow silver, two crows gold… was that how it went? Or am I confusing it with the story about a king and his pies?

      “I just wanted you to know, in case you’ve got a little dog. You don’t want to let it run loose in the yard if you’ve coons around. They’ll tear it to bits.”

      I’ve been watching you for a long time, the vampire had said. Had he? Right here at the edge of the woods, looking into my house at night while the lights were on, straight into my world.

      Lettie turned toward the house and looked at her open bedroom window. Anyone standing in the dark shadows between the shed and the trees—well, they could see in just fine.

      I should know.
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      Just past nine that night, her mother fell asleep in the battered white recliner with a cigarette still smoldering between her index and middle finger. The minute Lettie plucked the cigarette from her fingers, the woman’s eyes snapped open, rolling in their sockets and locking on hers. The pupils narrowed, and that hateful grin twisted up her face, aging her ten years in an instance.

      “Quit stealing my cigarettes, damnit,” her mother rasped, her throat dry from sleep.

      “I’m not stealing it,” Lettie said and rubbed the red-hot end of the cigarette into the ashtray gingerly, so as not to crush it. Then she lay the remainder against the glass rim. “Come on, let’s get you in bed.”

      “But I’m watching that,” her mother complained, pressing herself back into the recliner the way Kai used to, stiff as a board to make getting her into her car seat harder, a final act of protest.

      Lettie moved so that her mother could see the riveting infomercial about a toilet brush that swiveled. “This? Shopping for toilet brushes, are you? Come on.”

      Her mother frowned at the bejeweled woman in the infomercial with her perfect plastered face and perfect coif of hair and relented. You’ve never scrubbed a toilet in your life, Lettie thought, remarking the ginger, almost disgusted way the woman held the plastic wand, as if the idea of even touching something that might touch a toilet was unacceptable.

      Lettie got her mother into the rickety wheelchair with its big silver wheels and pushed her out of the living room, down the hall, and into her dark bedroom.

      It smelled of grass and Lysol.

      Lettie had given the room a rub down after dinner. Once the sun had gone down, she’d felt marvelously better.

      I supposed I was to blame for that. Spending as much time in her mind as I did was likely draining her.

      “There you go,” Lettie said, hefting the woman from her chair and easing her back onto the fluffed pillows. “Fresh clean sheets. Doesn’t that feel nice?”

      Her mother grunted something that could have been mistaken for gratitude and scooted between the sheets that Lettie held open for her. White with gray triangles in alternating patterns to match the gray comforter on top. Lettie had rolled the comforter down past the old woman’s knees, because even with the overhead fan going, swinging wildly as it’d always done, and both of the windows open, the room was warm.

      Once her mother scooted over to the center of the mattress, Lettie sat on the bed beside her. She pulled the key from her pocket and opened the lockbox beside her bed. Eight orange prescription bottles sat inside the lockbox, alternating from white cap up, to white cap down for a better fit.

      Lettie doled out the correct number of pills for the time of day, careful to double-check the labels, and passed them over. They fell into a trembling hand.

      “Here you go, Momma,” Lettie said, handing over a diet coke in a tall glass full of ice. “Now sit up and drink this.”

      Her mother obeyed. It was the one time of day when she wasn’t full of vitriol and was almost obedient. As much as she might look down her nose at her children and her dead husband for their alcohol abuse and various addictions that seemed to come and wane like seasons, she sure did swallow those pills quick enough.

      She took little sips from the glass like the robins and finches did in the granite bath outside.

      Not so much as a thank you, Lettie noted as the woman handed over the glass and sank back into the pillows, but that was all right. That was better than the alternative.

      Her mother rolled over, giving her middle child, her youngest daughter, her back. Lettie stood there for a moment and watched the bowed spine rise and fall in a steady rhythm.

      Tenderness welled up in her, not unlike the tenderness she felt when she’d watched Kai sleep as a baby. When Kai lay curled in her crib, one thumb in her mouth, a swath of blond curls spilling over fat cheeks and a baby-soft forehead.

      It was moments like this, watching the old woman tumble into sleep, that Lettie’s shame seized her. All the hateful thoughts she had about leaving would kick her then, and she’d count all the reasons she couldn’t go. Who would cook for Momma? She couldn’t stand at the stove, let alone use it. She couldn’t do her own shopping, not when Merek had the van on most days and getting to the store required begging neighbors. And what about the prescriptions? Who would call the doctors and make sure she got to the appointments? The idea that Merek would take her was ridiculous. Merek would pick the lock on the pill box and hock every last capsule for drug money. He’d show up once a month, right when the government check arrived, and seize it. She would starve or fall ill in no time.

      And that was if her mother didn’t have an accident first. The woman’s balance was awful. If she tried to walk across the floor, she would fall.

      I should let him take you, Lettie thought. Let him take you so you don’t suffer no more.

      My ears perked at my mention. Was Lettie ready to make her choice? Was our game to end so soon?

      Lettie’s heart flopped, filling with guilt just at the thought of turning her mother over into my cold embrace. She bent down and planted a kiss on the side of the woman’s head.

      I paced the darkness outside the house, watching Lettie close the pill box and lock it up. I watched her stare at the box, and pass a look at her sleeping mother. Then she opened it again and shook out two white pills into the palm of her hand before she replaced the cap.

      When she turned, she found the old woman staring at her. Those flat black eyes cold and assessing. Without breaking the stare, pretended to return the pills to the box and the box to the safe.

      Then Lettie stood there unmoving, frozen. Finally, she wet her lips and said, “Goodnight, Momma. Sleep tight.”

      Her mother said nothing.

      With two white pills warming in her palm, Lettie stepped out and closed the door.

      She dry-swallowed them in the hallway, both at one time, before the door even clicked shut.

      In her bedroom, she turned on the light and began to undress for bed. She couldn’t bring herself to brush her teeth, to wash her face, to do much of anything. She just wanted to lie down, stumble through a chapter or two of the mystery novel she’d been working on, until the pills succeeded in their job.

      The wind through the open window licked her bare breasts and stomach. And as she bent down to pull out an oversized T-shirt—one that said Maui in an arrangement of tropical flora across the front—it hit her.

      The shed. The wide-open view of her bedroom to the dark tree line.

      She froze. Heart racing, she remained bent over the drawer, the t-shirt crushed in her hand. Without standing, she pulled it over her head and wiggled her arms through.

      I was amused by all of this, seeing Lettie just fine in the adjacent looking glass. She must have sensed my amusement.

      I’m being stupid, she thought. If he’s been looking through my window he’s seen my tits already.

      Yet, she found herself turning, giving her back to the open window as she pulled the shirt down around the rest of her head.

      A sudden wild and panicked certainty overtook her then. She was certain, absolutely certain that when she turned around she would see me—his white and horrifyingly beautiful face— in her bedroom window. She imagined my eyes dilated and flat black, my face smeared with rabbit blood.

      Chest heaving, heart racing, she turned, slowly.

      I admit, I was tempted to play the part of boogeyman, to fuel this fear for my own fiendish purposes.

      But when she turned, she found the window dark.

      You’re losing your damn mind, she told herself. You’re too old for this shit.

      She took a deep breath, straightened her spine the best she could, and walked calmly to her bed. She climbed between the sheets, and only then realized she still wore her jeans. Just as well. She took them off under the covers. She dropped them beside the bed and listened…listened as if she expected some monster to scurry out from under her bed and seize them while they still held her body heat.

      Then she realized her bedroom light was on and the switch was across the room.

      “That’s fine,” she told no one in particular. “That’s just fine, because I’m going to read anyway.”

      So she did. She pulled the coverless paperback off the 3-legged side table and opened it to the dog-eared page she last read. Heart racing, she continued where she left off, where the widow discovered her husband had quit his job the year before his death and hadn’t told her. Where all the appointments in his book turned out to be bogus, and here she was trying to piece together what he’d been doing with the last twelve months of his life before he died suddenly in a car wreck.

      It wasn’t long before Lettie’s racing heart finally slowed and her breathing with it.

      The paperback sagged onto her chest, her eyes closed, and it made no difference at all to her that the light was still on, that the bedroom window was still open, and that someone like myself may or may not be watching from the dark shadow of a dilapidated shed at the edge of the tree line.

      None of it mattered, because the oxy did its work, pulling Lettie down into a deep, dreamless sleep.

      None of it mattered because there was no reason for Lettie to worry about a man outside.

      If Lettie hadn’t been so frightened of the idea that a voyeur stood out in the night, watching her, enjoying the sight of her bare breasts, she may have noticed the closet door ajar.
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      I took her to the lake again. Two ducks cut across the water, swimming away from us, following the trail of moonlight across the shimmering surface. Somewhere a loon cried. And just above our heads, the bats’ high-pitched whine circled as they dipped and bobbed, picking off the mosquitoes moving in, attracted to her warmth.

      She stood there without pants, her legs gleaming beneath the long Maui shirt that fell across her upper thighs.

      A deer on the other edge of the lake dipped its long graceful neck toward the water.

      Do you have another for me? I asked. Confronted with her confusion I added, have you chosen another?

      “You said I had time,” she said, which was another way of saying no. No, she hadn’t decided who she would lure, only that it wouldn’t be a stranger, which left three choices as she had only three people left in the world: her mother, her brother, and Kai.

      Something splashed into the water behind me. I, too, splashed into her mind.

      Kai is out of the question. I haven’t spoken to her in months, haven’t seen her in years, since she left with a tear-stained face and a black garbage bag with her clothes over one shoulder and a backpack on the other. I shouldn’t have let her walk away like that, but I couldn’t bring myself to shout after her. All the hurtful things she’d said had been true. Every accusation of neglect had been true—what could I have said? What could I have possibly said?

      With a quivering lip, Kai had laid their long and tangled history bare, and what had Lettie said? You wear too much eyeliner.

      And that wasn’t even what she’d meant to say. She’d meant to say, You’re too pretty, Kai. A thousand times prettier than I ever was. You don’t need all that to make someone look at you. You don’t need them to think you’re hard. You’re not hard, and that’s the most beautiful thing about you.

      But she’d said You wear too much makeup, in a cold flat voice. It was her own mother’s flat and unforgiving voice.

      Regret welled inside her like cold, dark water, so much regret that she began to choke on it.

      Shhhhh, I whispered through her mind. Don’t think of such things.

      She turned and looked up into my moonlit face.

      She found me handsome, my skin without blemish or scar. But she also thought my lips were too red. She had only an instance to think that’s my blood before I lowered my mouth onto hers. It was like kissing someone who’d been eating soup. Her tongue was hot.

      I kissed the corner of her mouth, then her cheek. I pulled her against me until I could feel the full length of her body against mine. I was working magic on her, letting the glamour slide along her skin. The most beautiful part—she knew exactly what I was doing.

      She thought one of her Salvation Army paperbacks had been about a perfumer who moonlighted as a serial killer. How the perfumer had taken a special extract from a plant that lured insects to it. He’d worn this himself, and watched as the girls came to him, doe-eyed and soft. Lured by a scent they couldn’t even detect.

      Pheromones the science magazines called it. He is cloaked in some sort of pheromones.

      She reached down and touched my erection through my pants.

      You want me too, she thought, pleased that it wasn’t a one-way street. She’d been down those with men before and hadn’t liked how it felt. But this felt good. This felt so good.

      “Yes,” I said into the soft nape of her neck. “I do.”

      I kissed her on top of the thrumming artery that ran straight to her heart. Desire pulsed in my temples so great that I stumbled back. But she had one arm around my waist. She held me to her.

      Let me go or I will kill you, I said. Or I think I said it. But I didn’t hear the words. I heard only my breathing, labored and loud as I hovered over the drumbeat of her heart. Her heart beat faster, and I breathed faster, as if I had become one with its terrible rhythm.

      “Please,” she said, feeling as locked into that hypnotic rhythm as I was. She hooked her fingers into the top of my pants and pulled, searching for a button, a clasp, anything. “Please.”

      Yes, I thought. I would fuck the hell out of her, and who knew, maybe it would prolong her life for a day or two. Satisfying one desire might in turn slake another, no?

      She hit the earth. One moment she was looking at the curve of my ear, wanting to reach up and touch my curls, and the next, she was staring at a sky full of stars.

      I settled my weight against her, pinning her as my cold hand lifted the shirt and found her bare underneath.

      I slipped my hand between her legs, parting them, and found that sweet spot that made her moan. Before the sound fully passed her lips, I seized her throat with my teeth.

      I didn’t break the skin, but held her there all the same as I slid my fingers inside her and began pumping them to the rhythm of her heart. Her heart sped up and so did my hand.

      She writhed.

      But it wasn’t what she really wanted. Fuck, it wasn’t what I really wanted. We were like teenagers at the threshold, fearful of the consequences of that first fuck, but unable to lessen our need with all the dry humping in the world. Only this time, cherry popping meant death—to at least one of us.

      She reached down and fumbled with the button of my pants. I was more than happy to help her, and in one lightning fast movement they were gone.

      She shivered as I slid inside her. Stars sparked behind my closed eyes as I plunged deep, going as far as I could go.

      And I continued like that, thrusting into her with a deft and relentless rhythm, while I kept her pinned at the throat like some jungle cat. Her heartbeat throbbed against my lips, teasing me with each beat: take her, take her, take her, take her…

      She crested a hill and cried out. Her back arching.

      I bit down and entered her mind.

      The flush of burning blood hit the back of my throat at the same moment white-hot fangs pieced my throat—no, not my throat—hers. She writhed, squirming against me, and I rode that wave of pleasure. I drank her down as her legs wrapped around me, pinning me against her.

      I kept thrusting. She hoped it would never end. I was very aware that it would end all too soon if I didn’t pull back. I tried, and she whimpered beneath me. She clung harder.

      I withdrew my teeth with great effort.

      “Please,” she begged. “Please don’t stop.” She slid onto my erection, burying it inside her to the hilt. It left me breathless.

      See? I caressed the inside of her mind, unable to bring myself to use a tongue coated with her blood. I was certain if I opened my mouth again, it would be to finish her. You’re not as ready to give up as you thought, Lettie Cole. Remember that when you wake up.

      “I don’t want to wake up,” she said. Her lip trembled. “Please, I don’t want to wake up.”

      I put my lips to her ear. “Be careful what you wish for.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      I was safe beneath the earth, her life coursing through my veins, long before she opened her eyes on darkness and the press of soft cotton on her face. I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe.

      She bolted upright and a pillow hit the floor. I saw her room the way she must have seen it. The white, chipped dresser glowed in the low light of morning. The stiff, secondhand plaid curtains swayed in the breeze coming in from the window.

      The closet door stood open, revealing the few hangable items she had to her name. A shoebox with Kai’s baby pictures on the top shelf. A pair of red shoes with one heel broken off, revealing a rubbery underbelly. A leather jacket which had belonged to Kai’s father and hadn’t fit her in years with swatches of electrical tape at the elbow.

      Voices.

      Loud, strident voices.

      And a television that was ten decibels too loud. That’s what had woken her.

      She threw back the covers and put her feet on the cool carpet. As soon as she stood, blood rushed to her head. She swayed on her feet, arm reaching out to grab anything for stability. Her fingers brushed wood and clamped down. The dresser held as she covered her eyes with her hand. That awful pounding in her temple had returned.

      You took too much, I chided myself. She will collapse and die before the day is even done.

      And it seemed I might be right as she stumbled toward the door and pulled it open, stepping out into the hall. One hand on the wall, she walked as quickly as she could toward the living room and the sound of her mother’s voice. But not just her mother’s voice.

      Light broke open and filled her head with cold fire.

      Too much blood. I gave her too much blood.

      She blinked as tears pricked her eyes. When the light cleared, the room came into focus, but it was still too bright, unbearably bright. Damn.

      Her mother was in her recliner, a cigarette poised between her arthritis-twisted fingers as smoke rolled toward the ceiling. She gave Lettie one look and snorted.

      “Finally care to grace us with your presence sleeping beauty?” her mother said, her nose curled up with a sneer. She flicked her ashes into her glass ashtray. “I would’ve starved if Merek hadn’t been kind enough to feed his old mother.”

      Merek turned toward her. He had a cigarette between his fingers, twisting the paper closed. He had the same flat black eyes as their mother.

      Except his eyes were glassy. Both Lettie and I knew what this meant—he was between highs. Coming down, most likely. Dangerous, but not as dangerous as he could be.

      “Have a cigarette with us, Lettie,” Merek said. “We’re celebrating.”

      Merek flashed his best smile. When they were younger, it’d been handsome, back when the girls thought he looked like Jim Morrison with his guitar and his wild brown curls. It wasn’t as effective now, not with the crooked, rotting teeth and the pockmarked face. And I wasn’t the only one who thought so—Lettie agreed.

      “What are we celebrating?” she asked. I felt the caution in her bones warring with the pounding in her head. She felt unwell, horribly unwell, but didn’t want to lower her guard while the sharks swam so close. I noted her wobbling legs and irregular heart with more than a little concern.

      “Your brother got a job,” her mother said, plucking a stray bit of tobacco from her tongue.

      Lettie snorted.

      Merek spoke as if he hadn’t heard. “One of the warehouses needs forklift drivers. My certificate is still good,” he said.

      Lettie didn’t believe this was true. He had received it over ten years ago, back when their father had been alive, and had still been putting him to work. It was their father who had paid for the course.

      “At least someone in this house is holding down a steady job,” her mother said. “I don’t see you with a job, Lettie.”

      “If I had a job, who would take care of you?” she fired back. As soon as she said it, she knew it was a mistake. It was what her mother wanted her to say. It was the bait and lure, and Lettie was reaching for it even though she knew better.

      “Yes, you’re doing such a fabulous job.” Her mother sneered.

      “There’s always whoring,” Merek said. He lifted a cigarette to his own stained teeth. In the motion, Lettie caught sight of his bruised inner arm. The puckered yellow skin shone in the low light. The tracks running up his arm looked like poison rushing toward his heart. “There’s a good business in whoring. And you look the part. I’ve got some friends you can meet.”

      Her mother snorted.

      “Excuse me?” Lettie’s face burned.

      “Look at you,” he said, pointing the red cherry at her. She looked down and realized that she still pantless in the long t-shirt, the bottom of her ass hanging out beneath its hem.

      When they saw her humiliation, they laughed. I imagined tearing out both their throats.

      “Fuck you both.”

      When Lettie turned, hurrying back to her room as fast as she could, they only laughed harder.

      She slammed her bedroom door shut with fury. A job? When would I have time for a job? When we have a maid to do all the cooking and cleaning around here? Someone to bathe you? To make sure all the bills are paid? Someone to spend hours on the phone with the collectors to beg for more time, because someone robs us blind in the dead of night? Someone to tie down all the pawnables?

      She yanked on a pair of jeans with frayed ankles and a missing button.

      She found a clean shirt, this one gray with the red letters of Ohio State printed on the front—as if she’d ever stepped foot in a college in her life.

      Kai had gone. Kai was halfway through a BSA in painting, and Lettie was damn proud of that. But Lettie herself had dropped out of eighth grade. The year before, her father had started sending her to school with pills—quaaludes, OxyCotin, somas, Valium—which she was supposed to sell to the other kids on the playground, in the bathrooms, in the hallways at lockers, and between classes. She was caught, of course. When another student’s parents discovered a stash, the school officials had been pulled into it. She was suspended by the principle and whipped by her father for not having the foresight to not sell to snitches.

      She never went back after that, and her parents hadn’t made her.

      Lettie found an overstretched elastic band in a plastic cup advertising Split Lanes Bowling and swept her hair up into a bun on the top of her head. She caught sight of herself in the mirror as she did and gasped. Her hands faltered in her hair, her mouth fell open.

      She leaned over the dresser and peered into the old discolored glass.

      A new bruise, twin to the one on her right side has bloomed on the left. It was even darker and more savage than its sibling. Bright purple lines of crushed vessels spider-webbed up the side of her throat.

      “My God,” she whispered. “I should be dead.”

      I agreed with her. And if one were to compare the two bites and their severity, there was no doubt that the third would kill her.

      A knock sounded at her door. She knew who it was even before he pushed it open and let himself in. In one panicked gesture, she tugged her hair down and smoothed it down around her face, trying to hide the massive bruising.

      Her heart leapt in her throat, knocking against her lower jaw. I felt that delicious pulse in my own cold bones beneath the earth. I relished it.

      “Yes, just let yourself in why don’t you,” she said. “God forbid anyone respect anyone’s privacy around here.”

      Merek’s pockmarked face appeared in the crack. “Oh come on, Lettie. Don’t be like that. I haven’t seen you all day.”

      Money then. Here we go with the bullshit I-love-you-I’m-your-brother card.

      “Where’d you get your new job?” she asked, attempting to head him off.

      “At the warehouse, down by the water.”

      “That’s real vague, Merek. There’s a lot of warehouses down by the water. And we both know what they cut—and it ain’t paychecks.”

      “It’s a legit place. It’s new. They’re hiring all kinds of people.”

      All kinds of people—of that Lettie was sure. Including druggies and drunks with shallow background checks, if they had background checks at all.

      Here it comes, she thought. She braced herself.

      “I’m hoping you can give me $20 until payday.”

      “It’s the end of the month,” she said, flatly. She glanced at herself in the mirror to see if her neck was hidden by her hair. It was. “You know I’m flat broke until Momma’s check on the first.”

      The muscles in her stomach tightened, but she refused to flinch away. If he was going to hit her, he would hit her, and she wasn’t going to cower before he did it.

      I was proud of her for that.

      It helped that she knew it was too soon for fists. She recognized this ritual. He would ask. She would refuse. He would ask more nicely again, and if she chose to continue to refuse him, then that was her choice, but she knew what would come next. The asking would get harder, and his response to her refusal would get harder too.

      “Come on, Lets,” he said. “I just need twenty.”

      Lettie thought of her reeling head, of the swimming sparks behind her eyes and the way her whole body just wanted to lie down again. Lie down and pull the covers over her head. Merek had gotten their mother up and put a diet coke and a cigarette in her hands and had set her in front of her shows. He could go on caring for her like that, making sure she got to the bathroom when she needed to.

      But he wouldn’t, and they both knew it. He’d do only enough to keep himself in their good graces and that was it.

      “I’ll give you the last bit of my money if you’ll do something for me,” she said, already hating herself. She thought bargaining was pathetic. But she couldn’t suppress the impulse to get herself on top of the situation, to exert her authority and control somehow.

      And Merek was willing to play. “Sure, sure.”

      Without looking at him she said, “There’s a dead rabbit out by the shed. I saw it yesterday. Can you get it into the trash? I want them to haul it away tomorrow before it starts to stink something awful.”

      “All right.” With a big grin, he planted a sloppy kiss on the side of her face, did it as if he hadn’t been joking—threatening—to whore her out to his drug buddies not two minutes before. Everything inside her curled up, peeled away from him like milk in vinegar. He smelled like piss and old tobacco.

      She waited until the door clicked shut, until she heard the back door slide open and close and saw her scarecrow brother marching out toward the shed, the dark smudge of him framed in the square of her window.

      She opened her paperbacks and fished out three fives that had been stashed between the pages of two novels—$15 instead of $20, her final act of defiance. She placed the novels back on the slanting shelves and checked the mirror to make sure her throat was covered once more.

      I tried not to take it personally, her shame regarding my handiwork. As much as I might have bridged our lives with the sucking, fucking, and bloodletting, we were still from different worlds. There were rules she followed in that world, which no longer applied to me. I had to respect that. For now.

      Her legs were surer of themselves now, but she still felt weak. She still wanted to lie down.

      Standing in the kitchen, one hip leaning into the side of their scratched dining table, she tapped out a cigarette from her case and lit it, enjoying that first slow inhale.

      When Merek came through the back door, he wiped his hands on the back of his jeans and eyed her expectantly.

      “Something had been at it,” he said, those eyes fixing on her hands. “Half its guts are still on the ground.”

      She wasn’t surprised to hear this, and of course neither was I. She only held up the rolled bills between her fingers, watched his eyes soften in victory, but hoped her face remained placid, unreadable.

      A slow smile lit up his face, making those pockmarks stretch and his thin lips pull back to reveal those crooked yellow teeth. He plucked the bills from her hands.

      “There’s fifteen,” she said. “Would you get me and Momma some double cheeseburgers. Just something from the dollar menu. I’m sick. I don’t feel like cooking.”

      “Sure, sure,” he said, flashing another charred and charmless smile.

      He kissed his mother on the cheek, and she beamed at him the way she always did, patting his arm lightly. Then he was out the front door with the excuse she’d given him.  He comes home for money and cigarettes, and then he’s gone again. She wasn’t sure if she was happy about this or insulted.

      “Have you eaten?” she asked her mother as she watched the rusted-out van pull out of the drive, one of its old belts squealing with the effort. “I can make us some lunch.”

      “You just sent him for burgers. Why would you go and make lunch?”

      “He’s not coming back today, Momma. He’s going to take that money I gave him and shoot it up his arm.”

      “Don’t be ugly, Lettie,” her mother said with a sneer. “He’s your brother.”

      He was her brother, but she also dreamed of killing him. Some nights, after a particular bout of violence, she would lay in her bed seething. She’d close her eyes and see his face clearly in her mind. Imagine herself walking toward him, fingers hooked into claws. She’d watch his eyes go wide with fear as he cowered, unable to run from her. She imagined the way his slick, sweaty throat would feel when she wrapped her hands around it and squeezed. Squeezed and squeezed until the blue veins in his face bulged and pulsed. Squeezed until the whites of his eyes turned red. Until his tongue lolled uselessly in his mouth, swelling until it was forced out between his lips.

      Watching his dark complexion turn blue as she eased into sleep with a swollen eye or blackened cheek gave her great comfort. More comfort than when he disappeared altogether. Because even if he was gone, spending his days in the nearest den, or gone nine months in the county jail, he always came back.

      Once, he pulled their rusted van into the driveway of a condominium and hefted a brand-new washer and dryer into the back. He drove it to the scrap yard and sold it. That got him nine months in jail. But Lettie knew now what she knew then. No matter how the interlude might arise—he’d be back.

      This time, he didn’t come back for four days. While he was gone, Lettie continued to live.

      Lettie cooked, meat mostly. My blood had returned her appetite, but only an appetite for flesh. She covered chicken breasts in flour and whipped egg and cooked them in bacon grease. She pan-fried two cheap and fatty steaks in the heavy cast iron that took two hands for her to lift onto the gas range. When her mother ate only half of a steak, Lettie finished it with a generous dollop of store-brand ketchup. She made bacon every morning with eggs.

      When Lettie wasn’t cooking, she cleaned, taking more breaks to catch her breath when the room began to spin. Lettie turned her mother and inspected the hose cleaning the infection from her backside. She washed the sheets and bedding when the woman wet herself, shit herself, or coughed up enough blood that a simple pillowcase change wouldn’t do.

      She wasn’t surprised. This was the way of it for as long as she could remember. There were flare-ups. Her mother would seem well one day. The next, so ill that Lettie would hold the phone all day, thinking she’d have to call 911 at any moment.

      Throughout all this, she kept eyeing the front door, waiting for her brother to appear. Her ears strained to hear the van door creak on its rusted hinges and then slam shut.

      Merek didn’t come, but neither did I. I still lusted for her, still spent my days in the grave following her every minute, slipping into her mind, feeling her thoughts and feelings and desires. Her bruises faded. The meat helped. Perhaps also the sleep.

      I told myself I could stay away, that I could let her heal, and with time my blood would fade from her veins and it would be as if I’d never come at all.

      But that night I saw her at the window. She stood in a thin nightshirt, her nipples dark and erect, searching the night for me.

      You’re out there, she thought. You’re out there now.

      And that was all it took.

      Yes, I returned. Come to me.
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      Before she realized what she was doing, she’d left the window.

      She passed her mother’s closed door, down the narrow hall and into the kitchen. The back door slid open easily, and she stepped out onto the moonlit patio. Her bare feet slapped against the warm concrete walk. When the walk ended in long grass, those delicate feet found the cold earth.

      I pulled her to me using that invisible tether.

      The shed glowed ghostly in the moonlight. A specter in the night where demons lay in wait to tear open virgins. And yet, she kept walking toward me, toward a drumbeat that she’d begun to realize beat in the back of her mind, a twin to her own terrible rhythm.

      Once I heard the grass bend under the arches of her feet, I broke the psychic connection. I left her mind, wanting to see her with my own eyes, hear her with my own ears. Or perhaps, if I am being honest, I didn’t want to know how she saw me.

      “Good evening, Ms. Cole,” I said.

      She started as I materialized from the darkness. She had not seen me until I stepped more fully into the light.

      “You’ve been away,” she said. I could hear the longing in her voice and the accusation.

      I flashed a smile, fangs showing. It was a warning as much as a welcome. “Did you miss me?”

      She didn’t step back, didn’t turn and run. Her feet remained planted where they were.  “Where were you?”

      Under your house, I thought. Inside your every thought. “You can’t take too much from the soil or the tree will rot.”

      Her brow furrowed. “What?”

      Already that lust burned, my throat aching. It was as if I was standing in the desert, under the high noon sun, and here she was, a fountain of cool water where I only had to bend my head and—

      “Have you made your choice?” I asked. I stepped toward her and slid one cool arm around her body. She shivered when my breath touched her cheek. “Are you mine or have you chosen another?”

      I pressed my lips to her throat and hovered there. That vulnerable pulse knocked against my lips. My need begged and pleaded with that portion of my mind called control. Take her, it said. Take her, take her, take her…

      Lettie battled her own desires. I felt her pulse quicken against my lips and the heat growing between her legs. She wanted me to take her here behind the shed, on her hands and knees in the dirt with me behind her.

      “What an imagination you have, Lettie,” I said softly and laughed, the sound of it vibrating against the hollow of her throat. “It must be all those novels you read.”

      She swallowed and went completely rigid in my arms.

      “You haven’t decided,” I said and released her so suddenly that she fell back with surprise.

      “No,” she admitted to herself as much as to me.

      “What is so hard about it, Lettie? I can take the old woman in her bed. She has one foot in the grave as it is. It’ll be quick. It’ll end her suffering and free you of the responsibilities of cooking and cleaning and waiting hand and foot on an ungrateful bitch who has never thanked anyone for anything in her whole life.”

      Lettie sucked in a sharp breath. Those last words had been said in a pitch perfect imitation of her father’s own voice and on purpose.

      “Ah, yes,” I replied as if she’d spoken. “Of course, you wouldn’t truly have been free then, would you? There would be your brother to think of. As long as he is alive, he would seek you out, depend on you, take from you, leech from you. Is it his throat then, that you’d offer? I would have a time with him. Even the poison in his veins wouldn’t be enough to put me off the task.”

      She wanted to say yes. I felt the temptation in her as clearly as I felt my own. She wanted me to take every minute of heartache and misery that bastard had wrought upon her, too, but she hesitated. Mouth open. No words came out. What was the story from bible school, she thought. Those days were long behind her, but she remembered enough to know that when Cain had betrayed Abel, his own blood had been damned for it. And giving permission, in opening some hidden door to her family, to the creature that stood before her, she would, in turn, be damning herself.

      I flashed my brilliant, white fangs. I couldn’t help myself in the face of such superstitious nonsense.

      “Well, be sure then, Ms. Cole,” I said. “But know this: I will only come to you once more, and when I do, it will be to collect what’s due to me.”

      “Why?” she asked.

      Because I don’t have it in me to delay any longer, I thought. Because every passing moment when my fangs aren’t in your throat, your breasts under my hand, drives me mad.

      I would come tomorrow, and no matter what, I would end this. I had to.

      I said none of this. Instead I stepped into the shadows and disappeared.

      She stood in the dark for a long time, trying to see me, but was unable to. A snapped branch somewhere farther inside the trees broke her daze. She had no choice but to return to the house, cold and unsatisfied, her hunger a stone in her belly.

      That made two of us.
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      Lettie felt the man in the room before she opened her eyes. She’d been dreaming about her father. They were in his garage, him wearing his blue overalls and reeking of oil and grease. Then the sounds of reality pressed in on her and her father’s lined face wavered. A door opened and closed somewhere. Something overturned onto the dresser, clattering against the glass top.

      The vampire is back, she thought. Fear uncoiled inside her, sending all her panic to her tightening guts. I’m going to open my eyes, and there he’ll be, ready to tear my throat out.

      But it wasn’t me.

      A rough hand threw back her covers and shook her hatefully. “Where did you hide it, you stupid bitch?”

      Her eyes flew open and met Merek’s. He had one hand under her mattress, sliding it deeper between the box spring and the lumpy pillow top.

      As usual he reeked of piss and tobacco, his sour breath and gum rot hitting her square in the face. When he didn’t find what he was looking for, he slammed his fist into the mattress and howled.

      “Where is it, you bitch!”

      She started to reel back, get out of his reach, but her legs were trapped in the twisted blanket and she couldn’t so much as sit up. She was easy prey. His hand twisted up into her hair and pulled.

      It was enough to bring tears to her eyes as she was hauled from the warm bed to her feet. I drank down her pain, tasting it, enjoying it.

      “Where’s the goddamn money?”

      “I gave you what I had!” she cried, trying to hold onto his wrist, lift herself up enough to ease the pressure setting fire to her scalp.

      “You’re lying!” He snarled, and the smell of sour breath hit her full in the face again. She couldn’t decide if it was the stench of his breath or the hair pulling that brought tears to her eyes.

      He dropped her in a heap and went for her bed. Sticking his bruised and thinning arms under the mattress, he flipped it. The pillows popped up as if thrown on a trampoline. The bedding, thin and scratchy hit the wall. The end table wobbled and crashed. This seemed to inspire him, because he pushed the other end table over even though all that sat on top of it was a picture of Kai in a dented brass frame.

      I saw all of this through Lettie’s eyes and felt her mounting anger.

      “Stop destroying my room!” she wailed.  “I don’t go into your room and break your shit!”

      He said nothing. He moved on to the dresser.

      I recognized this battle. Hunger was hunger no matter who had it. It was a battle raging with himself, and anyone who dared intervene would be a casualty.

      Go to the bathroom, I said, planting the thought in her mind. Go on, you’ll be safe in there until he is finished.

      Yes, she thought. If she didn’t leave now, it would only get worse. Before the third paperback flew across the room, she pulled herself onto her shaking legs and hurried to the bathroom.

      Lock the door, I thought.

      She turned the bolt.

      Shall we reinforce this somehow?

      She opened the closet door, which stood just behind the bathroom door itself, and hooked one handle over the other, the two silver knobs. So even if he managed to break the lock on the bathroom door and tried to force himself inside, he wouldn’t get in. The second door would prevent it.

      Very good, I thought. That should be enough.

      She collapsed onto the toilet with a relieved sigh.

      Touching her scalp gingerly, she listened to her brother destroy her room. Drawers rattled open and closed, wood slapping against wood as they were yanked out and forcibly returned again. The closet door banged open and metal hangers shrieked on the bar. Shoeboxes slid across the wooden top shelf and then fell with a plastic thwap. She imagined all her baby pictures of Kai hitting the old carpet and spreading in a photograph waterfall, some images up, others with their paper backings shining in the overturned lamplight.

      She made a silent prayer that none of them were torn under a black boot heel or bent up too badly. I didn’t think I could answer that prayer, so I said nothing.

      “I knew you fucking had it!” He cried out and rapped loudly on the inside of her bedroom closet. The bathroom mirror bounced in its gilded frame beside her head.

      As he stomped past the bathroom a hard fist slammed into the wood twice. Lettie jumped on the toilet, her heart going up into her throat. The seat creaked under her, threatening to buck her off onto the unforgiving floor tiles, yellow with age.

      She listened to the loud stomping feet echo away from her and continued sitting on the toilet even after the whole house rattled with the sound of the door slamming shut.

      She sat until her heart stopped racing in her chest. She sat and let the silence press in on her from all sides.

      “Lettie?” her mother called.

      At first, she almost didn’t recognize the voice. It was small and frightened.

      Louder, “Lettie?”

      Lettie took a ragged breath and pulled herself to standing.

      Her hand shook as she shut the bathroom closet and eased open the bathroom door. She waited, as if the sound of footsteps had somehow been a trick, a ventriloquist’s thrown voice just to get her to come out of the bathroom.

      But Merek’s pockmarked face and black eyes didn’t appear. The hallway remained dark. She exhaled.

      “Lettie,” her mother croaked. “Answer me, goddamnit!”

      She stepped into the hallway, sucking in a breath as she eased her shoulders down from her ears. “I’m here, Momma. You okay?”

      “I’m hungry and tired of lying in my own piss!” the old woman hissed, but the words came out in a rush of relief. I needed no vampire tricks to know the mother was relieved Lettie had not been killed. Lettie heard the relief, too, but thought less of it.

      Was it a self-serving concern? Wondering who would wash her shitty sheets or pay the electric bill that powered her soap opera obsession if she were dead? You’re too hard on her, Lettie’s mind said. And already she was digging deep for that well of compassion that she so often found dry and filled with the gnawed bones of her anger and resentment.

      But I could hear what Lettie could not and knew the woman’s concern was true.

      Lettie pushed the door open and the smell of piss hit her. Sharp and acrid in her nostrils, filling them like cotton. “Let’s clean you up.”

      Her mother didn’t resist as she sometimes did, as Lettie eased her arms under hers and lifted her. Once the clothes were over her mother’s head, Lettie grabbed the metal case of cigarettes beside the bed and flipped it open. She’d always liked the feel of the cool case flipping open against her hot palm.

      She fished out one of the rolled cigarettes and offered it to her mother.

      The woman arched an eyebrow but then inclined her head ever so slightly in gratitude. She pinned the white twisted paper between her thin and wrinkled lips while Lettie searched for a lighter. She found one, red and plastic with a black tongue. She flicked her thumb, but the breeze came through the open window, and the flame flickered and failed. She cupped it with her left hand, instantly darkening her mother’s face against the light streaming through the flittering curtains, and struck again.

      Lettie lit her mother’s cigarette. Her mother’s face burned orange in turn as the paper caught.

      Thin gray smoke rose to the ceiling, and Lettie waited for that first luxurious exhale to come. It did, and her mother’s whole body seemed to shake with it.

      “Better?” Lettie asked, shoving down her own rising need for a good draw. It could wait.

      “Much,” her mother said. Puffy pink flesh stood at attention under her dark eyes. The wrinkles in her face seemed deeper than just the day before, as if she were drying up from the inside out. Her crooked, arthritic fingers shook a little more than they had yesterday. A bad day, Lettie thought. And those conflicting feelings of resentment and pity began to war inside her, snapping at each other like starving dogs, white foam at their mouth as they tugged at a bone between them.

      Lettie made a motion with her fingers that her mother understood perfectly. The woman took one more drag off the smoking cigarette and then raised her arms up into the air the way Kai had done on countless mornings as a child.

      Lettie waited for her to lay back onto her pillows and lift her hips so could ease the wet bottoms off. She tossed them toward the hamper, which she would empty and wash after stripping the bed again. She opened the plastic container of baby wipes, blue with white ducks dancing across its lid.

      “It’s going to be cold,” she warned, and her mother only harrumphed and swore when she pressed the wipe to her body. “Sorry.”

      Lettie made quick work of the mess, tossed the used baby wipes in to a plastic bin wedged between the bed and the dresser. All the while, I couldn’t help but appreciate my transformation, the body I used and its impervious nature. I would never grow sick and age. I could die, yes. But not age, and watching this old woman waste away made me suddenly very grateful for that.

      Lettie found fresh clothes in the drawer. A cheerful white t-shirt with cherries printed in diagonal rows. She matched this with a nice pair of satin bottoms that reminded her of the women in the yoga videos she used to watch on television not long after Kai was born. Back then, everyone in the world seemed to be telling her that if she didn’t get her body back into shape that her husband would find a better, younger body to plunge his cock into. Well, he’d done that anyway, hadn’t he?

      Once the woman was dressed, Lettie offered her the glass ashtray on the bedside so the paper could be smashed to black cinders. Still smoking, Lettie put the ashtray back on the table and then laced her arms under her mother’s. She lifted, pulling and tugging and grunting until the woman somehow made it from the mattress into the unsteady black seat wedged between two giant silver wheels.

      Then their routine began anew. She made biscuits, eggs, and pan-fried some bologna. She served it all with a large iced diet coke in a plastic tumbler. After she moved her mother to the television, she made sure her mother had the diet coke and her cigarettes at hand. She liked to have both while watching her shows. Women with six potential baby daddies and soap operas where someone always had a twin or was coming back from the dead featured often.

      While her mother watched television, she stripped the room, opened all the windows wider, and sprayed the Lysol. She changed the trashcan too, and got the laundry into the wash.

      It wasn’t until then that she returned to her room.

      She hovered outside the door, listening to the jeering crowd on the television blare behind her, a hateful sound punctuated only by her mother’s own derisive laugh.

      She took a breath and pressed hard against the door. It eased open, slowly, the way doors open in horror movies to reveal the whole family murdered and entrails hanging from the ceiling.

      But there was no body.

      Her mattress was upturned and now stood against the wall, the underside facing her. Several drawers had been left hanging open. Some had been left on the floor, stacked on top of one another. Several of her paperbacks had flown about the place. Some landed faced down. At least one had its pages ripped out. She’d finished that one at least. Small scraps of paper with unreadable black letters had landed like confetti across the bed, clothes, and the dresser. One of the curtain rods, a cheap white metal bar, had swung off its hook and hung across the window, the curtain having slid off into a heap on the floor.

      She stepped over all of this carefully and went to the closet.

      On the floor was a heap of her photographs. Glossy prints from an age when film was still allergic to light and the slightest exposure could destroy all the collected happiness from a life.

      She knelt onto the carpet and picked up the first photo she saw.

      Kai was four. I knew because she was holding up her pudgy baby hand with her four fingers erect, the thumb folded across the palm, letting the viewer know exactly how old she was. And if that still left doubt, there was the single 4 candle on top of a white cake with blue trimmed frosting. And the pink and green hat that said happy birthday, happy birthday, happy birthday in big block letters over and over again—as if it had something to prove. As if it insisted that this little girl have one moment of happiness.

      Her blond curls were pulled up in a ponytail, her grin bright and one of her OshKosh B’gosh overall straps hung down, unsnapped.

      Lettie smoothed the photograph flat across her bent thigh and reached forward for one of the large overturned shoeboxes. She put this photograph in the bottom of the cardboard box and picked up another, smoothing this one as well before putting it face up in the box.

      She heard a small sound behind her and turned. Her mother sat in her wheelchair, burning cigarette poised between her two bony fingers, glaring down at her. Her face was dark, unamused.

      “I don’t know why you do this to yourself,” her mother said, raising the cigarette to her lips and sucking at the white paper with shriveled lips.

      “Please don’t start,” Lettie said, turning away, and I had the sense I was watching my own version of a soap opera. The infamous mother-daughter chat.

      Lettie had most of the photographs in the box now. For the most part, it seemed as if they had moved backward in time. From the teenage Kai in a softball uniform to a middle school Kai in front of a cheap keyboard one Christmas morning, and at last, all those photos of Kai as a baby, chubby cheeked and smiling.

      “If you just gave him what he asked for, Merek wouldn’t torment you like he does,” she said, ignoring Lettie’s plea. “He—” she began, but whatever she meant to say was choked out by a fit of coughing. White-gray smoke billowed out of those bruise-colored lips, obscuring her face for a moment.

      “Yes, he would, and you know it,” Lettie said, wondering why her mother had bothered to wheel herself back here. To taunt her? Scold her? Torment her?

      Besides, her mother was wrong. Lettie knew if she invited him, he would keep coming back for more. As pathetic as it might seem, her refusals, her resistance, did slow him down. She knew it did. It was easy prey he preferred. And sometimes, she was easy, and she supposed that was the part of the problem.

      “He can’t be blamed any more than your daddy could’ve been blamed for all his drinking and whoring,” her mother said. “What’s in the blood will out, and you just can’t be hating people for that.”

      Lettie snorted. If this was her mother’s version of a pep talk, she’d rather not.

      “Don’t take sass with me, Lettie Cole.”

      Lettie scooped up the last of the glossy photographs and smoothed them against her thigh. One she placed in the rippled pile with a few others which had been torn. She’d have to find the scotch tape and put them back together again. After that, she might try to call Kai. Seeing her face had incited this urge to hear her sweet voice. So many versions of that face, a baby so joyful sometimes, she wasn’t sure she was hers, if not for the long ugly scar from her navel to the patch of light hair between her legs. A scar she got because Kai had been breach, feet first, either because she was unwilling to enter the world she knew was waiting, or because she was ready to hit it running.

      Lettie believed it was the latter. “I hate that you defend him.”

      Warm and scalding heat bubbled up in her throat, making her vocal chords feel tight and scratchy. But she stopped short of saying, why don’t you ever defend me?

      “He’s my son,” her mother said, between a sharp nasal wheeze and another feverish draw on the cigarette.

      “And what am I?” She was unsure if she was asking her mother or herself.

      “I didn’t realize this was a competition.”  Her mother snorted and placed her bony hands in her lap.

      Of course it is, Lettie thought. And only the strongest survive.
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      Lettie called Kai, and she didn’t answer. But hearing her voice on the voicemail was enough to make her throat go tight. “You’ve reached Kaiya. Tell me what’s what.” Beep.

      Lettie told her that she loved her and missed her. She tried to sound cheerful. The rest of the day passed in a fugue as she showered, choked down some dinner, and began to clean up the house.

      Lettie was at the sink and up to her elbows in soapy water when the front door banged open.

      Merek stormed in, long legs striking out.

      As soon as she saw him, her hand tightened on the wet wooden handle of a steak knife hidden beneath the crackling white foam. His face was bloodied. A gash across his forehead had split open wide and had poured blood across half his face. It hung like a candle-wax curtain. At some point, he must’ve swiped upward to get it out of his eyes. A smear of finger-swept blood swooped upward over his cheek and brow in an artful stroke. Where it hit his hair, it had stiffened, lifting it off the hairline.

      The part of his face that wasn’t bloodied was swelling. One eye was almost sealed shut. That corner of his mouth puffed and blackened as if burnt.

      He only spared a cursory glance at their mother who was turning in her patched white recliner, her mouth coming open in a surprised O.

      “What happened to you?” Lettie asked, only taking one hand out of the water. The other remained in the sink, hand on the blade.

      But she hadn’t needed him to answer. Just looking at him, she knew what had happened. He’d run his mouth at the wrong person. Smarted off to a bigger, badder wolf, and this is what it got him. He might be the shark in their pond, but he wasn’t in the ocean—and the world had taken a moment to remind him of that.

      “I need more money,” he said, his fat tongue flicking out to touch his lips. His words were thick and swollen too. “And I need it now.”

      “I don’t have any left,” she said, turning the wooden handle in her slick, submerged hand. “You took it all. Remember?”

      His tongue darted again, swiping at the corners once, twice, and three times. It was like a lizard, she thought. A lizard that just had its tail ripped off.

      She made the mistake of smiling.

      “You’re lying!” he lunged for her.

      Without thinking, she brought her hand up and swung the knife wide. He caught it easily, batting her hand away, the way she used to bat away Kai’s angry little fists.

      He twisted her hair up in his hand and pulled.

      “Oh, come on now!” her mother called. “That’s enough!”

      He dragged Lettie into the living room and dumped her three feet from where their mother sat, rising from the patched recliner.

      “Sit down!” he screamed at her.

      Her mother did as she was told, easing her stiff body back down. “Merek, you need to calm down.”

      Lettie’s shoulders had bowed forward as if already preparing for a blow. “You heard what she said! After all we’ve done for her, letting her come back here after Kai was born, chasing off those men that fucked her over! And she won’t even support us in our time of need!” he said, jabbing a finger into Lettie’s cheek. Lettie looked up at him from her place on her knees.

      He grabbed her again, and the hard slap across her face. Her ears rang with the sound of it. Only hollow shock and sound echoed through her. When she turned back, stared him dead in the eyes, she saw the dilated black discs staring back at her.

      High as hell.

      Not even an ass beating had been enough to pull him out of his high.

      “Hey now!” their mother said. And she was up, her stick legs trembling with the effort. The old woman shuffled forward now and Lettie had one panicked thought—oh God no. I’m sorry. I’m sorry I ever wanted you to protect me. Don’t stand up for me. Don’t—

      Because she thought this was worse than taking the blows. Seeing her mother put her body between them, seeing her back curve in anticipation of a blow that she would take on Lettie’s behalf—that was worse.

      Lettie kicked out, knocking him back, and the slap he threw only connected with the old woman’s shoulder. But it had been enough to knock her off balance and send her crumpling to the floor.

      “You!” Lettie shouted. Her eyes rolled up to her brother’s. “I choose you! I hope he rips your throat out, and when you’re dying like a fucking pig, I hope you taste your own shit and blood in your throat! Come on! I choose him! Take him! I don’t care! Take him now!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      I stood in the dark of the shed, leaning against the scarred and peeling wood, and listened to the commotion in the house. The sharp cries of anger. A fist connecting with meat. Then her command, “I choose him! Take him now!”

      The burning thirst in my throat flared. But even as it did, that sharp tug in my mind leashed me. It was important in moments like this to remember that it was not about what I wanted. It was about the job that needed to be done—about keeping my raging thirst in check long enough to complete what I was sent here to do.

      Sure, I wanted to enter the house. I wanted to step up behind that bottom feeder and break his neck with one swift twist of my hands. I imagined how the Lettie’s eyes would widen in surprise, no doubt my fingers moving so fast that it would seem like magic to her, like perhaps her brother’s neck twisted itself around all on its own. I imagined that first pleasurable crack of bones and tendons snapping. Then, before the blood cooled in his throat, I would tear it open, bite through it like the red flesh of an apple and unleash the torrent beneath. I did not make a habit of wasting a single drop, but with him, was he not already a waste? And it would be more invigorating to feel that hot heat of him bubbling up against my lips like a cool, refreshing fountain.

      I sighed and settled my weight against the shed. I waited.

      I listened to her mounting anger. I listened to her strike out, hit him back, and send him tumbling into something heavy. I noted the unmistakable creak of wood before the crash.

      The old woman’s heart fluttered in her chest—yes, I could hear it even from my hiding place—

      and wondered if she might give up the ghost, here and now amidst her children’s strife.

      I swallowed against my mounting hunger again, against the sounds of violence, only making it stronger. She knew where I was, and where to find me if she wanted this. And that was the last piece of this test. She had to come to me. She had to declare this her desire, because once I tore out her throat, there was no going back.

      A pale figure appeared, framed in the back door. She leaned her weight to the side in order to heft open the sliding door. It groaned but slid open. She stepped out into the night. She marched across the hot concrete, the damp yard, her wild hair around her face.

      I saw again the changes I’d already wrought in her body. Those deep circles under her eyes. The flesh sunken. The yellowing bruises at her throat blooming. A light sweat stood beaded along her hairline. But her steps were sure and certain. Angry. Oh, how well anger can carry us in those moments we feel weak.

      I took one step away from the shed into the bright and clear moonlight.

      Her eyes met mine. Her steps faltered as I suspected they would.

      But I made no move. I didn’t dare rush this. We were almost at the heart of it. If I did not play this right, it would end badly. For both of us.

      “Good evening, Lettie,” I said. I settled into my bones and pulled back on the thirst threatening to tear me in half. Bite her, it begged. Tear her throat in two. I licked my lips. “Is your family well?”

      She laughed. A hard and unforgiving slap. I’d hurt her. The slightest tremor overtook her plump bottom lip. Her gaze cut away, and tears shimmered in their corners. She thought me cruel. And could I deny it?

      “No,” she said, again that barely discernible quiver in her lip. She was a child on the verge of hopeless tears. “No, they’re fucked up!”

      “You have made your choice then,” I said, my voice flat. It revealed none of my anticipation. None of my thirsty anguish.

      “Yes!” she said, and lifted her chin higher. “Yes, I have.”

      “Very well,” I said and took a step toward her. I heard her heart thundering in my mind as fast as any rabbit’s.

      She took a step back. Her mouth opened then halted. She started to say his name, but it stuck in her throat. Her lips came together again, folding in on each other in the beginning of a M…but still no name. She thought, what am I doing?

      This was not my magic.

      This was her own. This was what called me to her when another’s blood had not yet dried on my lips. It was the curse and power that lorded over her.

      “I see,” I told her, unable to hide my grin. I’d given her every chance to save herself. Every chance to turn me away—and she hadn’t done it.

      My gums burned as the fangs elongated from my jaw, slipping down over my lip, slicing the flesh open.

      Her eyes widened, showing more gleaming white.

      But I caught her throat with my mouth and bit hard before the scream could escape. That unshed fear vibrated against my lips, skittered along my flesh and echoed in my bones.

      At last, I drank her down.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Lettie’s body exploded with pain, and I rode that pain like a night train. It was sweet. A fist beating a muscle into relaxation. She had a sudden and brilliant memory of visiting a masseuse on her first honeymoon. The impossibly small woman had worked her over with the hands of a giant.

      Sweet pain, the masseuse had said. It hurts now, but I’m making you better.

      And she had. Each twist of the heel of her hand had undone some old injury hiding beneath the surface of Lettie’s skin. And it was the same now as I rode her, sucked her, bucked against her.

      Yes, I cooed through her mind. It hurts now, but I am making you better.

      I released her flesh, groped for a better angle, and plunged in again. She cried out, but I didn’t stop. Wouldn’t stop. I took and took until Lettie’s head spun.

      Why didn’t I say his name? Why? her mind asked over and over again. A voice in her head screamed it now: Merek! Merek!

      Too late for that. We’d already begun.

      She screamed with all the scorned vengeance of a woman who had been used and beaten and robbed for most of her life.

      Why didn’t I say his name? Why couldn’t I say his name? He should die, not me! Not me!

      Over time she grew quiet. Once we’d returned to the lake, her  back lay on the cold earth beside the water, and those wide empty eyes stared up at the stars. She wasn’t dead, but quite close.

      We listened to the crickets. We heard the frogs, throats swelling in song, croaking to one another as we lay on the ground together, as I emptied her and filled her and emptied her again.

      Because whatever I took and took, I gave back again. I poured with my mouth over her mouth, my body over her body. Her mouth would fill with my blood, and she found herself swallowing, instinctively. First in blind panic, lest she choke, but then out of desire. Out of need.

      And it wasn’t only her life that I wanted.

      I entered her. Filled her with my body and fire. And when I thought her body would give out for pleasure or pain, I lifted her, turned her so that her hands and knees were in the dirt.

      “Isn’t this what you wanted?” I whispered in the darkness. “Isn’t this what you dreamed about?” And sank my fangs into her shoulder.

      It took me a long time to hollow out Lettie Cole. I took every thought, every fear, every belief and wish from her until all the pain and fear of living were gone.

      When I lifted her into my arms as carefully as a child and lay her in the cold earth, she wasn’t afraid. The walls of earth on every side were cool and comforting as she stared up from the grave at my face. The stars had grown sharp above us, especially for her, framed by those four walls of earth.

      My work was done, and all that was left was to bury her. So I began shoving the earth into the hole.

      “Why?” she croaked as granules of soil hit her naked body, pale and ravaged. There was no part of her that I’d left unpenetrated. “Why?”

      I peered over the edge of the grave at her, my head surely a silhouette against the brilliant sky. “We all die, Lettie. Every one of us.”

      “No.” Her voice cracked.

      I stood and leaned against the handle of the shovel as if it were a hitching post. “No?”

      No. Not the grave. Why me? Why make me choose then take me anyway? “Why?” it was only that last word that managed to slip past her dry, cracked lips.

      I watched her. I was so alive now. The suit no longer hung at sharp angles from my shoulders. My body and face had filled in. My flesh danced.

      Alive, she thought. Alive with the life he took from me.

      Yes. There was no point in denying it.

      “Because this is what you needed,” I said. My voice was as kind as I could make it. As soft as one who speaks to frightened children. “You were a victim all of your life. You were born one, and you will die one. But you are not a victim any longer.”

      “I’m not a victim,” she said, tears streaming from the corners of her eyes.

      “No, and you will never be a victim again,” I told her. “Not after I’m done with you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      When Lettie woke, she was cold. She opened and closed her aching fist and found it as stiff and arthritic as her mother’s. A heavy, chilled weight sat on top of her chest, pinning her back against a freezing slab. She tried to turn, and the substance covering her shifted, too. Damp earth tumbled into her mouth and eyes.

      She coughed, body burning with wakefulness now as she began to claw frantically upward. Clumps of dirt shifted and swirled with each frantic swipe. It threatened to haul her down, pin her in its eternal darkness, but she kept clawing despite the throbbing, burning ache in her throat and stomach.

      She could smell herself. Smell the death on her.

      She broke the surface and gasped. She felt the lungs in her chest swell in a perfunctory way, as if she were doing it out of habit rather than need. Her weak arms gave, but thankfully not until they’d tipped her over the edge of the hole she’d climbed from and onto the soft earth.

      For a long while, she could only lie there, shaking with an impossible cold that she’d never felt in all her life. Rain pelted her face and cheeks, washing the dirt from her eyes.

      Finally, she sat up and looked into the grave.

      A grave. My grave.

      She had died, true, but had not stayed dead. She didn’t need anyone to tell her this, not even me, but I had stayed close. I was watching her examine herself with new eyes. Her arms and legs and hands looked the same, but they were not. It was as if the lens had shifted, and now she saw herself through a prism of different kaleidoscopic light.

      It was the thirst that eventually pulled her to her feet—this is true for all of us.

      She wobbled like a colt on new legs, but managed to stand. The moon was fat and swollen among the stars. She felt like she could gaze up into it forever. But again, that dark thirst pulled at her, made her skin itch.

      She went home. Away from the lake where the cicadas sang and frogs croaked their endless melody. Passing through clouds of mosquitos that paid her no mind now. Because of what I am, she thought, and again, that instinctive inner knowing swelled up inside her. That knowing which told her she would have to return to the earth by dawn. The knowing which told her exactly what she must drink in order to quell the thirst. That she had died and was still dead—at least the parts that mattered to the world.

      She allowed her feet to lead her through the night. Through clusters of trees, across dark roads and ditches. One late night driver slowed down for her, the brake lights flashing red against wet pavement, but then sped up again.

      They’ll know, she thought as the car began to drive away. The smart ones will know.

      Lettie found the brick house on Margo Street just fine.

      She stood at the end of her driveway and stared at the small house on its hill. The house she grew up in. The house where her father died, where her mother was dying. The last place she’d seen Kai alive.

      She stood there in shadows and watched the blue light of the television flicker through the windows. Lightning cracked across the sky, and the rain pelted her freezing skin harder.

      She crossed the steep lawn, passed under the tremendous tree, and walked up the slanting stoop without ceremony. One moment, she was in the pouring rain, the smell of electricity in the air. The next, she stood in the living room, between the flickering blue television and her brother, who sat slumped and sleeping in the recliner.

      Because the television was behind her, the light warped around her body. A comical shadow, long and menacing, fell over the sleeping man with his bruised and sagging flesh.

      With her new eyes, Lettie saw this man in a way she’d never seen him before. He didn’t appear as the terrifying tyrant of her nightmares. He was thin. Frail even. Animated as much by desire and need as any organ that might be keeping him alive.

      She thought of her own need, thrumming through her body. “At least we’re the same now, brother.”

      He stirred at the sound of her voice. His long lashes fluttered open. Those glassy eyes at first unfocused, widened, and then snapped into place. “What the fuck!” he groaned and pushed himself upright. The patched white recliner creaked under his weight. “Why the hell you standing there like a goddamn spook, Lettie?”

      She said nothing.

      “Come on, move,” he said. “I can’t see the television.”

      She still said nothing.

      “You still pissed about the money? Fuck, Lettie, I needed it. If you needed money, I would give it to you.”

      She looked at the dried blood on his face. “I hope you enjoyed it, because that’s the last dollar you’ll ever take from me.”

      He snorted, disbelieving. “What the fuck are you going to do? Stop me?”

      “Yes.”

      She tasted his anger, a sweet flush in the back of her throat, even before his face screwed up and he launched himself to his feet.

      She moved before he could lay a hand on her. She caught the hand in the air, plucked it out like a dandelion seed, and snapped a finger in one movement. He howled instantly. And because she liked the sound of it, she broke one, two, three more fingers, just to hear that howl again.

      Before he could recover from the pain, she yanked hard. The shoulder popped free of the socket as he was shoved into the floor. Too strong, she thought. I’m too strong. The smallest efforts destroyed bones. Part of her thought she should be careful with such a gift. Another part thought she should bring down the house, just because she could.

      She drove her knee into her brother’s face, and the nose caved. Like a water balloon hitting hot pavement, it erupted. Blood splattered across his face, and the smell of it was too much.

      She was on him, sinking her teeth into his throat, ripping at flesh before she even considered what she was doing.

      The hot rush of blood hitting the back of her throat made her moan. As if from a great distance, she noted his feeble attempt to pull her hair and wrench her away from him. But it didn’t matter. She wouldn’t let go. She drank him down, and those slaps and tugs became as weak as an infant’s.

      He was completely soft in her arms, almost boneless by the time she stopped.

      She stood, laughing, a low bemused giggle. Her stomach sloshed as if she’d drunk too much. But she felt good. So good. All the cold stiffness that had followed her from the grave through the rainy night left her. Now she was hot. Filled up and more than a little drunk. She had no idea if that was something that happened every time a vampire drank blood, or if it was the drugs in her brother’s veins.

      She smiled down at the corpse, limp on the carpet. She poked a finger into its hollowed cheek.

      Quiet fell over the house.

      As last, Lettie stood, sucking at her fingers the way she used to suck at salted watermelon and sugared strawberries as a child, her fingers just as red and sticky now as they had been then. Her stomach as swollen and satisfied.

      “Lettie?” Her mother called. “Lettie, is that you?”

      It was a desperate cry. Soft mewling like kittens without a mother. Some dark and terrible urge rose inside Lettie then. She followed the scent of that desperation down the narrow corridor to the closed bedroom door. She pushed it open with a blood-soaked hand.

      “Yes, Momma?” she purred into the darkness.

      “What was all that screa—” Her mother’s words died on her lips. Her eyes doubled in size and kept widening as she surveyed Lettie from head to toe. The gore on her mouth and down the front of her chin. The grave dirt still dusting every inch of her, tumbling from her hair. “My God, Lettie. W-what happened?”

      Lettie only smiled. She stepped out of the doorway and crossed to her mother’s bed. Her mother reacted violently, pulling herself up against the headboard and clutching her blankets.

      “There, there,” Lettie said. She could hear her mother’s pounding heart, smell the death and dying all over her now. Her own death had opened such things to her. “Don’t worry, Momma.”

      Tears sprung to her mother’s eyes. “Are you going to kill me?”

      A terrible thrill ran up Lettie’s spine, and she thought of all the hateful things she could have said to this hateful woman. Instead, she only smiled brighter. “Don’t worry. I’m gonna take good care of you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      I stood in the dark surrounding Lettie’s house—because it was her house now—and listened. Lettie was enjoying her first kill. That was good. There wouldn’t be another quite like it. Best she took her time and found pleasure in this moment.

      I was pleased with her transformation. I hadn’t been sure she would wake from the grave at all. Sometimes, they don’t. When some find themselves in the earth, they decide they like it there just fine. And they stay.

      Lettie must have found something worth rising for.

      I smiled as her mother screamed, lifting my nose to suck in the scent of terror and pain. It was heady. I was drunk.

      And while my head was upturned toward the rain, my nose detected something else. I turned my head, cocked it as if hearing a faint melody.

      East, I thought. Another one calls me—east. I blew a kiss to the now silent house and followed that old familiar song. And that was how I found you.

      You asked me for a story—that’s all you asked for—and I hope you’ve enjoyed the one I chose.

      But I’m afraid we must begin now. We’ve run out of time.

      You’ll be glad I reached you first, anyway. I have experience with these things. The one not far behind, well, let’s just say she can get a little carried away.

      [image: ]

      
        The End

        Thanks for reading!
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        Sometimes Finding Your Soulmate is the Easy Part.

      

      Twenty-two-year-old alpha wolf, Isa McGowan, is busy. While most people her age are finishing college and starting their careers, Isa’s raising four pre-teens and running a restaurant. She doesn’t have time for dating and she especially doesn’t have time for the lunatic standing on her porch claiming to be her betrothed…no matter how pretty he is. 

      Wren Davies has a dangerous problem and Isa is his solution. When he arrives in Belle Haven to explain his plight, the last thing he expects is a punch to the face…but that’s exactly what he gets. Instead of finding a politically savvy alpha with a large wolf pack, he finds a barely five-foot spitfire with a mess of kids, a mean right cross and a million excuses why she’ll never honor their betrothal. 

      Now Wren has two problems…
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      “Neoma!”

      Neoma Davies shrank further into her hiding spot. The tiny space behind the rusted water heater fit her just right if she pressed her knees to her chest and her forehead to her knees, curling in on herself tightly. She just had to make herself small, so small he couldn’t see her, couldn’t find her. She wouldn’t cry. He didn’t care if she cried. He even seemed to like it. So, she didn’t cry; she didn’t utter a sound. But there was no quieting the ragged sound of her breathing. There was no way to mask her scent. There was no hiding from a wolf.

      “It’s worse when you hide from me. Just give me what I need, and you can go back to chasing rabbits in the woods or whatever it is you do out there all damn day.”

      She could hear the excitement in his voice, could feel his anger. He was close, close enough that the stink of his sweat was pungent even to her non-wolf senses. She jumped as something loud hit the wall just to the left of her, a wooden bucket that splintered on impact, sending wood shards in every direction.

      “Wren won’t save you. He can’t. Wren’s dead. Wren’s dead and you’re all mine.” Her heart plummeted at Wren’s name, silent tears seeping from her eyes. Wren had said he’d be there. “His division was hit by insurgents. I know you don’t know what that means, but it’s bad. It’s especially bad for him.” He huffed out a laugh that sounded more like a satisfied growl.

      He’d promised he’d be home before her eleventh birthday. He’d promised. The voices said he was coming home. The voices had never lied before.  “Do you hear me?” he shouted. “He’s not coming to save you. He’ll never be your hero.” Another piece of wood hit the wall. She clutched her knees tighter, trying to quell the shaking as she sobbed quietly. “I can smell the tears you cry for him. What makes him so special anyway? Why does everybody think Wren is so damn perfect?”

      He wasn’t talking to her anymore but himself, stalking around the small room. Neoma tried not to listen. Tried to concentrate on making herself small, so small he couldn’t see her. She focused on hiding her scent, her sounds, but there was a heaviness in her belly telling her this was all for nothing. He always found her. He always hurt her. Wren wasn’t coming to save her. Ever.

      You can’t hide from a wolf, not even when that wolf was hiding in a man. She’d been trying for months. She didn’t want to do this for him anymore. Every time she’d told herself she just had to make it until Wren came home. He fought every day and so could she. He promised he’d always come back for her. She thought she could wait for him. When Wren was home, everything would be okay. He would never have let Dylan hurt her. But Dylan said Wren was never coming home, and it felt like somebody cut a hole in her guts, and they were all just spilling out of her.

      She screamed as a clawed hand snatched her by the arm, yanking hard, dragging her from her hiding spot. “There you are,” he snarled. “It took me almost a whole hour to track you this time. Are you getting stronger? Maybe your powers aren’t bound as tightly as the old man thinks.”

      Neoma fought him. She did. She pushed and struggled, her little bare feet leaving tracks on the dirt floor of the abandoned house, but it didn’t matter. It never mattered. She was no match for him. He cuffed her cheek hard enough for her vision to bleed red at the edges. She stopped fighting then, body going limp as she let him drag her to the dirty mattress on the floor. She turned her head away when he pulled the knife and bottles from his pack. What did it even matter anymore? Wren was dead.

      “I don’t know why you make me do this,” he scolded. “I know it hurts, but you’ve seen the alternative. Do you want me to take you back to her? She’s going to get what she wants one way or another. I’m doing this for you. Protecting you. You don’t remember what she did to you the last time I brought you to her. I took that from you. Me. To protect you because I care about you.” Neoma shuddered at his words, stomach curdling like milk at his words. “Wren isn’t here to save you, but I am. Why can’t you see that?”

      She didn’t acknowledge him in any way. She hated looking at him. He looked so much like Wren in some ways. The same sandy-colored hair and sky blue eyes. But Wren’s eyes were always smiling, always happy. Dylan’s eyes were mean, always accompanied by a look that made you feel stupid when he talked to you. So, she didn’t look at him. She couldn’t. She swallowed her gasp of pain as he pressed the knife’s point against her vein. “Now, if you struggle, you’re going to make me cut too deep. We don’t want a repeat of last time. Hold. Still.”

      Neoma did hold still. She held very still. She closed her eyes and thought of only white, the white-hot, throbbing blob of power that lived in the nexus of all things. She wasn’t in that dirty room on that dirty mattress. She was in the forest, her feet warm on the forest floor, fingers pinching the satiny petals of a flower. She didn’t focus on the blade slicing her skin but of the energy in the ground and the flowers…in the trees that whispered their secrets to her. She thought about it until she could feel that energy pulling into her, through the backs of her legs, up through her torso, building, and gathering.

      “See? All done, drama queen. Put those sad blue eyes away. It’s not that bad.” Neoma opened her eyes.  “I’ll be back tomorrow. And the day after that…and the day after that.” He winked. “You get the point.”

      Dylan was laughing. Laughing at her. At her pain. Something burst inside her. She lunged for him, cupping his ears, all that collected energy leaving through her palms and forcing its way inside him. “No!”

      The light hit him with enough force to throw him backward. He hit the opposite wall hard and collapsed into a heap, blood seeping from his ears and nose. He didn’t move, eyes open but not seeing. As she watched, his body shifted from the man to the wolf, blood matting his reddish-brown fur. Neoma’s eyes widened. She stood, chest heaving, hands shaking, unsure. Should she run or stay? What had she done?

      She ran. She ran and ran as fast as her legs would carry her. She ran through thickets of brush that snatched at her skin like cat’s claws and branches that tore at her clothing. Her muscles burned and her chest hurt, but she just kept running.

      Until she ran until she collided with another person.

      “Neoma?”

      Wren? She fought to suck air into her lungs as she stared at the ghost of her adopted brother, her eyes wide and face tear streaked. She touched his hand again. Not dead. He was solid. He wasn’t dead. Dylan had been lying. He’d been lying about Wren. She’d killed Dylan. She’d killed him for nothing.

      Wren was crouching beside her, running his hands through her hair and over her body. “Neoma? Neoma, sweetheart, what’s wrong? What happened? Did somebody hurt you? Are you bleeding?”

      “Somebody did something bad to Dylan,” she whispered, face crumbling as she fell into his arms.

      “Dylan? What do you mean? Neoma, what happened to Dylan?”

      She squeezed her lids shut tight. “I think he’s dead.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Wren

        

      

    

    
      The house was straight out of a Grimm fairy tale. Its stone chimney and weathered gingerbread frame were charming and spooky and exactly what the tourists expected when they came to have their cards read by a mountain witch. The owner had even placed a handmade ash broom to the side of the front door, and a rickety rocking chair sat on the front porch.

      Wren Davies knew a fraud when he saw one. The quaint old shack was brand new, the worn and weathered wood chemically treated to look rustic. They’d purchased the broom from an Appalachian tourist trap just outside Watcher’s Bend, and that rickety rocking chair had come from Deacon Pilcher who imported them in bulk from a supplier in China. It was all for show.

      He fought the urge to pound his fist on the steering wheel cognizant of Neoma sleeping in the passenger seat beside him. This had been a mistake. Nobody there could help him.  He looked at Neoma, her brows furrowed, face pinched in sleep. He wondered what she dreamed. She always seemed eerily serene when she was awake.

      He couldn’t afford these kinds of setbacks. Soon, his father would realize Wren had Neoma, and the hunt would be on. He had to put as much distance between them and this town as he could. His hand was on the truck’s key when somebody rapped their knuckles against his window, startling both himself and Neoma. 

      Wren hesitated for only a moment before rolling down the window. It was a young girl of maybe sixteen or seventeen with sallow skin, sunken eyes and snarled hair the same color as the mud on her bare feet. She wore a short flowery dress with buttons down the front and a mutinous expression on what had probably once been a beautiful face. “You don’t belong here…wolf.”

      Wren hid his surprise. “I’m looking for Granny.”

      “We didn’t do nothin’. You just leave us be.”

      “Wylodene, you hush.Come inside, boy, and bring the young’un.”

      The elderly woman stood in the doorway of the tiny gingerbread house, hands on her hips and a dishrag clasped in her hand. She was tall and slender, and her mustard colored dress hung shapeless on her narrow shoulders. She had hair like steel wool that she wore unbound, and even from this distance, Wren could see the crags and lines of her face. She watched him with suspicion.

      That had to be Granny.

      Wren did as she asked, the humidity hitting him like a wet blanket as he helped Neoma out through the driver’s side door. He wasn’t letting her out of his sight for even a minute; he couldn’t risk it. Even now, his father could be looking for him. He glanced upwards. There was a storm rolling in, the thick black clouds obscuring half of the bright blue sky overhead. If Wren believed in omens, he would take this as a bad one.

      The inside of the house was just as staged as the outside. A fire roared in the stone hearth despite the scorching summer heat outside. There was a handmade quilt tacked on the wall with iron nails and another thrown over the battered chair in front of the fireplace.

      She gestured to a deeply scarred round wooden table with a satin purple cloth in the center, scoffing when she saw Wren’s eyes wandering, waving her dishrag around the room. “Don’t pay none of this no mind. This is for the gentrified folk. Don’t you be judging me for it neither, them tourists pay my bills.”

      Wren shook his head, holding his hands up in surrender. He didn’t care how she paid her bills if she could help them. He pulled a chair out for Neoma, taking the seat next to her.

      Granny took the seat across from Neoma, pulling the purple cloth from the center, revealing a flat circular mirror that drew Wren’s gaze like a magnet. “Whatcha need, wolf? You don’t look the type who’d come for a readin’. You got a problem with the haint?” Wren’s head jerked up at that. She leaned forward. “Yeah, I know you, Wren Davies. I know your pa too. Meaner than a striped snake, that one an always startin’ trouble.” She wasn’t wrong. “Two dead witches and a dead wolf? Mayhap this time, troubles comin’ for you? Sometimes the dead don’t stay dead.”

      Wren wished this were simply a haunting. “No, ma’am. It’s not my dead that’s the problem, it’s the living. I’m here for a spell.”

      She hummed at him, eyes narrowed. “Mayhap you is, mayhap you ain’t. We’ll see.”

      She gazed into the mirror before her, muttering words Wren had never heard before under her breath. She stared at its surface for a solid minute. Wren stared too, seeing nothing more than the three of them reflecting back at him. Neoma watched the proceedings with the same casual disinterest she gave most things lately. 

      When Granny finally looked up, she curled her lip in disgust. “Whatcha done to this young’un? Thrice spelled? I’ll not spell her again.”

      Wren frowned. Thrice spelled? What the hell did that mean? “What?”

      She leaned across the table, snatching Neoma’s hand before he could stop her. “What’ve they done to you? Speak up, child, you’re safe here.”

      Neoma’s gaze wandered as Wren’s temper flared. “Don’t talk to her, talk to me? What do you mean thrice spelled?”

      She clucked her tongue. “This child’s so wrapped up in magic, I cain’t tell where one spell ends, and another starts.” 

      Wren scrubbed his hands across his face, trying to think. What was he missing? How could so much have happened while he was gone and nobody told him? He expected this kind of thing from his father, from Dylan, but his mother? His sisters? How could so many people have betrayed her? Betrayed him? “I need your help, please? We need your help. I need to get her away from my father, today. I need you to cloak us from any location spells he might use.”

      “You ‘spect me to go up against your pa? After what he did to my Ruby Jean?”

      The name sent a shock of recognition through him, but he couldn’t say why. “Ruby Jean?”

      “My grandbaby. Got involved with that pretty talkin’ brother a yours, then she just plum disappeared.”

      Would Dylan ever stop being the bane of his existence? Three weeks dead and still making his life harder. “Ma’am, I didn’t know your granddaughter, and if my father or my brother hurt her in any way, I’m truly sorry, but I’ve been gone for a long time…I made a mistake. I never should have left her behind with those people.” He looked at Neoma, her hand still clasped with the old woman’s. “If I don’t get her away from my father, today, I have no idea what will happen. He’s down two witches, but that won’t last for long. If I know my father, he’ll have another one under his thumb before the sun sets. We need to be long gone and on our way to someplace safe.” She watched him warily. “Please, I’m trying to protect her.”

      “You’ve seen a lotta death, huh, boy?” she asked inexplicably.

      He didn’t deny it. “More than anybody should see in a lifetime.”

      “But you haven’t let it harden you.” It was a statement not a question, so Wren held his tongue. “Give me your hand. I wanna show you somethin’.” Wren didn’t hesitate, placing his palm against hers. She needed to trust him, or she’d never agree to help. Her gnarled fingers closed around his, her hand cool against his overheated skin. “Look in the mirror at your young’un.”

      Her words felt heavy, like a lead weight in his stomach. He did as she asked, leaning forward and peering into the glass. His first glance had him fighting not to recoil as his brain struggled to make sense between what he knew and what he saw. His eyes met the old woman’s, and she gave a firm shake of her head, glancing towards Neoma reminding him that she was observing his reaction. He leaned closer.

      Neoma’s mirror image wore her same pale blue dress and the same white bow in her hair, but scars riddled this Neoma’s skin. There was barely an inch of her flesh not covered in the puckered pink marks. Wren stared at the jagged bite marks at her throat and along her arms, the claw marks on her wrists and legs, strange holes at the bends of her arms. “What the hell is that?”

      “That’s the real her. My mirror don’t lie. She’s glamoured.” 

      How could somebody have enough magic to hide this kind of damage. Why hadn’t she said anything? “Neoma? Was someone hurting you?”

      Neoma blinked at him, that same serene expression on her face that she’d had for the last several days. “She ain’t gonna tell you. She cain’t. I told you. She’s spelled.”

      “Somebody’s been hurting her but spelled her to forget and then hid the scars?”

      “Not somebody…somebodies,” she corrected. “By my count, three somebodies.”

      “Can you break the spell?”

      She scoffed. “I ain’t that kinda witch. You need a spirit witch, a healer.”

      “Do you see now? Do you understand why I need to get her away from here? Away from him?”

      She stared at him a long time. “You cain’t outrun your pa, not forever. He’ll find a way to find you. But I can give you ‘til the next full moon.” 

      That was only seven days away. What good would running for seven days do? It might give him time to regroup, to come up with a plan to get out of his father’s ultimatum.

      “Belle Haven.”

      “What?”

      “There’s a spirit here, whispering in my ear. Said to tell you, Belle Haven. You know what that means?”

      Wren sucked in a breath. Yes. He suddenly wanted to kiss this woman, and whatever spirit had sent the message. How could he have not thought of it before? Belle Haven was the answer to his problems. “Yes, ma’am, I think I do. If you can hide us for seven days…we’ll take it.”

      “Then I guess we best get started.”

      This time when she lowered her head, Wren felt the energy as she spoke her words of protection, felt the air stir around them, felt the charge of her power as it rose into the air, surrounding her.

      When she finished, she opened her eyes, gasping at something in the mirror, shoving away from the table. She looked at Neoma then, hands trembling. “You’ve got a passenger.”

      Neoma stared at her calmly, but Wren stood, leaning forward, looking into the mirror, trying to see what the woman saw. “What? What does that mean?”

      Suddenly, the old woman was gasping for breath, clawing at her throat with her nails. “What’d   you bring  to my house, wolf?”

      The girl from outside came running through the open front door. “Granny!” She stared at Wren in horror. “What did you do to her? Why cain’t you just stop hurting us? Get out!”

      “Please, what-”

      “Go!”

      Her scream was like a physical blow, shoving Wren towards the door. He snatched Neoma from her seat, lifting her into his arms and running towards his truck. He turned the key, the diesel engine growling low as he threw it into drive.

      Wren didn’t let himself think about what happened until they were on the highway, heading towards Florida. On the surface, he was calm but, inside, his wolf raged. He had no claim on Neoma, she wasn’t his blood, but she was his just the same. He’d left her in the care of his family, and they’d allowed some monster to sneak in and hurt her.

      Neoma looked at him and smiled. “It’ll be okay,” she said, without prompting, pulling her corn husk doll from her bag and straightening its dress. Wren hoped that was true, but he just couldn’t be sure. It was hard to look at Neoma and not see the damage somebody had inflicted on her. He was going to find whoever did that to her and rip their beating heart from their chest, that was a promise.

      He flipped on the radio, scanning the channels until he found a channel playing classic rock, relaxing as the music filled the silence. He needed to think. He had seven days to convince an alpha werewolf to marry him and less than twelve hours to come up with a plan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Isa

        

      

    

    
      
        Day 1

      

      Isa glanced at the clock on the microwave for the fifth time, resisting the urge to growl. They were all going to be late…again. If she didn’t leave now, Francine would be dealing with the breakfast crowd alone, and the kids would be tardy which meant she’d have to walk them into the front office which meant getting out of the car and dealing with that crotchety witch in the front office. She couldn’t deal with that woman, not today.

      She snagged her bag, shoving her laptop into it and returning it to the chair. What could they possibly be doing up there? How hard was it to put clothes on and brush your teeth? She asked very little of them.

      “Rhys, Tristin, Kai, and Quinn. Let’s go. Now. I’m not going to ask you again,” Isa shouted up the back staircase knowing full well she was going to have to ask them again.

      Four sets of feet pounded down the front stairs causing tiny bits of plaster to fall like snow from the ceiling between the living room and kitchen. She scowled. She’d asked them not to use the front stairs. She still needed to call the guy about the leak in the guest bathroom. She’d managed to stop the water from pouring down into the hallway, but she hadn’t had time to call them to fix the water damage to the plaster overhead. One of a million things she just didn’t have time for.

      “Rhys, stop,” Kai whined. “Give it back.”

      “No,” her brother scoffed. “Stop being such a brat.”

      There was a dull thud followed by a scuffling sound, a muffled “oomph” and finally a crash as something glass hit the floor. Then it went quiet. Isa closed her eyes, praying for patience. She didn’t know what it was but suspected it was the vase in the foyer. It’s what she got for attempting to have nice things. She looked at her phone again with a growl, the numbers of the clock mocking her.

      “You are going to be in so much trouble.” She heard Tristin whisper.

      “Whatever,” Rhys grumbled. “It’s not my fault Quinn tripped over his own feet. Again.”

      Isa didn’t have to see what was happening to know her brother was tormenting Kai. It seemed to be his only hobby. Well, next to following Kai around, looking for excuses to torture him. Rhys said it was his job to watch out for the others, but her brother didn’t seem to notice the only one he was ever watching was Kai. She shook her head. He just couldn’t seem to stay away from the boy.

      “You took my Gameboy, and you pushed Quinn,” Kai accused.

      “I was just holding it,” Rhys told him sullenly. “And Quinn pushed himself.”

      “You have your own,” Kai persisted. “Why do you always have to take my things?”

      Isa sighed, walking from the kitchen to the foyer before the argument devolved further. A broken vase sat shattered on the hardwood floor. Water pooled on the floor, the wildflowers the kids had gathered the day before strewn through the wet mess. Four guilty faces stared back at her.

      “What is this?” Isa groaned, gesturing to the mess. “You are going to be late for school. Again. I’m going to be late for work. Again. We don’t have time for this today. You’ve been late so much lately I’m going to be arrested for your truancy.”

      “He started it,” Kai swore, pointing at her brother. “He’s such a-a…dick.”

      Quinn snickered, and Tristin’s eyes went big as saucers. Isa rolled her eyes. If this was what dealing with tweens was like the teen years were going to kill her. “Language, Kai.”

      Isa heard Rhys’s heart rate skyrocket at the insult. She side-eyed her brother warily, watching as his face flushed. Isa’s stomach sank, knowing what came next. Puberty was hard for any kid but puberty for a werewolf was ten times worse, and Rhys seemed to have it worse than any wolf she’d ever met. His jaw tensed; face twitching as his nostrils flared. He glared at Kai. Isa could smell his anxiety, his anger and something else…frustration, maybe.

      “Rhys, breathe. You know what happens when you get angry.”

      Kai looked leery, but Tristin crossed her arms. “Yeah, don’t hulk out, dude. Isa doesn’t have time for this crap. She’s busy.”

      Isa smiled against her will. Tristin had recently appointed herself Isa’s unofficial spokesperson. Isa thought that maybe it was because the boys outnumbered them. Tristin liked to remind them often that Isa was the alpha and a girl, therefore all girls must be superior.

      Rhys looked at his sister’s smile and growled. He clearly thought she was laughing at him. His eyes shifted, glowing greenish gold, fangs dropping. Not now, Isa thought. Tristin was right; she didn’t have time for this crap. What other twenty-two-year-old had to deal with this? They were oversleeping for their nine am Lit classes, not raising three eleven-year-olds and a twelve-year-old. Tristin gave Isa a sharp nod and marched herself into the kitchen without another word.

      Isa tried again. “Rhys, take a few deep-”

      “Whatever, I’m fine. They’re the problem. Why is thith alwaith my faulth,” Rhys shouted around canine teeth suddenly too big for his mouth before running back up the stairs.

      Great. She was never going to get him out of his bedroom.

      “Rhys!” she shouted, but he was gone. She looked at the wet mess on the floor. Tristin returned from the kitchen with a roll of paper towels and a dish towel, handing them to Isa and shaking her little head as if she couldn’t believe they had to deal with all this morning drama.

      “Tristin, Kai, and Quinn get your backpacks,” she told them, only then actually looking at Tristin. The girl wore jeans, a dress, two different colored knee socks, a rain boot and a ballet flat. “Tristin, what are you wearing?”

      Tristin’s face scrunched as she shoved a lock of dark hair from her violet eyes. “Duh, clothes. What does it look like?”

      “Excuse me?” Isa asked, letting her eyes glow gold.

      Tristin shrunk in on herself. “Sorry.”

      “Go upstairs and change.”

      The girl’s mouth dropped open like Isa had betrayed her. “What? Why?”

      Because you look ridiculous. “Because your rain boot has a bigger heel than your flat and you’re going to end up limping all day and have horrible back problems when you’re an adult.”

      Tristin thrust out her chin, crossing her arms, preparing to square off over her creative license. “I like this outfit. I don’t want to change.”

      “Stop arguing-” Isa started, only to be cut off by the sound of the doorbell. She turned, frowning at the door. She couldn’t remember the last person to darken their doorstep on a Wednesday morning. She turned back to Tristin. “Change your shoes. Now.”

      “But-”

      “Now!” Isa roared.

      Tristin narrowed her eyes at the alpha. “Fine, but you are stifling my originality. I shouldn’t be forced to conform,” she shouted, before turning on her one heel and clomping awkwardly up the stairs.

      She leveled her gaze at the two innocent looking faces remaining. “I said backpacks. Now.”

      “We’re hungry.” Quinn blinked at her, shoving an errant lock of his brown hair out of his face, blinking his amber eyes at her owlishly behind glasses too big for his face.

      The doorbell rang again. “Then grab a pop tart. I could have made breakfast if you guys hadn’t taken so long.”

      “Aw, man. I wanted waffles,” Quinn griped, but the two were already heading towards the kitchen.

      With a last look at the mess, she tossed the towel on top of it and pretended it wasn’t there. She yanked the door open prepared to tell whoever it was to screw off but stopped short, blinking stupidly at the guy on her porch. He was tall. Well, everybody was tall compared to her barely five-foot frame, but he was tall enough to make her crane her head upwards, so she wasn't staring at his chest. He was lean and well-muscled like a swimmer, with messy, dirty blonde hair and just the right amount of stubble. He also had lovely, bright blue eyes and the most earnest expression she’d ever seen.

      “Isadora McGowan?”

      “Yeah?” she asked, distracted as Tristin pounded back down the stairs. She looked at the girl’s rain boots and shook her head. She should have specified which shoes she wanted changed, but it was too late now. “Where’s Rhys?” she asked the girl, the man on her porch temporarily forgotten.

      “Shredding pillows in his bedroom, I think.”

      This might be the day that breaks me, Isa thought. This is the day I finally snap and go rogue. Runaway and live in the woods. “Go eat your breakfast,” she ground out.

      “Pop tarts hardly qualify as breakfast,” Tristin said haughtily.

      Isa didn’t dignify it with an answer. She wasn’t going to argue with an eleven-year-old. She turned back to earnest-guy, noting the intricate tribal tattoo snaking up his arm. He was a wolf; that much she could smell, but she’d never seen him around before. She had to hand it to him, it took a lot of balls to come into an alpha’s territory without permission and knock right on her front door. He was clearly crazy. It was a shame too. He was hot…objectively speaking.

      “How can I help you?”

      He frowned, shifting nervously. “My name is Wren Davies.”

      She stared at him blankly, waiting for him to continue. When he said nothing further, her eyebrows shot up. “So?”

      “Wren…Davies.”

      “I heard you the first time. What do you want, Wren Davies?”

      “Um, I’m the blood heir to the Black Thorne pack.”

      She continued to blink up at him. “Congratulations? Listen, I’m kinda busy. Is there a point coming soon?”

      “I’m your betrothed.”

      Isa frowned. “You’re my what now?”

      “Your betrothed. We are contracted to be married.”

      Isa groaned, dragging her hands through her hair. What had her life become? Seriously? What mirror had she broken to incur this amount of bad luck in her life? She didn’t have time for this. “Yeah, I have no idea what you are talking about, but I have a restaurant to run and three children trying to tear apart my kitchen. You’re very cute, but I don’t have time for your mental breakdown, buddy because I’m a little busy having my own.”

      She started to close the door. He stuck his foot between it and the frame. Isa’s eyes widened, and she tilted her head, letting her irises bleed red. “Move your foot.”

      “I’m really sorry, Isadora, but it’s important we speak-”

      “Isa,” Kai shrieked from the kitchen. “We don’t have any strawberry pop tarts, just the blueberry. I hate blueberry. They’re gross. You said you were going grocery shopping. I’m hungry.”

      “Move your foot before I remove it…permanently,” she growled, voice deadly quiet as her claws extended.

      “Please, if you’ll just give me a minute, I’ll explain everything. We need to talk about the betrothal.”

      If he said betrothal again, she was going to rip his throat out. “Last chance, Pretty Boy.”

      Rhys’s footsteps fell softly on the front stairs behind her. She knew he’d sensed her anger. She could sense his partial shift. Her heart squeezed. He’d come to protect her. She didn’t look at the boy but held up one clawed hand to let him know she had this.

      “Isa,” Tristin wailed from the kitchen. “We don’t like the blueberry pop tarts. We want waffles.”

      The man moved closer, leaning into her space. Her nostrils flared, and she clenched her teeth as his scent flooded her senses. Her wolf went crazy. Her stomach swooped like she was on a roller coaster, heart knocking against her ribcage. What was he doing to her? Was this some kind of spell? She just needed him to go away…far, far away. 

      “If you could-” he started.

      She took a step back, fist jerking forward. The feel of bone and cartilage crushing under her fist was oddly cathartic given the morning she was having. At least until the adrenaline wore off and the pain exploded in her hand. She fought to keep her face neutral as her hand throbbed. Was his jaw made of stone? The scent of his blood temporarily blocked the smell that was just him, giving her a second to breathe, to clear her head.

      “I warned you,” she said, hoping her tone sounded casual.

      To his credit, he didn’t even look that shocked. Blood poured down his face dripping onto his snowy white t-shirt. He cupped his nose with one hand, staring at her with sad, disappointed eyes. She could smell his pain, his frustration and something else…fear. Her heart fluttered a bit. He made no attempt to retaliate just stepped back and peeled off his t-shirt, balling it up and holding it against his damaged nose, leaving Isa staring at his bare chest and perfectly toned abs.

      She swallowed hard. She tried not to look. She really did. But what was she going to do, all that golden skin was just right there. The need to peruse was practically pathological. She licked her bottom lip, noting how the tribal tattoo started at his knuckles, snaked up his toned arm and spread across his chest. Pale hair dusted along the muscles there and down his belly disappearing beneath jeans slung low enough on his hips for her to appreciate the deep groove of his hipbones. She licked her bottom lip, pushing a lock of hair behind her ear. Why was that so hot?

      When she finally dragged her gaze back to his face, he pulled his t-shirt away. His nose was no longer bleeding all over her porch. A slow smile spread across his face, and she knew he could smell her interest. She didn’t care. He was gorgeous. It didn’t mean anything. She wouldn’t feel bad for looking.

      She met his gaze, unflinching before crossing her arms, tilting her head. “That was a warning. If you show your face around here again, I’ll take it as an official challenge.”

      His brows shot up, but she didn’t wait to hear what he had to say, mouth dry as she slammed the door, leaning against it as if he might try to barge his way in again.

      Had she just threatened to fight him to the death for knocking on her door? No wonder she couldn’t get a date.

      She couldn’t handle anything else today. She just couldn’t.
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          Wren

        

      

    

    
      Wren clenched his t-shirt in his hand, pine needles crunching beneath his booted feet as he made his way to the woods south of the large property. Once shielded by the trees, he stopped, taking a few deep breaths before looking back at the house. He had to put some distance between himself and the tiny alpha just so he could think, could remember why he was there, no matter how much his wolf fought the idea. He had no idea what just happened, but his wolf had struggled to stay as much as hers had wanted him to go.

      He leaned against a sturdy scrub pine, tilting his head back, willing his wolf to calm down. He was seconds away from shifting, and that couldn’t happen. He was in foreign territory with a clearly nonreceptive alpha. That had been a total disaster.

      She was nothing like he’d expected. He’d come up with a plan. He’d needed an army. He’d needed the legendary Belladonna pack he’d met as a child. But there was no pack, only her and the young wolf pup. There were no other wolves; he would have smelled them. The Belladonna pack he’d met had boasted at least three hundred members, not including the packs under Belladonna protection. Two of the children with the current alpha weren’t human, but they weren’t shifters either. There were also no wards or enchantments protecting the property. No soldiers. No guards. Where was everybody? Where was her pack?

      Shit. This was bad. He slid down the tree, crouching on his heels as he dug his palms into his eyes and tried to think. He could still smell her, could practically taste her on his tongue and it was clouding everything. He hadn’t gone there looking for a love match. He’d come looking for help. He’d been entirely prepared to offer Isadora any deal necessary to secure her agreement to their betrothal, but he hadn’t expected her to be so…perfect.

      She had to be a foot shorter than him, and she couldn’t weigh more than a hundred and fifteen pounds, but his wolf had wanted to submit immediately…and it wasn’t just her looks. She was beautiful, sure, she had wide, moss green eyes with flecks of black and gold, high cheekbones and full lips. Her long chestnut hair fell in perfect waves down her back, and despite her size, she had generous curves that were hard to disguise even under her black t-shirt and jeans.

      But that wasn’t it. Something about her commanded attention, respect. She was a natural alpha, just like her mother had been. So, where the hell was her pack? Anybody in the supernatural world knew about the attack in Belle Haven six years ago, but even if the town’s wolves had perished, other wolves in the surrounding territories should have rallied to support the young alpha.

      Her mother had been an elder just like his father. At the time of Wren’s betrothal ceremony all those years ago, Isadora’s mother, Pilar, had more packs underneath her protection than his father, a fact that had irked the man to no end. That carried weight. It was important. So where had the other wolves gone? Isadora would have been only sixteen when she inherited the pack, had the other wolves left her alone to defend this town?

      He rose to his feet as he heard the front door open and close, voices carrying across the distance. As he watched, Isa exited the house, four children following behind her to a late model Toyota. Two of them were still grumbling about pop tarts, and one of them dressed as if she was expecting a sudden storm. The other, the young wolf from the staircase, was the last in line. He walked with his head down, hands in his pockets. Despite his slumped shoulders, the boy was radiating aggression. He was clearly struggling to control his wolf, shooting hostile glances towards the smaller boys in front of him. He stopped suddenly, looking directly at Wren. There was no way the boy could see him, but he could smell him, could smell the blood.

      It was dangerous to watch her like this, but he couldn’t bring himself to leave yet. He smiled despite himself. She’d threatened to fight him. She’d challenged him right there on her front porch. His nose still throbbed from where she’d punched him. She was strong, but she was also reckless. She pretended to understand pack protocols, but he could tell she was making it up as she went along. That was going to make things much more challenging.

      He listened to the snatches of conversation as the kids piled into the car. They were all very disappointed that she hadn’t made them waffles. Despite her frustration and their recent confrontation, she still appeared perfectly calm as she explained to them that if they had done what she’d asked the first time, she would have had time to make them waffles.

      She was raw, but she had potential. Could he convince her to uproot her life for them? Was he an asshole for even considering going ahead with his plan, knowing the danger he brought with him? He’d been expecting an army, an alpha willing to negotiate, a pack whose name might be enough to cow his father. He’d needed somebody who would understand his situation and see him as an asset even if she didn’t see him as a love match.

      He’d been prepared to argue that loveless marriages often made sense when it came to strengthening bonds within the shifter community. He’d planned to highlight his years of military training, his extensive knowledge of pack protocol and diplomacy. He had thought of every possible argument she might have against marrying a stranger. But he never considered the possibility that they were bonded, connected by something more than love or obligation. He’d never considered that they could be soul bonded. A true match. He had no idea what to do with that. He knew she felt it too. She’d felt their connection, and she’d still punched him in the face and threatened to kill him.

      He needed a new strategy. 

      A small hand wrapped around his and he looked down at Neoma, her wide eyes guileless as she gazed up at him expectantly. What was he going to do with her? It was clear somebody had spelled her, but he had no idea how to proceed. He’d been gone for so long. When he’d left, she was barely a toddler, and he’d just blindly assumed she’d be okay with his family, even though he’d had no reason to believe that was true. 

      Wren crouched down beside her. “Hey, sweetheart, what did you get into?” Neoma shrugged, wiping a hand across her pale face, leaving a smear of dirt across her pert nose. She’d been playing in the woods. Dirt caked her small, bare feet and something greenish brown streaked across her once yellow dress, grass or maybe algae. There were leaves in her golden blonde hair. “I like it here. Everything sings. The dirt, the flowers, the leaves.”

      Wren smiled. Hearing that from anybody else might have sounded strange but Neoma was an elemental, she operated on a different plane than the rest of the world. “What do flowers sing?”

      Neoma giggled at his stupid question but didn’t bother to answer. Wren shook his head, wiping at the dirt under her eye. “Okay, munchkin, let’s go get cleaned up. I need to figure out our next move.”

      “She didn’t like you,” Neoma said, noting the bloody t-shirt in his hand.

      Wren ran a hand over her hair. “No, she wasn’t a fan.”

      “That’s okay. This is where we’re supposed to be. Everything says so.” Wren didn’t argue, praying that she was right. Wren smelled her anxiety just before she asked, “That doesn’t mean we have to go back, though, right?”

      Wren hugged her close. “No, honey. We’re not going back. I trust that we’re where we need to be. I trust you. We’re not ever going back. It’s going to be okay. I just violated pack protocol by not announcing myself to the alpha properly. That was my mistake. I just need to find a way to apologize, that’s all.” He kissed her forehead. “Come on, let’s go get cleaned up.”

      Back at the motel, Wren had Neoma shower while he checked his messages. He had more than twenty missed calls, several texts, and a dozen new messages. They’d obviously discovered he and Neoma were gone. He took a deep breath and hit the number for his voice mail.

      The first was from his mother. “Wren, darlin’. Please come home. You’re upsetting your da’. You must see this for what it is. With your brother-” her voice hitched, and Wren’s jaw clenched, jabbing the button to erase the message.

      The next several messages were all from his mother, each more distressed than the last. He hit delete on each message before she could utter more than a few words. It didn’t matter what she had to say. He wouldn’t go back. He couldn’t. Cain had gone too far, and it was evident Wren’s mother would stand with his father no matter how far down the rabbit hole the man descended.

      He was about to hit erase on another message without listening when the odd cadence of his father’s brogue brought him up short. “You’re an embarrassment. I don’t know what you think you’re doin’ but you bring that girl back here, or I’ll drop you in a hole right next to your worthless brother, do-” Wren hit delete.

      The final message was from his sister. “Wren, its Bronwyn.” Wren closed his eyes at the sound of his sister’s voice. Wynnie would understand. His father may have twisted Dylan’s mind but not the girls—not his sisters—they’d realize that his father’s plan was madness. His relief was short-lived. “Why are you doing this? You’re breaking mom’s heart, and dad is punishing all of us.” Wren’s gut twisted at her words. Not her too. Had they turned against him too? “It’s going to rain, big brother. You should come home before the storm sets in.”

      Wren frowned, pulling up the weather app. It said nothing of rain. The knot in his chest loosened. It was a code. They’d created it years ago, to talk behind their father’s back. Back before text messages, they’d created secret email accounts, accounts only the two of them knew existed.

      He flipped open his email app, grateful he remembered the login to an account that was at least ten years old. He smiled as he saw the message waiting.

      Wren,

      What is happening? How could you just leave? We’ve already lost so much. Dylan was still our brother. He was still mom and dad’s son. Dad’s losing it. First, he lost Magna; now we’ve lost Dylan and Ezri. I get that dad’s a total bastard, but he’s lost two children in a week. He’s not thinking right. You know he’s not going to let you go, bro. I don’t know what he asked you to do, but we could have worked it out as a family. He’s got people looking for you. He’s having your phone tracked. What the hell am I missing? Why are there so many secrets in this family? You need to disappear, big brother. Be safe.

      I love you,

      Wyn

      Wren dropped onto the bed, flinging his phone onto the pillow beside him, resting his elbows on his knees and his head in his hands. His family was always so quick to dismiss his father’s erratic behavior. There was always some explanation for his father’s crimes. He was angry. He was provoked. He was trying to build an empire. He was grieving. But Wren refused to excuse Cain’s actions anymore. Wren and Dylan didn’t get along, but Wren grieved for his brother too. He’d loved his brother, despite their differences, despite the horrible things his brother had done. He’d cared for Ezri, as well. She’d been his family too, whether his mother wanted to admit it or not. But there was no excuse for what Cain was asking Wren to do. Wren picked his phone back up and hit reply.

      Wyn,

      I had to go. Maybe Cain’s lost his mind with grief, or maybe he’s just doing what he’s always done, putting his needs and the needs of the pack before the needs of his family. He breaks everything he touches. I left Neoma with him, and now she’s broken too. I think Ezri did something to her and if she did, I can only assume it was on Cain’s orders. When I left five days ago, Neoma was inconsolable over Dylan’s death; now she acts like she’s never heard of him. It wreaks of witchcraft and behind every witch, I’ve ever met is our father pulling their strings. It never ends well for the person who falls victim to their spells or the witch doing the casting. Cain’s the only one whoever wins. He’s not winning Neoma. He’s not winning me either. I won’t do what he wants. Thanks for the head’s up, sis.

      I love you too,

      Wren

      He checked the time of his sister’s phone call. Three hours. His father could have traced them by now…but maybe not. He’d left his phone at the motel when they’d visited Belle Haven, and he’d chosen a motel an hour outside of the town just off the main highway…just in case. He knew his father too well. Cain couldn’t make the same claim. Wren had always been just his spare son, his backup plan. His father had no reason to suspect Wren would turn to the Belladonna pack for aid. As far as Cain was concerned, Wren’s betrothal to Isadora died six years ago, along with the girl’s mother. He gave one last glance at his phone before he dropped it on the dirty carpet, crushing it under his boot. “Shit,” he muttered to himself.

      “It’s going to be okay, you know.” Neoma stood in the bathroom doorway, staring at the remnants of the phone. She’d put on a pale pink sundress with thin white stripes, but her feet were still bare, her damp hair curling at her shoulders. He couldn’t help but smile. She was always barefoot. He glanced at the dirty motel carpet. That wasn’t always a good thing. He stood, sweeping her into his arms and depositing her onto the ugly paisley comforter.

      “How are you feeling, kiddo?”

      Neoma blinked at him, gaze serene. “About what?”

      Wren shifted, taking her tiny hand in his. “About everything. About what happened to Granny. To Dylan? About what happened to Ezri? I know she was your friend and you saw them…” Burn her at the stake. He couldn’t say it out loud. “You saw her die.”

      Neoma shrugged, gaze wandering over Wren’s shoulder. “I can’t be sad.”

      It was the first time she’d openly acknowledged it. “Do you want to talk to me about that?”

      Again, she shrugged, her voice emotionless as she said, “I was sad. I saw what they did…to Ezri. I saw it, and I was screaming and crying and begging Cain to make them stop. Then Ezri looked at me and said something and I wasn’t sad anymore.”

      Wren frowned. “What did she say?”

      “I don’t know. I couldn’t hear it over the fire.”

      Wren shuddered at the dismissive tone of her voice, a fresh wave of anger rolling over him. His father was a monster. How could he have watched them do it? How could he have let Neoma witness such a thing? It was barbaric. No child should ever have to see such a thing.

      Neoma looked him in the eye suddenly, her words more curious than concerned. “Did they kill Ezri because of me?”

      Wren’s blood froze in his veins. “What? Why would you say that?”

      “The night before the man in black came, I was with Ezri, but I can’t remember why. When the man came to question me, I couldn’t remember anything. I thought they wanted to talk about Dylan, but they wanted to talk about Magna. But I couldn’t remember anything about Dylan or Magna. It was missing like somebody had tunneled a hole through my brain. The man didn’t like that. He got angry and told Ezri to fix it, to fix me. She refused. That’s when they took her away. They said she killed her mom to inherit her magic. That she didn’t want to wait for her mother to die of natural causes, so she killed her.”

      This time it was Wren who looked away, glancing down at the remnants of his phone. He’d known something like this would happen. Ezri couldn’t have killed Magna for her powers. Ezri already had her magic. They’d just kept it a secret at their father’s behest. She wasn’t supposed to inherit her gifts until her mother died. That made her an anomaly. Anomalies brought the Grove’s attention. In the end, they’d gotten their attention anyway. The man in black Neoma referred to was the Grove’s high inquisitor, Axel Faulkner.

      The Grove ruled the supernatural world, and though they favored the witches over all others, even they weren’t above the rules. In fact, when a witch broke the rules they were punished far worse than any other faction. The druids never missed an opportunity to make an example of somebody.

      Wren blamed his father for this too. It was his father who brought the Grove’s attention by bringing a witch into their folds and placing her in a position of inferiority, using her to do his dirty work. If Wren’s father had cared about his family—if he’d cared about Magna—he would have sent her away. But he wanted to prove a point as well. He wanted to prove to the Grove that they didn’t control him, that he could do as he pleased without consequence. The treaty between the wolves and the Grove kept them from punishing him directly…but the Grove always found a way.

      But why would Ezri have erased Neoma’s memories of Magna? Of Dylan? Was Magna the one who’d hurt Neoma? If so, why would Ezri erase Neoma’s memories of Dylan? Magna couldn’t have killed Dylan; she’d been dead for two years.

      When he looked back up at Neoma, she waited, patient and still. It obviously had something to do with her but how could he tell her that? He couldn’t. “Ezri’s death had nothing to do with you. You’ve just gotten caught up in things much too grown up for you to understand. Okay?”

      She nodded, picking at the flower decal on her dress. Wren’s heart squeezed. She was so small, so fragile. He couldn’t imagine anybody hurting Neoma. He shook off the thought. This wasn’t productive. “Okay, munchkin, how do I get Isadora to give me a chance?”

      “Bring me with you.”

      “What?”

      “Your alpha likes children? So, even if she thinks you’re stupid, she won’t kick us out because she likes kids and I’m a kid.”

      Wren hadn’t thought about that. If Isadora collected strays, maybe that’s exactly what he and Neoma needed to be. He supposed that’s what they were. “That's a very good idea.”

      She nodded thoughtfully, gaze drifting around the room. After a moment, she looked at him and wrinkled her nose. “I don’t like this place. It smells bad.”

      Wren agreed. Most shifters hated hotel rooms. There was no way to mask the layers of scents that accumulated in a space over time. But you didn’t need wolf senses to pick up on the smells in the low-budget motel. The Caprice Motel—the dilapidated, rent-by-the-hour hellhole he’d stashed them in—was far worse than the average hotel, but he’d needed a place that wouldn’t ask questions, and it had fit the bill. They hadn’t even asked for ID, just cash up front. Wren might not have much, but cash, cash he had.

      “Alright, kid, let’s get out of here. We’ll find someplace else.” They had to go anyway. Wyn’s email said the motel was compromised.

      He helped Neoma pack the few toiletries she’d used in the shower and hoped Neoma was right and he could get Isadora to listen to what he had to say. She had to be reasonable enough to do that. Right? He knew what he was asking of her was insane. Marry a total stranger and throw her whole world into upheaval…but there was no other option, not for them. If she didn’t agree to this marriage, he and Neoma would spend the rest of their lives running from Cain.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Rhys

        

      

    

    
      Rhys’s gaze flicked to the clock over the teacher’s head before looking back at the quiz on his desk. He frowned at the question, trying once again to decipher the words, but it was useless. The answer wasn’t going to come. It just didn’t make sense. Whenever he tried to read this stuff it just felt like his wires got crossed. It was just a jumbled mess.

      He clenched his jaw, shuddering as his wolf flexed within and his insides burned, trying to fight his urge to shift. He fidgeted in his seat, gripping his pencil, always hyper-aware of the gazes of the other students. He heard their whispers scratching like tiny claws at his ears. They wanted him to hear them.

      Think he’s going to wolf out again?

      Maybe he’ll have to walk home naked.

      Don’t make him mad or he starts to talk with a lithp.

      That’s tho thcary.

      Rhys’s face burned, nostrils flaring. It was always the same girls: Stella Faulkner-Black, Astrid Talbot and Lola Vaughn, the three most talented witches from the Red Oak coven. As usual, they sat at the back of the class, heads together like some mythological multi-headed monster, their snide whispers enticing the rest of the class to join in. Somebody flung a piece of folded up paper at Rhys, and it landed on his desk with a dull thud. He pushed it aside.

      Alex Bishop, his earth science teacher, glanced sharply at the girls. As if a simple look would ever be enough to get them to fall in line. They ducked their heads, cackling as they pretended to go back to their tests, but Rhys knew it wouldn’t last. It never did.

      He slumped further into his seat, ignoring the ache in his gums and the tips of his fingers. Every fiber in his body wanted him to shift, to run, to escape the confines of the classroom. Instead, he gripped his pencil until the wood cracked within his grip. Alex raised a brow in Rhys’s direction, but Rhys looked away, gaze flicking down to his paper again.

      He tried to ignore the note on his desk, but it was just sitting there, taunting him. But when Alex went back to grading papers, he pulled the piece of paper closer, unfolding it quietly unable to control the low rumble that escaped, eliciting another set of giggles from the girls.

      The drawing was crude in every sense, a dog—which Rhys assumed was supposed to be him—was locked in a suggestive pose with a boy. While the artist was in no way good enough to depict the other boy with any discernable features, the robe, and scythe they’d added made it clear it was supposed to be a reaper. There was only one reaper in the school. Kai.

      His claws pushed through his skin and his mouth filled with saliva as his wolf’s teeth erupted from his human gums. Kai was a little kid. Why were they like this? He’d never done anything to any of them. No matter how much they deserved it.

      “I told you that would do it,” Stella snickered. “He’s so in love.”

      “Gross, the only thing worse than dating a shifter is dating a reaper,” Lola chimed, voice dripping with revulsion. “They play with dead things.”

      “Rhys? You okay? You need a minute?” Alex asked. The class erupted in laughter. “That’s enough,” Alex warned, his tone leaving no room for argument.

      Rhys squeezed his eyes shut as beads of sweat broke above his lip. He didn’t want to listen to their nasty comments. He wanted to drown them out, to push their words away and pretend it didn’t matter but it wasn’t that easy. He could smell their hatred, their derision. He felt their need to humiliate him like a physical blow. To them, he was nothing, a feral dog, not even worthy of his wolf.

      “It’s a shame too because he's so beautiful,” Lola said, flicking her platinum blonde hair behind her shoulder, not even attempting to hide her leering.

      Stella’s responding laugh was harsh against his oversensitive ears, “If he weren't such a headcase, I’d make an exception. Our babies would be beautiful.”

      “And people wouldn’t even be mad if you put them in crates.”

      “But seriously, who’d want to have to give their babies flea baths?” Lola quipped.

      “At least two boys can’t breed. Or is that a thing with wolves?” Stella sniped.

      Rhys’s face burned under the scrutiny and the implication. They didn’t even know what they were talking about. They were always trying to sound so grown up, but they were both a year younger than him. He’d been held behind a year already. At the rate he was going, they’d all pass him, and he’d still be here in sixth grade Science.

      Alex slapped his pen down on the desk, looking at the three girls. “One more word out of you three and you’ll be sitting out at the full moon celebration. Do you hear me?”

      They fell silent, but it was too late for that. His heart was racing, his skin on fire as he fought without success to keep his bones from shifting beneath his skin. He jerked out of his desk, slamming out of the classroom and into the hallway.

      “Rhys! Get back here.”

      He ignored the teacher’s shout. There was no stopping now. Instead, he ran.

      He ran towards the woods, needing to clear the trees before his wolf tore free. His shift hit him like a bomb, shredding his human skin as his bones cracked, transforming him into his canine form. Once his wolf had control, he was bounding forward on four legs, pushing deeper into the woods, content to let his wolf take the lead.

      He tried not to let the witches’ taunts bother him. He did. Wolves were strong, powerful, revered throughout history. His mother had died a legend, protecting the town from a supernatural attack that had killed thousands. His sister would be a legend someday too. She was the perfect example of how a wolf should be. She always had total control, even when she was angry. He didn’t get it. Why had it skipped him? What was wrong with him?

      He tried to lose himself in the white noise of the rustling leaves and the scents of the forest surrounding him. He tried to give his wolf what he wanted. As a shifter, he carried many of his wolf’s traits, even in human form—superior hearing, enhanced sense of smell—but in his wolf form there was no comparison, he could hear a rabbit two miles out if he just stopped to focus. The world radiated its own frequency, a signal only his wolf could hear. In a million years, he’d never be able to explain it in a way any non-wolf would understand.

      Not that anybody wanted to understand him. Not even the people who were supposed to want to. Like his sister. She only cared about keeping everything organized and in its place…even him. And his place was last, behind Kai and Tristin and even Quinn it seemed. It didn’t matter what he did; she always looked at him like she was disappointed.

      He didn’t blame her. He was disappointed in him too. He didn’t want to be like this. He understood on some level that there was something wrong with him. But it wasn’t him. It wasn’t his fault. It was his wolf. His wolf wasn’t like other shifter’s animals. His wolf needed the woods, the wide-open spaces and the freedom to roam and hunt and kill and he needed it all the time.

      Isa once said a shifter’s animal sleeps quiet, curled within their human until called. But not Rhys’s wolf, Rhys’s wolf was never quiet, never peaceful; he never slept. When Rhys was in human form, his wolf was always there, just under the surface, pacing and rumbling, clawing to break free, especially when it came to Kai.

      Even the thought of the boy brought his wolf up short, causing him to falter clumsily. He tried to push his human thoughts away, but it didn’t work. The three witches’ taunts echoed in his ears, lashing at him, driving his wolf to run harder. How had they even known about his feelings for Kai?

      What was there even to know? Kai was just always there, always in his space, in his way, always staring at him with those huge violet eyes and that scent of needing something from Rhys that he wasn’t giving him. It ate at him, ate at his wolf. Like he was trying and failing, always failing Kai, always failing his pack.

      His wolf wanted him to act as protector to the boy, but Rhys couldn’t give him that. He didn’t know how. He tried to keep Kai out of trouble, he did, but it wasn’t good enough. Rhys couldn’t give Kai what he wanted, and it made Rhys’s wolf furious, made him want to punish Rhys until his organs burned like claws were slicing through his organs.

      He didn’t want to think. He didn’t want to think about any of it. He launched himself over a small fallen tree, the soil damp and warm beneath his paws as he landed on the other side and ventured towards the lake. Out here, Rhys didn’t need to be in charge; he didn’t have to try to keep control. Out here, his wolf was in control and Rhys could just…breathe. That’s all he ever really wanted.

      He just wished he could make people understand that he didn’t want to be like this. He wanted to feel normal. But how does one feel normal when there’s a living thing inside you clawing at your insides? It didn’t matter. Soon, he’d be old enough to leave, and they would all move on without him. He’d leave Belle Haven and live alone in the woods. Feral and free. An omega. Rhys the outcast. Rhys the unworthy.

      A quarter mile before the lake, Rhys stopped dead, a strange new scent drawing him up short. He sat back, sniffing at the air. The smell had a bite that latched onto Rhys’s throat and dragged him forward without conscious thought. It was acrid, thick and bitter, like iron, rust, and smoke. It tasted like danger, causing his hackles to rise as he prowled, following the scent away from the water to a small clearing in the center of the woods.

      Rhys had been there a thousand times. It was one of his favorite places. It usually sat empty but for the bed of pine needles and fallen branches and, sometimes, the remains of a dead animal. But not this time. In the center of the circle now sat six huge boulders, bigger than anything naturally made in these flat Florida woodlands.

      Rhys skulked closer, the odor of blood and soot and fire mixing with another scent…magic. Blood caked the rocks in symbols unfamiliar to Rhys. Within the circle of those stones, somebody had twisted thorny branches into a large doll or totem of sorts. Rhys pressed his paw against his nose, whining as the scent of body fluids and herbs assaulted him.

      He backed away, scanning the woods, pushing out with his senses, his body tensed, to fight or to flee. But there was no movement, no predator that Rhys could see. Still, he couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched. He turned in a circle twice, but there was nothing, only a sudden silence. The breeze had died, the air surrounding him now hot, thick and stagnant like tepid bath water. Once again, he whined, a shiver rolling over him. He gave one last weary glance before he turned and ran.

      He didn’t run towards the water. He headed for home. The silence, the scent…it had him spooked. He ran hard, driving himself forward as if he was being chased by demons, heart pounding as he pushed himself to go faster and farther. He didn’t stop until he was on his porch, shifting into his human form and looking for the spare key under the impatiens.

      Once inside, he locked the door and slid down it. He didn’t care that he was naked. He didn’t care that he was sweaty and filthy. He sat gulping air, miserable. What was he even running from?

      This was why Isa didn’t trust him to be her left hand. This was why she cared more about the others. He had no control over his wolf and now when his wolf could have stayed, could have investigated, he ran. He ran from nothing. He was useless.

      After ten minutes or so, he stood, looking out the window one final time before making his way upstairs to shower away the stink of sweat and fear before putting on clean clothes and walking back to school.

      He needed to tell Isa what he’d found. But telling Isa meant admitting he’d skipped school. Not that Alex wouldn’t tell her tonight when they patrolled together. He’d tell her if it came up. What was there to tell anyway?
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          Isa

        

      

    

    
      “So, he just showed up on your doorstep and announced he was your fiancé?”

      Isa nodded, swirling her French fry in ketchup, before dropping it in her mouth. “Yep.”

      Genevieve Duvall, the diner’s evening manager, stared at her incredulously. “Like, no call, no text, no letter via carrier pigeon? Just showed up?”

      “Just showed up,” Isa confirmed.

      Isa sat on the last stool furthest from the door, keeping an eye out for customers, her laptop open before her as she pretended to work on the schedule. Gen stood across from her, leaning against the counter, working at half speed so she could listen to Isa’s story. Isa had an office behind the kitchen, but she preferred being up front where the action was.

      She wasn’t normally there this late in the day. That’s why she had Gen. She ran the diner in the afternoon so Isa could get the kids settled with Gen’s wife, Hadley before she had to go out on patrol. But today, she lingered, stomach fluttering each time she imagined this mystery man standing on her porch when she went home.

      Gen refilled the condiments as they talked, stealing food from Isa’s plate each time she passed. Even in human form, Genevieve looked much like the fox living inside her. She had a pert nose and bristly russet-colored hair, her body small and lithe like her fox, though she still managed to be two inches taller than Isa.

      “Typical macho dickbag thinks he can just show up and demand you marry him like you’re some romance novel heroine.”

      Isa stuffed three more fries in her mouth, thinking about the wolf, with his stupid earnest face and his pretty blue eyes, trying to ignore the way her wolf started to pace at the casual insult to the stranger. “I wouldn’t say he was a macho dickbag. He didn’t demand anything exactly. I mean, he seemed...not scared, but...desperate? When I turned him away-”

      Gen barked out a laugh. “Turned him away? You punched him in the face, sweetie.”

      Isa glared at her. “When I turned him away…he looked so…disappointed…like I ruined his life.” Again, Isa’s stomach went slippery thinking about it. Maybe she should have at least heard him out. He’d said it was important. Maybe she’d been too hasty.

      She shook the thought away, startled to find her friend narrowing her golden eyes at Isa. She shrank under the shifter’s shrewd gaze. “Oh. My. God. Isa McGowan...you like him.”

      Isa gestured towards where the kids were doing their homework. “Shh.”

      Gen was grinning now, leaning closer from her side of the counter. “You do. You totally do. You like him.”

      Isa’s skin went hot, cheeks flushing at the way she drew out the word like. “Shut up. We aren’t in high school. I don’t even know him. He was just hot, and it’s not like many eligible bachelors are running around Belle Haven.”

      “If you’re just looking to scratch an itch, I’m sure Alex would be willing to help you out with that.”

      Isa flinched. Alex was nice and not hard on the eyes, but witch/werewolf relationships didn’t tend to end well, especially in a town like Belle Haven. “Don’t even joke about that. Besides, I just said this stranger was cute. That doesn’t mean I like him.” She licked her bottom lip, her wolf growing fidgety as she pictured his face. “But...”

      Gen’s eyes lit up, apparently smelling blood in the water. “But what?” she pushed.

      Isa had half a mind not to tell her. If she didn’t say it aloud, maybe it wouldn’t be real. She needed this feeling not to be real. But Gen was the only person she could confide in. She was the only truly neutral person in Belle Haven. She had no ties to a pack, and the druids didn’t bother getting involved with omega shifters. She was Isa’s only friend, aside from Hadley.

      The words were pouring out before she could stop herself. “But...when he got close to me—close enough for me to smell him—something happened. I honestly felt like I was having a…I don’t know…like a panic attack? My heart was racing. My mouth went dry. I felt…overwhelmed?” She lowered her voice, once again glancing at the kids. “My wolf went crazy. I didn’t know if I wanted him closer or a million miles away.”

      Gen’s face went from teasing to contemplative as she snagged more fries and chewed slowly. Time yawned, Isa’s anxiety ratcheting to full blown panic. “Say something!”

      Rhys’s head snapped up, and Isa heard his heartbeat knocking in his chest, responding to her sudden shift in mood. She looked at him and smiled, hoping to reassure him. His face mirrored her internal anxiety, his jaw tense, brows furrowed. Her gaze strayed to his shirt without thought, noting for the first time that it wasn’t the same shirt he’d left the house in. Her heart sank. He’d left school.

      If he’d changed, that meant he’d shifted at some point. When her gaze met his again, they both knew she knew, but she just looked away. She just didn’t have it in her to fight with him. She just wished she knew how to help him. The transition was so much harder for him than it ever had been for her and she’d had their mother there to help. Her mother had made being a parent—being an alpha—look so effortless. Isa failed on a spectacular level every day in comparison and Rhys was the one paying for it.

      “Rhys will be okay,” Gen said as if reading her mind, drawing her attention back her friend. “As for your other problem…you know what your symptoms sound like.”

      Isa rolled her eyes. “Symptoms? I think your healer wife is rubbing off on you. It’s not a medical condition.”

      Gen arched a brow. “Don’t deflect. If my wife were here, she’d tell you the same thing; your wolf recognized him for what he was.”

      “Don’t!” Isa said, through clenched teeth, stabbing a finger towards the fox. “Don’t you dare say it out loud.”

      “You’re a bonded pair,” Gen said airily, before waggling her eyebrows and dropping her voice in some mockery of a seductive tone. “Destined to mate. You’re screwed. Might as well just marry him and get started on making the many, many genetically superior wolf babies in your future. You can’t fight a soul bond, cupcake.”

      Watch me, Isa thought. Why should she be a slave to some bond she’d never agreed to? “Ugh, sometimes I really hate all this supernatural crap. I don’t want to be bonded to anybody, but I especially don’t want to be bonded to him.” Warmth pooled low in her belly, heart skipping.

      Gen heard the skip. “Liar.”

      She glowered at her friend. “Why should I have to give up my alpha status just because I wasn’t born with a penis? Like does that organ somehow give him some instinctual ability to lead? I think history has proven it doesn’t.”

      Gen snorted. “Okay, real talk, sweetie. Yay, feminism and all that but…what are you actually leading? Your pack consists of a twelve-year-old wolf, an eleven-year-old reaper, and his probably human twin sister. If something truly dangerous comes through this town, the pack doesn’t stand a chance…unless you’re going to nag the grim to death about their homework. Maybe you should just hear him out?”

      Heat flooded Isa’s cheeks. Gen wasn’t wrong, but it still stung. “I defend this town every night. I’ve got more supernatural kills under my belt than most alpha’s my age. Rhys is young, but he’s already growing so fast, and he’s really strong. He’s going to be a great soldier.”

      “Rhys is struggling. Sure, he’s going to get it together as he gets older but what if the town gets attacked before then? What are you going to do…tell them to come back in a few years when Rhys is old enough to fight? The Red Oak coven is coming along nicely with their training, thanks to Alex, but they are a coven of middle schoolers. The town has no defenses. We patrol at night, and we can take on whatever creature blows across the border, but you and I both know it’s only a matter of time before we run into something that requires more than a wolf, a fox, a healer and a herbologist. Besides, all that aside, how are you going to fight a mating bond?”

      Isa didn’t have an answer to any of those questions. She just wanted her mom. She would have known what to do about everything. She’d still be alpha, and Isa could be just a regular twenty-two-year-old girl without the worries of keeping three—usually four—children alive.

      She looked to the corner booth again. Rhys was back to working on his homework, running a hand through his dark curls every few minutes. Kai sat beside him, casting nervous glances in her brother’s direction as he practiced his long division. Kai wanted to be close to her brother so badly, but something about the reaper terrified Rhys. She could smell it on him. The two of them were like magnets facing the wrong direction, always struggling to be closer and only growing further apart. But Kai kept trying.

      Beside them, Tristin and Quinn were doing their best to roll the silverware, but Isa knew she would be doing half of them again later. She took a sip of her now cold coffee, grimacing at the taste. Gen was watching her in between replacing the caps on the bottles she’d refilled, but Isa didn’t want to think about it anymore.

      The door chimed overhead, and Isa glanced at the door, sucking in a breath. It was him. Wren Davies, her brain supplied. She licked her bottom lip, swallowing the sudden lump in her throat. He spotted her immediately, either by scent or the uptick in her heartbeat. He had put on a shirt, thank god. A bright cornflower blue t-shirt that matched his eyes. She couldn’t help but feel a little guilty as she took in his still slightly swollen nose and the faint bruises smudged under his eyes.

      Gen gaped, looking back and forth from the newcomer to Isa as she appeared to connect the dots. The fox turned her back to Wren, widening her eyes at Isa before whispering, “Holy shit. He’s so hot.”

      Isa glared at Gen as Wren laughed quietly, overhearing the fox’s assessment. Isa’s cheeks flushed, fighting the urge to fidget. Why did it suddenly feel like the temperature in the room went up twenty degrees?

      He slid onto the stool closest to the door, directly across from Isa. It was then that she noticed he wasn’t alone. A small girl with light blonde hair and enormous blue eyes climbed onto the stool beside him. She couldn’t have been more than ten or eleven.

      A kid. She hadn’t seen that one coming.

      Isa thought about letting Gen handle him for a full thirty seconds, before realizing that was a recipe for disaster. She’d be planning a claiming ceremony before she’d given the two their menus. Wren arched a brow at Isa, smirking as if he could read her mind. It was enough to spur her into action. Challenge accepted, pretty boy.

      She steeled herself, straightening her spine as she approached. “You must be a slow learner, Wren Davies.”

      He looked her in the eye, that smirk blossoming into a grin, bringing her attention to his perfect teeth. The bastard.

      “I prefer the term tenacious. I’ve been told I can be stubborn when I want something.”

      There was nothing overtly suggestive in his words or tone, but her stomach swooped at the notion she might be something he wanted. “I told you what would happen if I saw you again,” she said, tone conversational, aware of the little girl hanging on her every word. He needed to go. She didn’t have time for this.

      He made a face as if recalling her words. “No, what you said was if I came back to your house, you’d take it as an official challenge…so I came here instead. Neutral territory, so to speak.”

      “There’s nothing neutral about this place. My restaurant, my territory. If you are the blood heir to your pack as you claim, you have to know you are violating about a thousand different protocols by being here without my permission.”

      She could feel Gen’s gaze burning holes in her back, but the fox said nothing, obviously content to eavesdrop from a distance.

      He didn’t shift or avert his gaze. He made no attempt to apologize, instead saying, “Of course, I do, but I need-”

      “Isa, can I have some water?” Kai interrupted, wrapping himself around her, watching the newcomers with interest.

      “Yes, of course, you can. You know where the water is,” Isa said, still watching the wolf.

      “Who are you?” Kai asked.

      Isa flushed from her chest to her hairline at Kai’s abrupt question. “Manners. Don’t be rude to our customers.”

      Wren laughed, and it felt like a caress. One she wanted to lean into. She needed to get him out of here. He was hazardous to her sanity. 

      His eyes were kind as he looked to Kai. “It’s okay. My name’s Wren, and this is Neoma. What’s your name?”

      “Christopher Kai Lonergan, but everybody calls me Kai.” Kai’s eyes went wide then, looking at Neoma. “What are you anyway?”

      “Kai!” Isa cried, exasperated, glancing around the empty restaurant before relaxing. “You know you have to be careful about talking about that stuff here. We aren’t in Belle Haven.”

      “What?” Kai scoffed, looking around the empty restaurant. “Nobody’s even here.” He narrowed his eyes at Wren. “He’s obviously a wolf, but what’s she?”

      This was why Isa was going to end up in an early grave. It was nearly impossible to get the kids to watch what they said outside of Belle Haven, and they couldn’t afford any mistakes. But she had to admit, she was curious. She could smell that the girl was some type of supernatural creature, a sprite, maybe.

      The little girl looked to Wren, who nodded encouragingly. “An elemental,” the little girl said, dipping her head, cheeks red as she smiled at Kai like she was embarrassed by the attention. Isa’s heart swelled. She was adorable. Dammit.

      Kai’s violet eyes were wide and hopeful as he asked, “Can she play with us? Please? My homework is done.”

      Neoma looked to Wren, who shrugged. Isa combed her fingers through Kai’s hair. “Fine. Why don’t you get everybody some water? If Rhys is working on his homework, you guys need to play away from him so he can concentrate.”

      Kai rolled his eyes. “Fine.”

      “Gen, can you help them, please?”Isa said, seizing the opportunity to rid herself of both Gen and the kids.

      Neoma slid off the stool and followed Kai to the water dispenser. She and Wren both watched as the two carefully filled up five glasses of water that Gen helped carry to the table.

      “Already trying to get me alone?” he joked.

      Isa leaned close, practically purring her words. “Maybe I just don’t want anybody throwing around the word premeditated when I kill you?”

      Wren leaned in too. “Is this like foreplay? Because I can work with this.”

      Isa heaved out a breath through her nose. “Listen, I don’t know what you’re hoping to accomplish, but nothing you say is going to make me agree to marry a total stranger. I don’t care how beautiful your eyes are or how good you smell. My pack might be small, but it’s still mine. I’m the alpha, and I plan on staying the alpha. Nothing will change my mind about that.” Wren was grinning again. Isa contemplated socking him in the face...again. Maybe she should have left out how pretty she thought he was, but it was too late now. “Don’t smile at me like that. You’re not as charming as you think you are.”

      Wren’s smile faded, his expression defaulting to that same earnest expression from the morning. “I need you to hear me out. Please, just give me an hour.”

      She folded her arms across her chest. “You think you can convince me to upend my entire life in an hour? That’s awfully cocky, Wren Davies.”

      “I’m not cocky; I’m desperate. You’re the only one who can help.”

      “You can’t just show up and tell me I’m your only hope like I’m Obi-Wan Kenobi.”

      She watched him bite back a smile before his expression grew somber. “I’m not asking you to help me…I’m asking you to help her.” He pointed to Neoma, who was now sitting in the booth with the others, attempting to follow their lead as they showed her how to roll up the silverware.

      Isa felt something twist behind her ribs. “Low blow. You had to throw a kid in there. Is she even yours or did you rent her for an afternoon after you saw all the kids in my house?”

      He wiped his hands over his face, suddenly looking drained. “Look, all I’m asking is for you to hear me out. That’s it. If you don’t like what I have to say after that, I’ll leave you be.” She narrowed her eyes at him. He held his hands. “You have my word.”

      Isa watched him, looking for any signs that he wasn’t what he seemed. His heartbeat was steady. His gaze direct. He didn’t smell as if he was lying. He smelled—she inhaled deeply—he smelled amazing, like all of her very favorite things. She wanted to bury her nose in this throat and soak in the scent. What was wrong with her? “Fine. You and your…daughter…can meet us at my house tomorrow at seven-thirty.”

      His shoulders sagged, visibly relieved, eyes bleeding so much gratitude she fought not to squirm. “Thank you. Seriously.”

      “It’s just dinner.”

      He surged forward then, pressing warm, soft lips to hers in a boldly stupid move. It was over before she could register what he’d done, her lips tingling where he’d kissed her.

      She stared at him bemused. “You must have a death wish. Is that it? Are you crazy, Wren Davies?”

      “Maybe,” he said. “But, I had to be sure.”

      “Be sure that you're crazy?” she asked, feeling like she’d fallen into the Twilight Zone.

      His fingers trailed over the back of her hand, his slight touch a full-scale assault on her senses, almost distracting her from his words. “I had to be sure that we’re kindred…bonded.”

      “You are crazy.”

      “You’re fated to be mine, Isa McGowan. I think you know it too. Now, usually, I’m a patient guy, but in this particular case, time is not on my side, so I’m going to have to work really hard, really fast, to prove that I was made to love you.”

      “That’s never going to happen.”

      “I think it’ll happen.” He gave her a half smile. “Hell, I’ve known you existed for less than six hours, and I’m already half in love. I might be on one knee proposing right now if you hadn’t punched me in the face.”

      Isa’s heart knocked against her ribs, breathing hard as she felt her claws extend and her eyes bleed red. He had some nerve. “Like I said, you’re awfully cocky for somebody addressing an alpha in her own territory.”

      “I’m not just addressing an alpha; I’m addressing my betrothed. The sooner you accept you're fated to be mine, the sooner I can get on with kissing you for the rest of our lives.”

      When she spoke again, it was a barely controlled growl, “I don’t believe in soul mates, and I don’t believe in the codex’s archaic laws about your right to rule, so prepare to be disappointed, Wren Davies. I’ll never marry you, and I’ll never give up my alpha status. I’m nobody’s beta.”

      By the time her words died on her lips, Wren was looking at her with enough heat to melt steel. He spoke softly, unaffected by her anger. “I don’t think you could ever disappoint me, Isa McGowan.” Then he was moving towards her again, slowly this time giving her a chance to escape. She wanted to run, her brain said to move away, but her wolf said move closer. Instead, she just stood frozen, mouth desert dry, as he pressed his lips against her ear, murmuring just loud enough for her to hear. “For the record, not every man wants to be alpha.”

      She closed her eyes, biting her tongue hard enough to taste blood, to keep herself from rubbing her cheek against his. He was so close, and he smelled so good and his voice, Lord help her, she wanted to wrap it around her like a blanket. Where had he even come from? She didn’t need this kind of distraction in her life.

      Then he was pulling back, gesturing for Neoma. The little girl’s shoulders sagged in disappointment. Wren took Neoma’s hand before walking towards the door. “See you tomorrow.”

      Neoma waved at Isa and Isa gave a stilted wave back. “See you then.”

      Isa sucked in a startled breath as Gen whacked her butt with a wet dishtowel. “Oh, girl. You are so screwed.”

      Isa took a deep breath, clearing him from her senses. She didn’t even bother to hide it. “I know. God help me, I know.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Neoma

        

      

    

    
      Neoma's eyes opened with a start, heart racing as she squinted at the eerie green-tinged sky overhead. She’d fallen asleep in their new hotel, Wren barely two feet away from her in a bed of his own. Was this real? Rocks and twigs poked at her back and legs through her thin, pink cotton nightgown. Overhead, ominous clouds hung low, churning just as her stomach did.

      She was in a corn maze or the remnants of one. She knew this place. The last time she'd been there, she'd been with the girls. She and Tegan and Ezri had lost themselves in the maze at least a dozen times that day, the tall green stalks towering over their heads, obscuring their view from all but the path directly before them and the cloudless, bright, blue, sky overhead. Efa and Bronwyn had stalked them through the maze for hours until Neoma, and the girls had broken free, heading for the abandoned house just west of the field.

      The maze was gone.The field had been razed, the stalks charred, rising broken and jagged around her, everything tinted the same color as the eerie green sky overhead. The corn was dead. The earth was dead. There was no life. No energy. Everything about the space felt wrong. There was nothing around her for miles, just the mountains and a sagging house with hollow windows. Something about the house seemed familiar just as the field had. Had they played there too? Why couldn’t she remember?

      She stumbled towards the structure, biting her lip, determined not to cry as she stepped on broken stalks, the sharp objects biting into the tender soles of her bare feet. She tried to watch where she was going, but it was almost impossible. The winds were picking up, blowing her hair into her face and plastering her nightgown against her body.

      When she looked up, her breath caught. In the distance, three funnels formed. She had to be dreaming. They didn’t get tornadoes this close to the mountains. That didn’t dampen the terror that gripped her throat. She had to keep moving. She needed shelter. She pushed forward, even as the wind fought back. It was like trying to fight her way through rushing water.

      She needed to get to the house. It wouldn’t provide much more shelter than the outdoors, but something told her to push forward to just keep going. She tried not to look; she tried not to think about the three tornadoes growing closer faster than any true tornado moved. She just kept going, fighting her way forward until she stood just outside the fence of the sagging run down house, so old and rotting it listed to the side as if it hurt it to support its weight.

      Goosebumps erupted along her skin. Something about the house made her want to turn and run, to take her chances on the field, but the weather wouldn’t hold. She briefly considered stopping, just letting the funnels have her. They could pick her up and sweep her away. Maybe she’d land in Oz with Dorothy.

      She shook the thought away, taking in the droopy fence surrounding the property, its wood rotted and bleached with age. The aluminum gate that once protected the property now sat gaping open, the metal warped and broken like some giant had twisted the metal in a fit of rage, leaving the bars sharp and jagged, like monster teeth. Maybe it wasn’t the gate that waited for her, but the property itself, something about it made her stomach feel sick and squishy like she wanted to throw up. Maybe it was just waiting for Neoma to cross the threshold so it could swallow her whole.

      She turned to run, to find another way but there was nowhere to go, the three tornadoes were already at the far end of the massive maze, weaving a path of destruction as they raced towards her, chewing up and spitting out anything in its path. She ran. She ran past the ugly gate with its monster teeth, pumping her arms and legs until her muscles burned. She almost tripped on the porch steps, catching the broken board with her foot and crying out as it tore open the skin at the top of her foot. The house had tasted her blood; now it would want more.

      She shoved through the door, slamming it closed behind her, certain she’d just locked herself in her own grave. She was going to die in there. This house would never hold against the tornadoes barreling towards her.

      “They’re not real, you know.”

      Neoma’s head snapped towards the voice. “Ezri!”

      Ezri sat on a soiled mattress in the corner of the room. She looked just as Neoma remembered, her caramel colored hair pulled back into a ponytail, her brown eyes sparkling and bright. Neoma launched herself into her arms. “I’ve missed you so much.”

      “I’ve missed you too,” Ezri said, prying Neoma’s arms from her neck. “But we don’t have much time. They’ve already caught on to what I’m doing. I’m not supposed to be here. I’m not supposed to be with you.”

      Who were they? The people who used to live there? Neoma looked around. She couldn’t imagine that anybody had once chosen to live in a place like this. Most of the windows were boarded up; some were broken, others were covered in layers of dirt so thick it looked like paint. Layers of dirt had blown in over time, covering the wood floors until they were no longer visible. There were holes in the walls, and the kitchen cabinets drooped as if they’d given up trying to hold themselves in place. Appliances sat rusting and hollow, and the only other furniture was a moldy chair that was more springs and stuffing than anything resembling a chair.

      Neoma bit her lip. “Is any of this real? Are you real?”

      Before Ezri could answer, a gust of wind hit the house, causing Neoma to scream as the wall behind her bowed and swayed. Ezri shook her head, shouting just to be heard over the wind, racing through the cracks and spaces. “Please, Neoma. There’s not much time. I’m not supposed to be here. Do you understand?”

      She didn’t understand any of this. How could she? Neoma buried herself against Ezri’s side. “Can we go someplace else? Please? I don’t like it here.”

      Ezri shook her head. “No, this is where it started, and this is where it was supposed to end.”

      “Where what started?” Neoma asked, tone as bewildered as she felt. She didn’t know what was happening.

      Ezri’s hand covered hers. “Everything that happened to you. This is where it started. You have to remember.”

      The wall behind her began to shake violently. Neoma wiped sweaty palms on her nightgown, shaking her head. “I don’t want to remember,” she said before asking, “Why don’t I want to remember?”

      Ezri squeezed her hand. “Because I took your memories. To protect you. To protect me too, I suppose.” The girl smiled sadly. “I guess that didn’t work out so well.”

      Neoma blinked away tears. “I would have told them. I would have told them everything but I couldn’t. I couldn’t remember.”

      “It’s not your fault. I could have told them too. But the secrets you know…the secrets I told you, they aren’t just our secrets, yours and mine. They involve my family. Things my mother had told me before she died, things about your real family. I thought I could protect us by hiding them in your mind, but I was wrong. But now I can’t reverse the spell because I’m on this side of the veil and you’re on the other.”

      Neoma’s tears tracked hot down her cheeks. “You’re still dead?”

      Ezri’s smile was watery as she nodded. “Yes, but you have all the answers still. I just hid them from you. I thought it would be safer, but I was wrong. The danger still exists. They’re still coming for you. She’s still coming for you. She’s already here, somewhere…watching. The spell is going to break now that I’m dead, but I don’t think it’s going to happen fast enough. You have to remember.”

      There was a sound like a train barreling towards them. Neoma screamed against as the roof began to disintegrate, planks and shingles disappearing, revealing the monstrous sky overhead. “Who’s coming for me? Why?” she shouted over the roaring winds.

      “You can’t trust the voices anymore, Neoma. She’s connected to you now. She’s in your head. You have all the answers. You just need somebody to help you unbury them.”

      The winds picked Ezri up, but Neoma clung to her hand. “Don’t go. Stay with me. What do I do? I can’t do this without you.”

      Ezri’s mouth went flat, her tears flying away as fast as they appeared. “Of course, you can, you’re so much stronger than you know. Find the witch who laughs with her eyes and talks with her hands. Do you hear me? You need to remember. Find the witch who laughs with her eyes and talks with her hands.” Then she was gone, ripped from Neoma’s grasp.

      Neoma’s eyes flew open. “Ezri!”

      Wren’s head jerked up from his new phone. “Neoma? What’s wrong, sweetheart?”

      Neoma wasn’t sure. She stared at the water stain on the ceiling of their new hotel room for a full minute, trying to piece together what she could remember. After a moment, she slipped from her bed and climbed into his bed, tucking herself up against him. “I think I talked to Ezri.”

      Wren looked startled. “What?”

      Now that she was awake, she felt calm again. “Ezri. She said to find the witch that laughs with her eyes and talks with her hands.”

      “What does that mean, sweetheart?”

      “I think there’s something bad waiting for us in Belle Haven.”

      “The witch said we needed to come to Belle Haven.”

      “Maybe the witch is in Belle Haven, but Ezri said something bad was there too. She said this witch could fix me.” She tapped her head.

      “Fix you?”

      Neoma nodded. “Fix what Ezri did to my head.” Wren wanted to ask more questions, she could tell. He stared down at her, his eyes glowing blue, wrinkles forming on his forehead as he tried to figure out what to say. She didn’t give him a chance, yawning wide. “I’m sleepy. Can I sleep here?”

      “Of course.”

      He untucked the covers, helping her underneath them. She rolled away from him, more at ease just knowing he was within reach. He was the only person who’d ever made her feel completely safe. “Wren?”

      “Yeah?”

      “You’re not going to leave me again, are you?”

      There was a long pause and when he spoke his voice sounded thick. “No. Never again. I promise. It’s you and me. No matter what happens.”

      She nodded, not looking at him. “Good.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          Isa

        

      

    

    
      Isa slapped at the mosquito on her neck, the third bug to land on her in as many minutes, taking solace that it wouldn’t live on to terrorize another. The air was hot and sticky and the smell of the night blooming jasmine in the town square was cloying in the sweltering heat. Sweat trickled along her lower back, into her jeans, making her v-neck t-shirt cling to her uncomfortably.

      She longed for a night when the most pressing thing on her to-do list was to take a long bath, but Veronique Jenkins had called the witches’ council claiming she’d seen a menacing looking...deer...in her backyard. She’d claimed its eyes glowed red and it was as large as a moose. It wasn’t the first time one of the Jenkin’s had sent Isa and the others out on a wild goose chase, but this was the first time that goose was a deer. But Claude and Veronique were the oldest living witches in town, and therefore all their claims were investigated by the council—and by extension Isa and the others—no matter how ludicrous.

      “Should we call this one?” Gen asked, wiping at her brow with the sleeve of her olive green henley. They’d searched every inch of the town but saw no sign of the deer in question. She looked at Alex who was still shining his flashlight into the store windows in the last few shops on Main Street. He, like Gen, had opted to wear jeans and boots as well as a flannel and a long sleeve t-shirt. She wasn’t sure what Alex was looking for in the store fronts. She doubted the deer had opened a door and stumbled into a shop, but she admired his thoroughness.

      Isa gave one last cursory glance around the square before she dropped onto the black wrought iron bench, grateful for the slight coolness of the metal. “Yes, let’s call it. It’s getting late. I think we’ve given this claim our due diligence.”

      “You don’t think the Jenkin’s are coming down with this same crazy flu as some of the others, do you?”

      Four people in town had grown ill over the last week. Two witches, a selkie, and a human named Laurence Krug, husband to the high school’s German-born French teacher and omega wolf Madam Helga Krug. It had the council flustered. It was nothing for a human to get sick but supernatural creatures didn’t have to worry about fevers or coughs. It smacked of a hex, but they could find no sign of the enchantment. The last time this happened, the witch involved had died a gruesome death, wasting away to nothing over the course of months, nobody wanted to see that happen again. “I don’t know, but I do know there’s no deer in the Jenkin’s backyard or anywhere else in town. We should get home.”

      Isa hoped that the kids weren’t giving Hadley a hard time about going to bed. She didn’t know why they were all suddenly so argumentative, but they needed to get over it. She just didn’t have time for a tween rebellion. She didn’t have time for anything, certainly not a boyfriend, much less a husband. It’s one of the many reasons she’d turned Alex down a million times.

      He was making his way over to the bench, giving Isa ample time to look him over. It wasn’t like he was unattractive. Women threw themselves at him every day. In witch circles, he was the fairy tale Prince Charming, tall and broad with thick russet hair, deep green eyes and a beard he managed to pull off unironically. He had runic symbols inked onto his knuckles and crawling up his arms. Chloe Dent swore his tattoos didn’t stop at his arms but covered his back and chest too. A fact she admitted rather smugly as if she wanted to make Isa jealous. 

      Alex was a good guy. He was educated and ambitious, came from one of the best supernatural bloodlines in the country and was already the head of the Red Oak Coven even though he was only thirty-five. Sure, the coven consisted mostly of middle schoolers, but there was nobody else better qualified to teach those hellions how to rein in their powers. The biggest problem—the one that kept Alex from ever being a real contender for Isa’s heart—was that he was a witch. While relationships between witches and wolves weren’t banned, they were frowned upon and with frowning witches came the Grove. She wasn’t sure any man would be worth dealing with the Grove. Besides, there was just no…spark.

      Gen flopped down onto the bench next to her, turning towards her and propping her elbow on the back of the bench. “So, what are you going to wear?” Gen prompted.

      Alex joined them, lying on his back on the sidewalk in front of the bench, pointing the flashlight at Isa’s face. “Wear to what?” he asked, as though he was conducting an interrogation.

      Isa snapped her head to Gen, her eyes widening in warning before making a dismissive gesture. “It’s nothing.”

      Gen rolled her eyes. “Isa has a date. With her betrothed.”

      “Oh?” His tone sounded casual, but Isa could hear the edge in his tone. If he was anybody else, she could read his emotions or listen to his heartbeat, but he’d cast a spell to prevent her from reading him. He said it was an invasion of privacy. It should have hurt, but, honestly, she was grateful. “I didn’t think packs still honored arranged marriages. I didn’t know that was a thing.” He shined the flashlight upwards into the sky, his gaze following its light, as if he wanted to look anywhere but at Isa.

      Isa closed her eyes for a moment and let herself picture ripping Genevieve’s tongue out. “It’s not a thing, and it’s not a date. We are merely having dinner together tomorrow night to discuss my help with a problem he’s having.”

      “Who is he?” the witch asked, sounding like he really didn’t want to know.

      Isa didn’t answer, but Gen did. “His name is Wren Davies, and he’s the blood heir to the Black Thorne pack.”

      Alex visibly flinched. “He’s the heir now. Did you ask your new boyfriend how he got that title?”

      Gen and Isa looked at each other before Gen leaned forward looming over Alex with narrowed eyes. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      He sat up, resting his weight on his forearms, ignoring Gen to look at Isa. “Listen, I think it's very sweet that you want to hear him out about whatever problem he’s having but you should stay far away from that pack.”

      Isa felt a trickle of unease, hating herself for asking, “Why? What do you know?”

      He looked conflicted. “Come on, Isa. You know I can’t say.”

      Gen laughed humorlessly. “Uh, yeah, sorry, you don’t get to just drop some doom and gloom vague statement about Isa’s new man and then just stare at us with your stupid, blank face. Speak.”

      Isa pushed Gen hard enough that the girl had to catch herself. “He’s not my new man, but Gen’s right, what do you know? Spill it.”

      “I know that your betrothed’s father, Cain, is crazy and corrupt. The Davies name in Tennessee might as well be the Corleone family.” When they both stared at him, he huffed. “Seriously? The Godfather? Have neither of you ever watched a movie that didn’t involve mean girls or pretentious cheerleaders?”

      Gen looked to Isa, tone mocking. “Have we?”

      Isa shrugged, pretending to think about it. “Tristin did make us watch the first Twilight movie. Remember?”

      Gen nodded. “Oh, yeah.”

      Isa looked at Alex. “Putting aside their grossly inaccurate depiction of vampires, it wasn’t half bad.”

      “Haha,” Alex said with a sneer. “You two are hilarious.”

      Gen nudged Alex’s side with her hiking boot. “Stop stalling. Why are Isa’s in-laws like these Corleone people?”

      “Because they’re criminals. Cain is the worst of them, but they’re all dirty. It’s just nobody can ever catch them doing anything wrong.”

      “Isn’t it possible that’s because they aren’t doing anything wrong?” Gen asked.

      “Look, all I know is that Cain Davies lords over several wolf packs in and around Tennessee from a creepy little town at the base of the mountain called Watcher’s Bend and that so many witches have died there that they’ve started calling it Witches’ End.”

      “Clever,” Isa quipped, ready to dismiss Alex’s information as witch gossip but Gen’s brows were making a run for her hairline. “Gen! You don’t believe this, do you?”

      Gen winced. “I don’t know? Maybe?”

      Alex sat all the way up, flipping off the flashlight and cradling it in his lap. “It’s true. They say that town and everybody in it is cursed and given the body count they’ve racked up; I would have to agree.”

      Isa pictured Wren’s face and that earnest expression she’d seen just a few hours before. “This sounds like some kind of urban legend. Even if it’s not, if they haven’t taken out three-quarters of the town’s population at once, I’m pretty sure our town still ranks number one on the list of towns you’re most likely to die in.”

      “Do you have any specifics or is this all just vague rumors?” Gen asked.

      Alex’s temper flared. “I know that Cain Davies had a pet witch for seventeen years. A witch he supposedly fathered a child with, a witch he kept in the house next door to his wife without any regard for his wife’s feelings.”

      “That makes him a douchebag, not a crime lord,” Isa said.

      “Okay, how about the fact that people who cross him, tend to die of mysterious illnesses, a lot of the ones happening to four of the people in this town?” Alex asked.

      “Are you saying that Isa’s betrothed is the reason we’ve got four sick people in our town? Does he have his own pet witch too?” Gen asked.

      “Cain’s construction sites are just a front for his other dealings, supernatural artifacts, black-market grimoires, supernatural parts.”

      Isa gasped. “You’re claiming that Wren’s father is dealing underground body parts for spell work…to witches? That seems unlikely. It’s not like he needs the money.”

      “Listen, his son, Dylan, was some kind of jacked up blood junkie for a long time. It took him over a year to get clean. The family is weird. They adopted a child that they found in the woods and then betrothed her to his eldest son, a future alpha. His mistress died a death gruesome enough to warrant an investigation by the Grove. A death that he let his child take the fall for. If you don’t think all that is enough to convince you that the Davies family is corrupt, consider this, the original heir to the Black Thorne pack died the very same day you're betrothed returned home from his final tour in Afghanistan. Weird timing…huh?”

      Isa could feel her wolf clawing its way to the surface as she processed Alex’s words. “Do you know that? Do you really, actually know that? Because those are some pretty hefty allegations to lay at the feet of one pack.”

      “One pack? Try one family. The Davies are bad news, Isa. Do you want to expose the kids to somebody who potentially murdered his brother just to be alpha?”

      Wren had said he didn’t want to be alpha. Wren was protecting Neoma. Alex had no idea what he was talking about. Isa took a deep breath, trying to pull herself together before she said something she’d regret. Her wolf didn’t like Alex’s accusations. She growled and paced inside Isa, ready to defend a total stranger from a man she’d known her whole life. What was happening to her?

      “Who did you hear this from?” Gen asked Alex, rubbing her hand between Isa’s shoulder blades as if she sensed Isa’s wolf’s agitation. “Who specifically told you this?”

      Alex’s look was pleading. “I said I can’t tell you that.”

      Isa snorted, shaking her head. “Right. You can tell us all these ugly things about the Black Thorne pack, but you can’t tell us who said these horrible things?”

      “Journalists refuse to give up their sources all the time, doesn’t make the news any less real, Isa.”

      “You’re not a journalist, Alex; you’re a witch. You’re a witch who’s asked Isa out like a thousand times. You’re hardly an unbiased source.” Gen reminded him.

      Alex flushed, popping to his feet. “Well, since it seems no evil deer is running amok in the middle of the town square, I’m going to head home. Enjoy your date.”

      When he was out of earshot, Gen turned to her. “Well, that wasn’t awkward at all.”

      Isa slapped lightly at Gen with both hands, speaking through gritted teeth, “Whose fault is that? Why did you even say anything about the non-date at all? You know how he feels about me.”

      Gen slapped back slightly harder. “Because he needed to know. He needs to get over it. Especially with you and Wren all soul bonded and shit. He’s going to find out eventually. If I waited for you to tell him, it would be like you and wolf boy’s ten-year wedding anniversary. Now he can move on to some snotty, witch bitch who will secretly poison him against you until he hates you so much he can barely manage to wave at you from across the street.”

      Isa gaped at her friend. “Do you even think about what you say before it comes out of your mouth or are you just as astounded as the rest of us?”

      She shrugged. “The latter. If I think about it, it just spoils the surprise for all of us, don’t you think?”

      “I seriously don’t know how your wife puts up with you.”

      “Because I’m adorable and scrappy.”

      Isa rolled her eyes again. “What you are is certifiable and borderline insufferable.”

      Gen batted her eyes at her. “And...”

      Isa sighed. “And adorable and scrappy.”

      “Exactly. Seriously, who wouldn’t love me?”

      “I can’t imagine.”

      “Aww, I love you too. Now, let’s go home before the Jenkins call about a demonic moose or vampire bunnies.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          Wren

        

      

    

    
      
        Day 2

      

      Wren couldn’t remember ever being this nervous. He’d spent the day with Neoma wandering around the town of Wolf Creek, trying to work off some of this energy. Only twenty-four hours had passed since he’d seen her but it felt like a lifetime. His wolf was restless. Now that he’d found Isa, being away from her seemed like the worst kind of torture.

      The drive out to Isa’s seemed longer this time, even with their new hotel just outside of Belle Haven, less than a stone’s throw from Isa’s restaurant. While the hotel was better than the last, it wasn’t going to win any awards. It was cleaner than the Caprice and gave them beds to sleep in and a place to shower. That was all Wren required. But, still, he kept their bags in the truck, only bringing what they needed for the night. He couldn’t trust that the protection spell would hold. If they needed to run again, he’d be prepared.

      Neoma was quiet on the ride over, that ugly corn husk doll clutched in her right hand as she watched the sun dip low in the sky, painting the sky pink and purple. He didn’t try to talk to her. On some level, she was probably as nervous as he was. It felt like they were auditioning.

      Once at Isa’s, he didn’t park in the driveway. Like earlier, he parked his truck down the road behind some trees. Maybe he was overly cautious, but he wouldn’t put Isa and the kids in any more danger than he already had. Especially when she still didn’t fully understand what she was getting into.

      Once out of the truck, Wren smoothed any imaginary wrinkles from his white button down shirt before looking to Neoma. “How do I look?”

      She inspected him carefully, eyes narrowed, tongue sticking out of her mouth. Finally, she nodded. “Good, except for your face.”

      Wren laughed. “Yeah, well, I can’t help that. It’s the only one I have.”

      Neoma stepped back, spreading out the skirt of her white and pink floral dress. “How do I look?”

      “Perfect, as always.”

      Neoma smiled, cheeks going pink before her smile slipped away. “What if she doesn’t like me?”

      Wren frowned, crouching down. “There’s nobody in the world who wouldn’t like you. Why would you say that?”

      “I’m different.”

      “Listen, munchkin, everybody in Belle Haven is different. In this town, everybody knows magic exists. You don’t have to be afraid.”

      She took his hand, and they walked the half mile dirt road that led to Isa’s house. Neoma fell quiet again, as she seemed to contemplate his words. After a few minutes of silence, she stopped short. “What happens if I get scared and something happens?”

      Wren didn’t know where all this was coming from. Neoma’s magic was fascinating—he’d once seen her resurrect a dead flower—but hardly notable in a town filled with magical creatures. He wished she would just tell him whatever she was so afraid of.

      He crouched down beside her. “Nothing is going to happen, and even if it did, you can’t help that. Isa’s a wolf. She knows what it’s like to be pulled by a force stronger than yourself. We’re tied to the moon’s call.” He leaned forward and kissed her forehead. “Besides, it’s you and me, kid. If Isa doesn’t like you, then I don’t like her. We’ll find someplace else. But I don’t see that being a problem. Because you are pretty close to perfect.” A smile split the girl’s face. “Ready?”

      She bobbed her head in agreement. They walked the rest of the way in silence while Wren contemplated what he was going to say to Isa. He didn’t know how to tell Isa their story in an hour. When they reached the door, he was no closer to an answer. He was a soldier; he’d improvise.

      He knocked and waited. He didn’t have to wait long. The door was wrenched open by the surly boy from the diner, the boy who had almost shifted thinking he needed to protect Isa. There was no doubt the boy and Isa were related, even if the kid was already half a foot taller than his alpha. They shared the same olive complexion, the same dark hair, and green eyes. The same scowl. “What do you want?” he asked, before a low growl rumbled from the boy’s lips, his eyes starting to glow, his teeth elongating. It was all for show. He wanted Wren to recognize his place in the house.

      Neoma took a step back, but Wren stood his ground, voice neutral.“Isa invited us for dinner.”

      “Well, Isa’s not here. Sorry,” he said, clearly not sorry in the least.

      Wren tried not to smile. He was just like this boy at his age, out of control, his body constantly rebelling against him, raised by a Black Thorne pack alpha who still believed all members should settle their disputes physically. It made for a lot of useless posturing, especially with the wolves his age. He decided to let the boy feel he had some control over the situation. “Well, we’ll just wait out here for her, then,” Wren said, eyeing the porch swing.

      “Whatever,” the boy said, moving to slam the door in their faces. A small hand caught it, almost losing four fingers in the process. When the door re-opened, the violet-eyed boy from the restaurant stood there. “Kai,” Neoma said, lighting up at the boy’s presence.

      “You look pretty,” Kai said before his gaze shifted to Wren. “You should just come in. Isa got called out on patrol, and our usual babysitter had clinic so Isa left Rhys in charge which is stupid because we’d be better with literally anybody else in charge, or nobody at all.”

      Given the frustration on the older boy’s face, Wren assumed he was the Rhys to which Kai referred. “You don’t get to invite people into my house,” Rhys snapped.

      Wren could see the smaller boy’s irritation and even a bit of fear, but he didn’t back down. “It’s our house, jerk, and I can too. Isa said they were coming over. You’re being rude. She wouldn’t want us to leave guests on the porch. It’s against pack protocol.”

      Rhys went from frustrated to furious in seconds, rushing Kai until he was inches from the younger boy’s face. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. You don’t get to lecture me on protocol; you’re not even a wolf. We don’t invite strangers into our house. He could be a serial killer for all you know. You’re so stupid.”

      Kai’s face flushed, jaw clenching. He was clearly afraid, but he didn’t back down. “Oh, is that what your wolf senses are telling you? That he brought a little girl with him to murder us? Sounds to me like you’re the stupid one. Why don’t you go shred some more pillows or shift and pee all over the house since you think you own everything anyway.”

      Wren watched the two carefully. He wouldn’t interfere unless he thought Rhys might hurt Kai. It wasn’t his place…yet. The older boy’s chest heaved, his claws extended, snarling in Kai’s face but he didn’t advance, didn’t attack. Beyond the rage and the embarrassment, Rhys was emanating something else entirely. Attraction.

      Suddenly, Rhys shoved past Kai, checking him backward with his shoulder. “I hate you. Why did you even have to come here?” he shouted,  before pounding up the staircase and slamming a door from somewhere upstairs.

      There was an extended moment of silence, and then a giant chunk of plaster fell from the hallway ceiling, landing with a dull thud, bits of drywall scattering in every direction.

      Kai looked at the staircase and then the chunk of plaster. “Isa’s going to kill us,” he said, sounding resigned to his fate. “You guys should come in. Maybe she won’t hurt us too bad if there are witnesses.”

      Wren couldn’t help but laugh. As they stepped inside, the other little girl came down the stairs. She clearly had reaper blood, as her eyes were the same dark shade of violet as Kai’s. They were mostly likely siblings, given their similarities, same dark hair, tip-tilt eyes and slight builds. The girl placed her hands on her hips, staring at Kai with an entirely too grown up expression on her face. “What did you do to Rhys this time?”

      “I didn’t do anything. This is Wren; he brought Neoma,” Kai said as if that was the only reason Wren was there. “This is my twin sister, Tristin. Can Neoma play with us? We are playing Mario Kart upstairs.”

      “Sure, do you know when your…Isa…will be home?” He rolled her name over his tongue, liking the taste of it. Eesa. It suited her.

      Tristin giggled. “Our Isa. She’s our guardian. She adopted us after our parents died. Well, she adopted Kai and me, Rhys is Isa’s brother. She didn’t adopt Quinn, he just hangs over here all the time and sleeps over a lot because his father doesn’t like him because he’s just a human and not a witch like his sister. Isa got called to go out on patrol. Mrs. Rollins swears she saw pixies in her garden, but Gen says Mrs. Rollins is…,” she narrowed her eyes as if trying to recall the information. “’a might touched.'”

      “Oh,” was all Wren could manage, trying to keep up with so much new information. It was a lot to absorb in barely five minutes. “Yes, Neoma, you can go play.” Neoma gave him a nervous glance before following the others. They were long gone when he realized they hadn’t answered his question about when Isa might return.

      He didn’t know what to do now that he was alone. He could hear the kids’ laughter and the sounds of the game upstairs; he could hear four steady heartbeats and one racing one. He considered going upstairs to check on him, but it might only embarrass him further.

      Instead, he wandered the living room. It looked just that, lived in. The couch was new but worn, probably from being abused by four rambunctious kids. There were two wingback chairs in a floral print that hadn’t been popular in fifty years. There were pictures of the kids on the walls, along with a picture of a middle-aged couple in wedding attire and a black and white photo of a large group of people. There was a water ring on the coffee table and a dent on the wall by the front door that matched the doorknob perfectly.

      It felt like a home, but it didn’t feel like a pack. Isa’s parents must have given her some formal training if she had enough experience for patrolling but, really, how much could she have gotten in sixteen years. Was she recruiting new pack members? How could anybody defend a town like Belle Haven alone?

      He stepped over the plaster chunk on the floor, looking up at the hole in the ceiling. Even from a distance, he could see the pipes were ancient. The house had good bones, but it was evident just from a casual glance that it needed some serious updating and repairs. The kitchen was an eclectic mix of old and new. The dining room table was a cheap knock off probably bought from a big box store, but the cabinetry was old, handcrafted with a decorative detail that went out of style about the same time as her living room chairs. The dishwasher was new, but the refrigerator was making a noise that sounded like a death rattle. It was only a matter of time before it gave out.

      He looked back at the plaster on the floor and then glanced up at the ceiling, with a sigh and then began to open and close doors until he found what he needed. There was a small cabinet built into the side wall where he found a broom and a dustpan. He swept up the mess and located the trashcan, depositing the debris.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          Neoma

        

      

    

    
      Neoma smoothed her dress across her knees, watching the boys play their game on the large television sitting on top of the beat up wooden cabinet. She’d never played video games before, even though they looked like fun. Cain said television bred laziness and there were always chores to do around the house. Alis never made Neoma do as much as the older girls, though. She put her to work in the garden, which was much more like playing than real work. She also got to cut the herbs and help make dinner and Alis always made sure she had plenty of time to play in the woods. Neoma missed Alis, she missed the garden and her sisters…even though Cain had never really thought of her as a daughter, she’d thought of them as her family, and she’d been happy there…at least until Dylan had come back.

      Thinking of Dylan made her stomach ache so she pushed the thought away as the boy with the huge black-framed glasses gave her a cautious smile. Quinn was his name. “Do you want to try it?”

      “That’s okay,” she said, shaking her head. “I’ll just watch.”

      He shrugged, hitting the play button. Neoma’s gaze wandered the room. There was no bed in there, so Neoma figured this had to be a playroom. Aside from the television and the video games, there was a dresser overflowing with fabrics and a hat rack that held tons of scarfs and random props. There was a scarred white vanity with big bulbs just like a Hollywood movie star might have and tons of makeup scattered about. She wasn’t allowed to wear makeup.

      But she was allowed to read books and to the right of the door was a floor to ceiling bookshelf filled with large hardcover books and small paperback books with curled edges and torn covers. She wandered to the shelves, picking up each book and stroking the spine. She loved books. She loved the way they smelled, the way the pages felt between her fingers. She liked how the covers got softer each time she read them.

      “They’re just human books,” Quinn chimed in from the floor, not even looking in her direction.

      Of course, they were. It was illegal to have books on magic. Only the Grove library could carry magical texts and only witches could access the library. Keeping magical books was a death sentence. Everybody knew that.

      Tristin came to stand beside her. “Don’t listen to Quinn; he’s just bitter because his dad won’t let him see the Grove library anymore and Quinn’s already read like every human book in the world.”

      Neoma knew the girl must be exaggerating, but Quinn seemed smart enough to have read every book in the world if he put his mind to it. He had intelligent eyes, and he exuded a sort of quiet genius that Neoma found calming.

      Tristin pulled a small paperback from the third shelf, holding it in her hands as if it were a baby. “This is my favorite. It’s about a human girl who has to choose between two vampire brothers in love with her. Do you want to borrow it?”

      Neoma's eyes widened. Real vampires were hideous creatures with mangled teeth and pointy bald heads...at least that's what Ezri told her. But the fictional vampires of the human world were something else altogether, tall and dreamy with supernatural strength and an unnatural allure. Yes, the fictional vampires sounded okay by her. Neoma couldn’t help the smile that split her face. “Yes, please.” When Tristin handed it over, Neoma clutched it to her chest, giving it the same reverence as the other girl. “Thank you.”

      “You should come over here with me,” Tristin said, tugging her towards the bench in front of the vanity and pushing on her shoulders until she sat down. “I’m going to give you a makeover. We’ll make you look like a real faery.” Tristin opened a small drawer in the vanity and pulled out two pointy rubber ears. “Or even a fake faery.”

      “Isn’t she already a real faery,” Kai laughed, not looking up from the screen. Neoma looked at the screen trying to see his face in the reflection, trying to discern whether the boy was serious or not. Kai's kart slipped on a banana peel and shot into a tailspin. “There aren’t any real faeries in our world anymore, stupid,” Tristin corrected her brother. “It’s too dangerous.”

      “You know about faeries?” Neoma heard herself asking.

      Kai snorted. “My sister thinks she knows everything about everything, but she doesn’t. The witches don’t want us to know anything about anything, so we know nothing and suppose everything. She just pretends what she knows is fact.”

      Tristin pulled a pallet of glittery eye shadows from a drawer and opened it with a flourish before pushing Neoma’s hair from her face and clipping it behind her ear. “Don't listen to him. We used to have a server at the restaurant, and she was a Sprite. She knew all kinds of things about the fae world, and she used to tell me all kinds of things."

      "What kind of things?" Neoma asked, a strange thrill coursing through her veins.

      "That almost all magic comes from the fae, especially reaper and witch magic. I know that elementals like you are the closest genetic matches to the fae next to sprites and pixies which means your as close to a pureblood fae as we’re probably ever going to get."

      Neoma had so many questions. Cain never let her talk about her fae side. He said it was better to pretend, to suppress that side of her. "Why is it dangerous to be a faery?"

      "Because you're like unicorns on our side," Tristin said cryptically.

      "What? What does that mean?"

      "It means my sister's crazy and you shouldn't listen to a thing she says." Kai threw over his shoulder. Tristin chucked a lipstick, laughing as it hit the back of her brother's head with a dull thwack. He didn't even acknowledge the assault, still concentrating on the screen.

      Neoma tried again. "How are faeries like unicorns?"

      "Unicorn's are pure magic. That's why they don't exist anymore. Witches hunted them to extinction using their blood and their horns for dark magic spells. It's the same with faeries. Pure Fae blood is magic. Before the fae closed the window between our world and theirs, the fae had to keep themselves cloaked from witches who would steal their blood for summoning demons and other dark entities."

      Neoma shivered at that. Was that why Cain told her to hide her magic? She wasn't a pureblood, but it made sense...as much as anything in the supernatural world made sense.

      "Knock it off, Tristin. You're scaring her," Quinn said, honey brown eyes watching Neoma with an intensity that made her feel like he could see into her soul.

      Tristin sighed, "Whatever. You're as close to a fae as we're likely to get, so I'm going to make you super sparkly.”

      "Are real faeries sparkly?" Neoma couldn't help but ask.

      Tristin shrugged. "I don't know, but I like to think they are. I like to think pure blood faeries sparkle like a Cullen vampire."

      Kai gave another snort. "You and those stupid books. Vampires don't sparkle in the sun...they explode into a million bloody pieces...like a tick."

      Neoma winced at the visual, but Tristin waved him off, makeup brush still in hand. "Nobody is talking to you. Play your stupid game."

      Neoma pushed a piece of her hair behind her ear. "What else do you know?"

      "Daisy—that was the sprite from the restaurant—Daisy said that their are three realms in the fae world and they are all controlled by one Kingdom. She said there's two types of fae...the Seelie—the light fae and the Unseelie—the dark fae. She said that every hundred years or so the realms go to war to battle out who will become the next ruler."

      "You do know a lot about the fae."

      “I like faeries. Or, at least, I think I would like the fae....the light fae, not the dark. I mean if there were any left.”

      Neoma ignored the chill that ran along her skin, letting her eyes close as Tristin’s brush dusted glitter and shimmer along her cheeks, nose, and lids. "So the dark fae are bad, and the light fae are good?"

      Tristin thought about it. "All I know is that witches used light fae blood to invoke a spell, but they used dark fae blood to revoke a spell. It just seems to me that the light fae are good and the dark fae are bad."

      “Do you have any powers? As an elemental?” Tristin asked.

      Neoma opened her eyes, sucking in her bottom lip as she stared into Tristin’s curious violet eyes. “I’m not supposed to say. Cain said it causes-" She paused trying to remember. "It causes unnecessary attention and that it’s dangerous to use my magic.”

      That had the boys’ attention now. They paused their game, scooting closer on their butts. “Who’s Cain?”

      “Wren’s dad. I live with them or, I did…”

      Kai leaned forward. “Where’s your family? Why can’t you do magic? Isa said we can’t talk about magic outside of Belle Haven because the humans don’t know about it, but it’s totally okay to do magic in Belle Haven because the towns completely cloaked from the humans. You can talk about your magic or even use your powers. Everybody does,” Kai said. Tristin and Quinn glared at him until he said, “Well, all the people who have their magic, anyway.”

      Neoma looked to the closed bedroom door. She wanted to show them, to tell them. Wren had said it was okay, that Isa would understand. Did that mean Tristin and the boys would understand too? “My magic is tied to the earth. I can gather energy from living things, flowers, trees, anything with life,” she said, hesitantly. “The trees used to talk to me.”

      Kai's eyes went wide. “The trees used to talk to you? Like actually speak with words?”

      Neoma hesitated, cheeks flushing red, giggling. “Yeah, sometimes. They would tell me when I was safe and when to run.”

      Quinn pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose, frowning at her words. “Why would you not be safe?”

      Neoma frowned. She didn’t know why she’d said that. She'd never felt unsafe with the pack, but something scraped at her brain, a memory just out of reach, trying to find it's way back in. “I-I just meant-”

      Tristin cut her off. “She obviously just meant not safe from predators. The woods are dangerous. There are bears and cougars and mountain lions out there. It’s why Isa doesn’t let us go without Rhys.” Neoma looked at Tristin, grateful. Tristin winked at her and booped the glitter brush onto Neoma’s nose. “I think Neoma should spend the night. It’ll be fun to have another girl in the house. I never get to have another girl in the house now that Quinn's sister, Astrid, got her mark.”

      "Her mark?" Neoma asked.

      Quinn nodded, his expression solemn, eyes dull, radiating a kind of sadness that made Neoma want to hug him. "Yeah, you know, the mark that tells people you're the next to inherit your family's power. Do fae not have marks?"

      Neoma just shrugged. She didn't have any marks that she'd ever seen. "I don't know any other fae. Shifters don't have marks. They just turn, or they don't."

      The boys nodded, turning to, once again, lose themselves in their game. “I hope Wren falls in love with Isa,” Tristin whispered to Neoma. “Then we could be for real sisters.” She rolled her eyes in her brother’s direction before saying, “I always wanted a sister.”

      Neoma hugged Tristin hard enough for the girl to grunt. “I want that too,” she promised. “More than anything.” But something nagged at her, giving her a pit in her stomach. Getting closer to anybody was a bad idea. Ezri said she wasn’t safe. She had giant holes in her memory, and somebody wanted to hurt her. Still, Neoma couldn’t bring herself to pull away. She wanted to be part of this family. In a weird way, she felt like she already was. 

      Kai suddenly tossed his controller. “I’m hungry. I’m going to go downstairs and find something to eat.”

      “Isa is going to be mad if you spoil your dinner,” Tristin said.

      “Well, Isa isn’t here, and I’m starving to death, so I’m going downstairs. Are you coming or not?”

      Tristin heaved a sigh and pulled Neoma from the bench. “Okay, fine. I’m hungry too, but if we get yelled at, I’m blaming you.” Tristin once again snagged her hand, tugging her off the bench and out of her thoughts. “Come on, let’s go ask Wren if you can spend the night.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          Rhys

        

      

    

    
      Rhys sat at the kitchen table, legs kicked up on the chair across from him, glowering at Wren who stood on a ladder in the hallway. Rhys didn’t speak to him, only watched. Just because Kai decided the wolf wasn’t a threat, didn’t mean it was true. It wasn’t like Kai would know anyway. He didn’t have any supernatural abilities, not really. He was a soul collector, big deal. He hadn’t even had his first collection yet.

      Rhys stuffed a Frito into his mouth, chewing angrily. What the hell was a bonded mate anyway? It sounded fake, like something a person might make up to worm their way into stealing his sister’s pack. Isa was too smart to believe something so stupid. So why was Wren in their house? Why had his sister agreed to meet with him? Because he had the girl with him? Neoma? That had to be it. His sister was a sucker for an orphan, obviously. 

      Wren turned then, looking pointedly at Rhys’s feet on the chair. “Hey, kid, since you have elected yourself my security detail for the night, you think you could hand me that wrench?”

      “Nope,” Rhys said, stuffing another chip in his mouth.

      “Okay,” Wren said with a sigh, climbing down from the ladder. Instead of grabbing the wrench, he opened the fridge and helped himself to a bottle of water, twisting off the top and gulping it down, watching Rhys watch him. “I get that you want to protect your sister. I have three little sisters of my own, four if you count Neoma. I’d be protective too. It’s instinct.”

      Rhys blinked at him, mouth flattening before he said,“If you’re trying to bond with me, it’s not going to work. I’m not as easily influenced as my sister.”

      “I should hope not. You’re the left hand of the pack, right? It’s your job to be suspicious of strangers.”

      Rhys snorted. “Right. That would only matter if we were a real pack. Which we’re not, by the way. So, if that’s your angle, you’re wasting your time. There are no super-secret members that we're hiding. It's just me and my sister and the kids.”

      Wren shrugged, taking another swig of his water. “It’s as real a pack as any. You won’t stay this small forever, and Isa's going to need a left hand.”

      “Isa would never trust me enough to make me left hand of the pack. She’d give it to Kai first.”

      Wren frowned at him, but Rhys didn’t care. An alpha’s mate was her right hand, they helped with decisions and played diplomat with visiting packs…but the left hand of the pack, that position was only for a wolf who was strong and loyal, a wolf who would do what was needed regardless of the task. They’d kill or die for their alpha, did the thing the alpha couldn’t or shouldn’t do to maintain the integrity of their position.

      Finally, the older wolf said, “That's not true.”

      "You don't even know what you're talking about," Rhys growled, his wolf flexing within him, annoyed by Wren's assumptions. Rhys shuddered, swallowing hard, wanting to tear at his skin to make room for his wolf. Rhys always did what needed, always thought about the pack first, but Isa would never see him as anything but a screw-up.

      “It’s hard to control, isn’t it?”

      Rhys’s head snapped up. “What?”

      “Your wolf? He’s restless, right? Always pacing? You feel like he’s always waiting for you to show even a bit of weakness so he can take over?”

      “What do you know about it?” Rhys said. 

      “When I was your age-”

      Whatever he was going to say died as Kai, Quinn, Tristin and Neoma came down the back stairs. Quinn went straight for the table and Rhys’s bag of Fritos. Rhys snatched it from his grasp. “Uh-uh, these are mine. Find your own food.”

      “Come on, dude, we’re hungry. Can’t you not be a jerk for like five seconds?” Kai asked.

      Rhys looked to Wren and then to Kai, upended the bag and pouring the contents into his mouth, chewing the remainder of the chips before handing the empty bag to Kai, smiling around his mouthful. “All yours.”

      Rhys could smell Kai’s anger and, for a moment, it felt good. He loved getting a reaction from Kai; any response made the boys scent so…appealing.

      Kai aggressively smashed the empty bag before stuffing it into the trash. “You’re such a d-”

      “Okay,” Wren cut in. “That’s enough. I’ll make dinner.  All of you, go outside. I don’t want to see you back here for at least an hour.”

      They all stared at Wren in horror, all except for Neoma. She was already moving toward the back door, pausing when she saw nobody followed. It was Tristin who finally said, “What do you mean play outside? It’s hot out there, and when it’s hot, there are mosquitoes, and mosquitoes have malaria, and I am not going to go outside in the dark and get malaria just so you can make dinner, and I’m pretty sure Isa isn’t going to marry you if you give her kids a fatal disease.”

      Rhys rolled his eyes as Quinn and Kai bobbed their heads in agreement. They were such babies.

      Wren grinned. “Isa told you I’m here to marry her?”

      Tristin gave Wren a withering look. “I heard Isa tell Gen that you’re her betrothed. Why else would you be here?”  

      Wren nodded. “That’s a fair point. As for your argument, I promise you; you’ll be okay. I’ve been in places where malaria is a pressing issue, Florida isn’t one of them.” Wren pulled a box of pasta from the pantry, opening every drawer and cabinet like he owned the place. “Go outside, run around, get sweaty, play in the dirt, be kids.If you don’t come back filthy enough for a shower, you’re not getting dessert.”

      Tristin’s mouth fell open as if Wren had personally offended her. “You can’t threaten us with no dessert, only parents and babysitters can do that,” Tristin said. “More importantly, why do we have to go outside when we have perfectly good inside things to do like watch tv or read…in the air conditioning…like civilized people. It’s not fair.”

      Wren bent until his forearms rested on the counter, and he was eye level with Tristin. “Tristin, you seem like a tough girl. The kind of girl who doesn’t whine about things like bugs or getting a little sweaty. So, I’m going to ask you a question, and I want you to think about it before you answer me.”

      Tristin shifted from one foot to the other. “Okay?” she said, hesitating like a rabbit who might sense a trap. “Are you arguing with me simply to argue or is the idea of going outside for just one hour really that upsetting to you?”

      Tristin contemplated his question. “I guess just to argue?” she said as if she wasn’t sure.

      “So, could you please go outside with the others while I cook dinner? I’m trying to make a good impression, and you’d be helping me out.”

      Tristin gave Wren a calculating look. “I’ll go play outside if Neoma can spend the night here with us.”

      Wren’s brows raised in surprise. “This isn’t a negotiation. You’ll either do as I ask or not. However, if Isa says Neoma can spend the night and Neoma wants to spend the night, that’s just fine by me. What’s it going to be?”

      Tristin sighed. “Fine. Let’s go play outside. Whatever that means.”

      They all moved to the door except Rhys. Rhys stayed put, daring Wren to do something about it. Rhys wasn’t some baby Wren could trick with mind games.

      When it was only the two of them again, Wren said, “I can’t help but notice you’re still here. I can only assume it’s because you want to help me make dinner.”

      Rhys snorted at that. Like he was going to help Wren with anything. He stood, walking to the back door, letting it slam loudly behind him. He stopped short at the bottom of the porch steps, picking up on Neoma’s rabbiting heartbeat.

      “Neoma?” Tristin asked.

      “What’s wrong with her?” Quinn asked, waving a hand in front of the girl's near-catatonic face.

      Rhys couldn't see her face, but he could smell what was wrong. She was terrified. Frozen in place, staring just beyond the trees.

      “Should we go get Wren?” Kai asked. Tristin and Quinn exchanged worried glances.

      Rhys walked to Neoma, leaning down to catch her eye. “Neoma!”

      The girl blinked, the spell broken. “I'm alright.”

      She wasn’t alright. Her heart was beating hard and fast, and the scent of her fear and pain was enough to make him dizzy. His wolf wanted to isolate her from the others. Protect her. Something in his brain registered her as wounded but as pack, not prey. “Go play,” Rhys snapped at the others. “Neoma just needs to sit down for a minute. It’s really hot out here today.”

      Neoma looked at Rhys, giving him a small smile.

      “I’m not leaving Neoma,” Tristin said, crossing her arms.

      Rhys gave her a withering look. “She’ll come play with you in a minute, Tristin. Stop arguing about everything.”

      Tristin looked to Neoma, who gave a stilted nod. “Fine,” she said, giving Rhys a haughty look. “But I’m coming back in fifteen minutes.”

      When they started towards the woods, Neoma looked panicked, grabbing Rhys's arm and shaking her head. Rhys frowned, unsure of what had the girl so afraid. But he knew better than to chance it. "Wait,” he called after them. “Go play in the front yard.”

      “What? Why?” Kai asked.

      “Because I said so,” Rhys said, wishing just once people wouldn’t argue with everything he said.

      “Who died and made him boss?” Quinn muttered as they walked towards the front of the house.

      Rhys didn’t speak again until they were alone. “What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t know.” Her heartbeat said she was telling the truth.

      “Why are you afraid?”

      Neoma bit down on her bottom lip, something he’d seen his sister do a million times, usually when she was uncertain about something. Finally, she said, “The trees don’t talk to me anymore.”

      Rhys blinked, frowning with his eyebrows. “What does that mean?”

      Neoma sank into the grass, legs folded beneath her, leaving Rhys no choice but to tower over her or sit too. He sighed, sitting beside her, legs stretched out in front of him, leaning back on his hands.

      She put her hand over his and Rhys flinched at the electrical charge that shot from her palm into his skin. “Do you feel that?”

      Rhys nodded, resisting the urge to shake out his hand. “Yes. What is that?”

      She looked up at the sky as if she might find answers there. “I’m not supposed to talk about it, but I can’t remember why.”

      Did she always speak in riddles? “Not supposed to talk about what?”

      “My hands. The things I hear. The things I can do.” She looked at him then. “But Tristin said I don’t have to hide my magic here. Is that right?”

      Rhys wanted to say yes, but he knew things the others didn’t know. Secrets about this town, why it existed. Everybody there worked for the Grove in one way or another, even if they didn’t think they did. “No, that’s not true. You shouldn’t trust anybody you don’t know.”

      “But not you…I can trust you, right?”

      Rhys should say no, but when she stared up at him with those huge blue eyes, he just couldn’t. “Yes, you can trust me.” She relaxed, letting her head droop to his shoulder. He stared at the top of her head. She’d believed him, just like that. Did she believe everybody so quickly? “What does Wren say about…what you can do?”

      “Wren doesn’t know. Wren can’t know.”

      That feeling of disquiet crept back in. “Why? Why can’t Wren know?”

      Neoma scrunched up her forehead, miserable. “I don’t know. I don’t remember. Nothing makes sense anymore.” She tapped her head. “It’s all a mess.”

      “Are you afraid of him? Of Wren?” he clarified, half hoping she’d say yes. 

      She shook her head against his shoulder. “No. Wren would never hurt me. But I can’t tell him. I can’t. He’s not supposed to know.”

      “Okay, if you don’t know why he’s not meant to know, do you remember who told you you’re not supposed to say?”

      “Cain.” She whispered his name like a curse.

      “Who’s Cain?”

      Even saying his name made the girl recoil. “Wren’s dad. Our alpha.”

      Rhys had never met another wolf pack, but he knew that not all alphas were nice. He’d heard Isa talking to Gen and Hadley about wolves who lived deep in the swamps, practically feral. Wren seemed educated, not at all like some of the packs Isa talked about, but that didn’t mean his alpha was as nice as his sister.

      “Cain told you that you can’t tell anybody about your magic? When?”

      “When I was little. He made Magna bind my powers, so they weren’t as strong.”

      Her touch had felt like he’d stuck a fork in an electrical socket. “Are they still bound?”

      She hesitated, before shaking her head. “The spell broke when Magna died. It all came back quickly.”

      “And you didn’t tell anybody that.”

      “I told Ezri.”

      Rhys didn’t know who Ezri was. He wasn’t sure he even understood this conversation, but Neoma was leaning on his shoulder radiating trust, and Rhys just wanted more, so he kept going. “Not even Cain?” 

      “Especially not Cain.”

      “Neoma, what scared you, just now?”

      “Somebody spoke to me, in here,” she whispered, tapping her temple again.

      “Spoke to you like the trees did?”

      She shook her head, hands trembling. He covered it with his own, not even caring if she shocked him. “Wren took me to a psychic just before we left Tennessee. She said I had a passenger.”

      “What does that mean?”

       “I don’t know.”

      “Do you think the voice in your head was this passenger?”

      She turned to him, nodding, eyes filling with tears.

      “What did the voice want? What did it say?

      “She said, ‘There you are.’”

      She? A full body shudder ran through him, fear trickling down his spine. He wanted to think Neoma was crazy. Trees didn’t talk to people, and most people who heard voices in their heads were crazy but Rhys had a wolf living inside him so who was he to say what was normal and what wasn’t.

      “Did they say anything else?”

      She shook her head.

      “Then why are you so afraid of the woods?”

      “Because she’s in there…watching me.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “She showed me, showed me through her eyes. I saw me, Tristin, Kai, and Quinn all standing here.”

      Rhys’s spine went rigid, letting himself partially shift, scanning the woods for movement, inhaling deeply. He could hear Neoma’s heartbeat, could hear the others playing in the front yard. He could smell the natural scents of the forest, the dirt, the trees, the pungent scent of other animals. Threaded through all these other scents was the sharp smell of decay, but animals died and rotted in the woods all the time. There was nothing screaming danger…nothing except Neoma.

      “You don’t believe me,” she whispered.

      “I do. I just don’t smell anybody out there. I don’t hear or see anything either. Why would this person want you to know she can see you?”

      “Ezri said I had to break the spell she put on me, but I think it’s breaking all on its own.”

      Rhys didn’t know what to say? That’s not true. He knew exactly what to say. Who the hell was Ezri? Why had she put a spell on Neoma? What could he possibly do to help her when he couldn't even help himself. But he didn’t say any of those things. Instead, he asked, “Why can’t she break it herself?”

      “Ezri’s dead. The Grove burned her up.”

      Rhys knew his face was reacting without his permission, but he’d never heard anybody talk so casually about somebody being burned alive. “You don’t seem that upset.”

      “No. I can’t be. She took it from me. She didn’t want me to be sad.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          Isa

        

      

    

    
      Isa drove home doing ten miles under the speed limit. She hadn’t expected to be called out on a hunt, especially not because of pixies. Mrs. Rollins was crazy, but she hadn’t been wrong. Something had been out there trampling through her garden. Maybe it was Mrs. Jenkins’ menacing red-eyed deer? Maybe it was a stray dog. Either way, Isa was just glad it wasn’t pixies. She’d lost a chunk out of her finger the last time she’d gone up against one. They were nasty little suckers.

      But the truth was, she’d take blood-sucking pixies or evil deer over the wolf waiting for her at home. If he was even still there. Which she doubted. She’d kept him waiting for two hours. Alone. With five children. Neither man nor wolf could withstand Kai and Rhys’s sniping at each other, or Tristin’s lectures or Quinn’s…well, honestly, Quinn was an angel, really, but still, five kids was a lot.

      It was better to run him off now, especially if his family was the werewolf equivalent of gangsters. Which, again, she doubted. Wren certainly didn’t strike her as a future mafia kingpin. Alex could hardly be objective. But could she be objective about it? Whenever she was within ten feet of Wren, she wanted to jump him. Her wolf, she corrected silently. Her wolf wanted to jump him. But she was not a slave to her wolf because nothing good could come of letting him into her life. Her wolf needed to get with the program.

      There was far too much going on in her life for her to even contemplate…she couldn’t even think of the word. The whole idea of being tied to another person for the rest of her life was just too much. She had a system in place. A carefully crafted plan that allowed her to raise four kids and run a restaurant and pay her bills and keep this town safe from the supernatural horrors that seemed to wander through every month. She couldn’t deviate from the plan, or her life would crack into a million little pieces.

      Something tightened painfully in her chest. She should never have agreed to meet with him. She shouldn’t have given him hope that this would ever be anything other than a disaster. There was no place for him in her life much less another kid. She was just going to tell him that his lovely blue eyes and his adorable child had to go.

      When she pulled in, the driveway was empty. He wasn’t there. He’d probably left when he saw she was late. The ache behind her ribs annoyed her. It was for the best. She was sweaty and gross and needed a shower, and she was only going to send him on his way. Now she didn’t have to. Her wolf growled, but Isa did her best to ignore the gnawing feeling in her stomach. It was stupid to feel disappointed over somebody she’d only seen twice in her life.

      She would take a long hot shower and wash away the remnants of her night; maybe she could even read her book or watch Who the Bleep Did I Marry. It seemed fitting. She exited the car, determined to shake off the strange feeling of loss.

      Once inside, she tossed her keys on the table in the foyer and started towards the kitchen. She was halfway down the hall when she noticed the gaping hole in her ceiling. “You have got to be freaking kidding me,” she muttered.

      She looked at the floor in confusion. They’d cleaned up the drywall. Had they thought she wouldn’t notice the gaping hole in the ceiling? She bit down on her lip until she tasted blood, trying to push back the sudden wave of tears that threatened. She contemplated just sitting down on the floor and crying.

      There was a strange grinding noise above her head and the sound of the water kicking on. Isa’s head jerked upwards. That was the water to the spare bathroom. Everybody knew not to use that bathroom. They were going to flood the whole house. “No, no, no, no, no,” she moaned, her words echoing in the empty hall. “I’m going to kill them,” she growled, dashing through the kitchen and up the back stairs, wrenching the guest bathroom open.

      She blinked, trying to take in the scene. A bare torso and a set of jean-clad legs stuck out from under the sink. Rhys sat on the side of the bathtub, her dad’s old red toolbox at his feet. He gave her a guarded look as if daring her to say something about him working with the enemy.

      “Okay, kid, turn it off.”

      Her heart stuttered in her chest at the sound of Wren’s voice. Rhys did as he was told, turning the knob as Wren slid out from under the sink. He handed the wrench to Rhys, who carefully placed it back in its proper spot in the toolbox. Isa’s palms went damp as she took in Wren’s sweaty bare torso. She licked her bottom lip, dragging her gaze upwards to find him smirking at her, brow raised. A gentleman would’ve ignored it.

      Isa folded her hands across her chest, trying to provide a barrier between her and the half-naked wolf. “What are you doing in here?” she asked, voice raw.

      Wren stood to his full height making the already enclosed space feel even smaller. He gestured to the sink. “I was attempting to fix your plumbing, but I think that’s going to take more than a couple of hours. These pipes are shot.”

      She blinked heavy lids at him, attempting to focus on his words. Plumbing. Pipes. Right. He laughed low. He knew the effect he was having on her. He was totally doing it on purpose, standing there looking all hot and sweaty and…handy. Isa bit down on the inside of her cheek, forcing herself to meet his gaze and not peruse all that bare flesh on display before her. “Well, this town is cloaked from humans. There's not a lot of plumbers here in Belle Haven, so you can see my dilemma.”

      Her knees went wobbly as he gave her that lopsided smile. “Well, then it’s a good thing I arrived when I did. My father owns a construction company. I’ve been building houses since I was old enough to swing a hammer.”

      Isa’s fingers trailed over her arm as she pictured Wren swinging a hammer, his tattooed muscles flexing. She itched to trace the intricate patterns of ink on his skin. She bit her lower lip, unable to stop imagining other ways she could trace his tattoo…like with her tongue. She shook the thought away.

      This wasn't fair. He wasn’t supposed to be there. She hadn't prepared herself for this.

      Rhys looked back and forth between the two of them, horrified. “Okay, that’s it. I’m outta here. This is gross,” he said, closing the door behind him.

      Wren advanced on her, but she held a hand out. “This isn’t happening. This can't happen.”

      The close quarters had every one of her senses on overload. Her wolf clawed at her insides, urging her closer. The need to touch, to mark, to wrap herself in his scent, was crushing her ability to think about anything but her baser needs. Everything about this man made her wolf scream mine.

      His smile was predatory, his eyes glowing blue as he inhaled deep, a low rumble escaping as he caught her scent.

      “No. Nope. Uh-uh. Not going to happen, Wren Davies. You are not going to woo me with plumbing.” His gaze raked over her, taking in her dirty clothes and messy hair like she was wearing lingerie. “I mean it,” Isa warned, conviction leaching from her voice as he prowled closer, crowding her against the door. “I don’t want you,” she whispered.

      His nose grazed along the column of her throat, his lips skimming behind the shell of her ear. “You smell like you want me.”

      Isa bit off a whimper, her body throbbing with his words. She couldn’t think with him so close. She needed to take control. She was the alpha. She made the rules. She needed space. She needed to breathe air that didn’t smell and taste like him.

      But he wasn’t letting that happen. His forearm was braced above her head, his other hand brushing along her hip. She couldn’t focus on anything but his touch and his scent and the way he was growling—actually growling—against her ear, overwhelming her until she could think of nothing else but getting him closer.

      She moved to push him away, but her hands didn’t get the message, fingers splaying wide across his bare chest and sliding lower until her palms lay flat against his ridiculously perfect stomach. She gave a shuddery breath, feeling his belly rise and fall beneath her hands. She’d never been this close to anybody before—had never wanted to be this close to anybody before—and now it just didn’t seem close enough.

      His breath was panting against her ear, but he didn’t make any further move, waiting for her permission. “I don’t care how I smell to you. I said you could have dinner, not seduce me with talk of fixing my pipes like we’re trapped in a bad porno,” she finally managed.

      He dragged his knuckles lightly along her cheek before his callused thumb stroked across her lower lip. “You’re so damn beautiful; you know that?”

      She briefly imagined drawing his thumb into her mouth, dragging her teeth across the flesh. Instead, she squeezed her eyes closed. “Stop that. Stop being all cute and charming and sexy. Seriously. You are just making this harder o-on yourself. You can’t really expect me to honor this betrothal. It’s crazy. We don’t even know each other.”

      He was watching her mouth hungrily, his teeth lengthening, drawing attention to his very kissable lips. “My wolf knows yours, Isa. You know it’s true—your body knows it’s true—even if you don’t want to admit it.”

      “We should take this downstairs where there’s a little more…air,” she mumbled.

      “But I like it here,” he said, his voice a barely human rumble that told Isa his control was slipping. His lips were just over hers; it would be so easy for her to lean forward, to brush her mouth against his. Just to see. Just to taste. Just to know what it felt like.

      So she did, closing the slight distance between them, her lips catching his in what was only supposed to be the barest hint of a kiss…just to see.

      She should have known better. The moment their lips met, something caught fire inside her, her hands dragging him closer, her lips slanting over his in a kiss that had her stomach swooping, giving her wolf what it was craving. He tasted like mint ice cream, and he looked like heaven and, fuck, he smelled like home. He backed her up against the counter, lifting her off her feet, and setting her down. This was better; he was closer, the heat of his body pressing against her jean clad thighs. She wrapped her legs around him without thought, burying her hands in his hair, tugging hard as her lips trailed over his stubbled jaw. He growled low in his chest, tilting his head, exposing his throat.

      Isa’s wolf went crazy, her features shifting as she stared at the corded tendons of his neck, watching his pulse throb. She wanted to bite him, to claim him, to feel his blood on her tongue. The need to declare that he belonged to her was pulling her wolf to the surface. It took everything she had not to give in and bury her teeth in his flesh.

      She shoved him away, chest heaving, her heartbeat roaring in her ears. “Go. Downstairs. I need-I need to change my clothes and get cleaned up.”

      For a moment, he looked as if he might argue, but then he gave a terse nod, backing up so she could open the door for him. “I’ll see you downstairs.”

      She sat, eyes closed, gripping the counter, trying to pull herself together. Only when she was sure her knees would hold, did she escape to her bedroom to stand under her shower’s cold water.

      Twenty minutes later, she emerged from her bedroom in faded jeans and a slouchy off the shoulder black sweatshirt. She wasn’t trying to impress him, she reasoned. This...whatever it was...could never happen. She didn’t even bother to blow dry her hair, just shoved her feet in some soft black socks and padded back down the back stairs.

      When she entered the kitchen, Wren was setting a bowl of pasta on the center island next to a glass of red wine. She frowned at him, looking around the otherwise empty kitchen, only then registering just how quiet the house was. He gestured for her to sit. “What about the kids?” she asked.

      “I fed them an hour ago. They were about to go to war over a bag of Frito’s, so I offered pasta to maintain peace within the kingdom. Then I managed to convince Rhys to help me with the bathroom.”

      She sat in the chair he offered, eyeing him suspiciously. “And where are the kids now? Did you drug them? Stash them in a closet? Why are they so quiet?”

      He frowned with his brows. “Sleeping.” 

      “How?” she asked, bewildered.

      “They were tired. I made them go play outside before dinner.”

      Isa stabbed at her pasta, stuffing it her mouth, noting with annoyance that it was delicious, even if he’d been a bit heavy handed with the salt. “And they did? They stepped away from the video games and television and went and played outside?” She took a sip of her wine and then another.

      “Okay, I’m not going to lie, Tristin put up a fight, but yes, I told them not to come back for at least an hour and that they better be sweaty enough to warrant a shower or they weren’t getting dessert.” She glowered at him over her glass, until he laughed. “What? Kids are like horses, if they don’t get enough exercise, they get skittish and ornery. You run all that excess energy out of them, and they’ll practically fall asleep standing up.”

      Still, she said nothing, both impressed and irritated at his parenting skills. Finally, she said, “So, in the last two hours, you cleaned my floor, fixed my pipes, fed my kids, put them to bed and made me dinner?”

      “Technically two hours and twenty-six minutes and your pipes aren’t fixed, but they’ll hold,” he said with a grin. “But I did what I could in the short amount of time I had.”

      She took another contemplative sip of her wine, watching him. While she was in the shower, he’d put on a white shirt, which he’d buttoned—thank god—but he’d rolled his sleeves to the elbows, giving Isa a full view of his muscular forearms and large, rough hands.

      “Come here,” she said. He eyed her curiously but did as she asked without question, moving to stand close enough for his thighs to brush the inside of her knees. The stool made her tall enough to reach up, her fingers clenching the fabric of his shirt and pulling him close until his lips were once again, a breath away from hers.

      He didn’t move, didn’t close the distance; he just waited to see what she’d do next. She leaned closer brushing her lips against his in an almost chaste kiss. Her wolf shivered anyway, lips tingling. When she pulled away, they just stared at each other, his expression as dumbstruck as her own.

      She pushed him back, gently, before draining her wine glass. “Since Neoma is already asleep, you guys can stay here tonight. I owe you a talk anyway. You can have the room at the end of the hall on the right. It has a private bathroom if you want to…shower. Do you have other clothes? I might still have something of my dad’s…” She trailed off, feeling unsure of herself suddenly, unable to read the expression he was giving her. It made her want to keep talking, to fill the void between them. “I have to be to work early tomorrow, so I should probably try to get some sleep.” She jumped from the stool knowing damn well there was no way she'd sleep with him down the hall. “Good night, Wren Davies.”

      She was almost to the stairs when he snagged her arm, turning her back to him, lifting her off the ground, feet dangling as he sealed his lips over hers in a kiss that had her grasping at his shoulders for an anchor. Her body dragged along his as he set her back on her feet. “Good night, Isa McGowan.”

      Isa stumbled towards the stairs on weak legs, fingers clutching the banister to steady herself. Two chaste kisses shouldn’t have her hands shaking and her body throbbing. Wren was dangerous. Letting him in would be the worst possible thing, but knowing he would be just down the hall was strangely comforting which honestly just pissed her off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          Wren

        

      

    

    
      Wren lay in bed, hands laced behind his head, staring at the ceiling and listening to the rain tap on the window outside. He’d been awake for hours, but that wasn’t unusual. He rarely slept. It was one of the benefits of being a shifter, the ability to drive himself further and harder without his body needing to reset. It had come in handy on his deployments overseas where he’d had to go days without sleep. He’d pushed himself to the limit more than a few times. He was always the first to volunteer to patrol, to scout, to stand guard. He had an advantage over the others in his unit, and he felt a duty to try to take some of the burdens off those whose bodies needed that sleep to recharge. Wren knew his wolf well enough to know when it was time to sleep and when that sleep came, it was always blissfully dreamless, three or four hours of perfect nothingness, and it was enough to recharge and sustain him for whatever came next.

      Nights when he was truly restless, he would go for a run—sometimes in his human form, sometimes as his wolf—but not tonight. It was raining, and he was a stranger in Belle Haven. Running in foreign territories was a good way to meet the business end of a shotgun, and he’d already violated a million pack protocols. 

      The rain outside made his eyelids heavy, and he didn't fight it, picturing Isa's moss green eyes and golden skin. He wanted to bury himself in the scent of her, wanted to feel her underneath him, surrounding him. She was everything he’d always wanted, and it was making him crazy.

      He hadn’t expected to find his bonded mate. Until he set eyes on Isa, he hadn’t believed that was a thing. But lying there in the dark, his wolf paced, unsettled with Isa—his mate—so far away. Isa may not have made up her mind about him, but Wren’s wolf considered the matter settled, and the need to be closer to her was a physical ache inside him.

      He fell asleep with Isa on his mind, his subconscious dragging him just under the surface of sleep into some strange hybrid of lucid dreaming, where he knew he was asleep, but was unable to control the images flickering before him like an old film on a glitchy projector.

      His first thought was this wasn't his dream. Or at least he wasn’t himself in his dream. He was a child, a female child. She rode along in the center of a bench seat of a beat up truck that smelled like gasoline and sweat and cheap perfume. Wren knew that road, if one could even call it that. It was a stretch of dirt carved out of the trees that ran at the end of Wren's family's property. His father had created it to help his shadier business partners drop off and pick up their shipments, away from the prying eyes of the sheriff. The terrain was rough, tossing her violently on the seat as they moved deeper. She could barely see over the dashboard, but it didn’t matter, a dense layer of fog shrouded the road and the surrounding trees crushed in on all sides, branches slapping against the truck as they drove.

      He looked down at small hands and golden legs peeking out from beneath hot pink shorts with little white stars on them. On her legs were a series of shallow cuts, the deepest one, closest to her knee, oozed sluggishly and stung like a burn.

      The girl hated this truck, and she was afraid of the people sitting on either side of her. Her fear was a knife stuck in her throat, making it hard to breathe, hard to swallow. She didn’t want to look at them or acknowledge them in any way, but she did, turning to the passenger almost as if she couldn't help herself.

      Wren didn't recognize the girl on the right by name, but there was something familiar about her that made him feel as if he should know her. She had huge dark eyes, frizzy brown hair and long pale legs in barely-there shorts. She had a deer tattooed on her inner thigh and another on the dirty foot she had pressed against the dented dashboard. When she noticed the girl's eyes on her, she smiled revealing a slightly crooked front tooth and a silver stud in her tongue. Something about the glint in her eyes drove that knife of fear deeper.

      “I wanna go home,” the little girl said. Wren would know that voice anywhere. Neoma. 

      The girl’s responding laugh was manic and jarring, like glass in a blender. “Well, you can’t. She says it’s time for you to meet her.”

      Neoma’s stomach ached, and she wrapped her arms around her waist. “I’m supposed to be at home right now,” Neoma said again. “I’m gonna get in trouble.”

      “Would I let you get in trouble? Would I let anything happen to my special girl?” Wren knew that voice as well, and the realization was a kick to the gut. Dylan. That was Dylan’s voice. Dylan was driving the truck. Dylan was running his hand along Neoma’s face with a familiarity that made Wren's stomach churn and his chest tighten.

      This child, so terrified she couldn’t contain her trembling, was Neoma, and her tormentor, was his brother. Wren’s throat clenched as Dylan placed a hand on Neoma’s leg, pressing razor sharp claws into her already damaged skin until she hissed in pain. “Just relax. Do as she asks, and I'll have you home before mom has dinner on the table. I Promise.” 

      A vicious crack brought Wren upright with a hoarse shout. He looked around the unfamiliar room, blinking, sweat from his eyes. Isa’s house. He was at Isa’s house. He took a deep breath and let it out, rubbing his hands over his face.

      The rain pounded against the window, lightning crashing just outside with a relentless ferocity, lighting up the sky like a bomb strike. It was the storm that woke him, wrenching him from his dream…or Neoma’s dream. Was it a dream? Now that he was awake, he just wasn’t sure. Neoma would’ve told Wren if Dylan was hurting her. Ezri might have stolen those memories, but before that, when they'd spoken on the phone, she would've told him then. He thought back over their calls, trying to remember if there had ever been a moment when she’d seemed frightened, where she’d tried to tell him something, and he’d missed it. Had she been asking for help for three years and he’d missed it? Or was it just all in his head?

      Wren walked to the window, feeling like there was a block of ice lodged in his windpipe. He wanted to scan the perimeter, unable to shake the feeling of a threat lingering just out of sight. But the rain and humidity outside and the chill of the air conditioning had frosted the window opaque with condensation.

      He needed to check on Neoma; he needed to see she was okay for himself. He hesitated outside Tristin's door for just a moment, irrationally afraid of what he’d find when he looked inside. He took a deep breath and let it out, pausing for only a moment, before turning the knob.

      Tristin and Neoma lay together in Tristin’s twin bed, curled towards each other, knees drawn up, covers on the floor, hands intertwined. Wren frowned, both of their hearts were beating hummingbird fast, brows furrowed and breathing heavy. Did they both dream? Were they both dreaming the same thing? Maybe it was just a nightmare…or maybe this was another memory Ezri had taken from Neoma.

      Could his brother have been hurting Neoma right under his family’s nose, and they’d done nothing to stop it? His nostrils flared, heart hammering as his wolf tried to claw its way to the surface. With only six days until the full moon, his wolf was fighting him. He took a few deep breaths, forcing that rage back down. Somebody had hurt his pack—his family—and his wolf wanted to hurt them back, to rip them apart and watch them bleed.

      He closed the girls’ door, moving without any conscious thought until he was stopped just outside Isa’s door. He placed his hand against the wood, closing his eyes and concentrating. She was awake. He pressed his forehead against the cool wood of the doorframe, listening to the reassuring thud of her heartbeat, hoping it was enough to sooth his wolf.

      “Are you going to lurk outside my door or are you going to come in?” Isa asked quietly.

      He entered, closing the door behind him. She sat cross-legged, regal as a queen in the center of her enormous king size bed, engulfed on either side by a sea of storm blue pillows. She wore a thin strapped black tank top and a pair of soft-looking gray shorts that showed off toned legs. In her lap, was a battered paperback novel. She frowned when she saw him, her brows knitting together. “Hey, what’s wrong? Are you okay?”

      He swallowed the sudden lump in his throat. He wasn’t okay. He was confused and angry, and his stomach burned like he’d drank a fifth of whiskey, but just the sight of her caused something inside his chest to loosen.

      Isa set her book page side down. “Wren?” He could sense her unease. His silence agitated Isa's wolf. He couldn’t blame her. He was just standing there in her bedroom, staring at her like a creep. He wanted to tell her, but the words wouldn't come. “You’re scaring me. What’s wrong?”

      He wanted to drop to his knees beside her bed and confess his sins. Isa was his mate. His partner. His alpha. But she didn’t see that. She didn’t understand that. So, he didn’t know how to answer. He’d betrayed Neoma. He’d brought her into his pack, and his brother had hurt her. Maybe. He felt a bit like he was losing his mind. He raked his hand through his hair, the words he wanted to say lodged in his throat.

      She patted a spot on the bed, one that put a safe distance between him and her. “Come here.”

      He went without question, crossing the room, ignoring the spot she indicated, instead blanketing himself over her, taking her backward into the pillows.

      She made a startled, “oomph” as her back hit the mattress but she didn’t push him away. He rested his ear over her heart, his arms folding around her.

      “Or this works too,” she murmured against his hair, sounding faintly amused as she pried her legs from underneath his, letting him settle between her knees. The steady throb of her heartbeat worked like an anesthetic, driving away the sick feeling in the pit of his stomach and easing the crushing fear that gripped his heart. She pushed her fingers through his hair, and he shuddered, holding her tighter as he listened to the storm raging outside.

      Slowly, his pulse returned to normal, his heartbeat and breathing syncing with hers.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” she asked, after a time.

      “Just a nightmare,” he said. She had to know it was a lie; she’d smell it, hear it in the skip of his pulse. She didn’t call him on it, though. She just held him, her fingers straying from his hair to trail over the sensitive skin at the back of his neck.

      The torrential rain pounding outside created a sort of white noise, engulfing them in this bubble of quiet, making the house feel like it existed somewhere far away from the rest of the world. Wren couldn’t remember ever feeling so content. He sighed as Isa kissed the top of his head.

      He tried not to read into the affection. She was an alpha, it was her job to comfort, to protect. But maybe it was a sign that, on some level, she recognized him as one of her pack. Whatever her reasons, he’d take it. He didn’t need her to protect his body, but maybe he needed her to guard his mind.

      As Wren’s thoughts quieted, he became more aware of the way his body pressed against hers. His hand found hers against the covers, his thumb caressing the soft skin. She startled beneath him, giving a breathy exhale that hit him like a fist. Maybe she’d thought he'd fallen asleep. He couldn’t imagine ever being able to sleep with Isa underneath him.

      Wren’s wolf was quiet, but the rest of him was awake and wanting. He picked up her hand, pressing their palms together, marveling at the difference in size. She had small hands with long, elegant, fingers and short rounded nails painted a soft pink. He stroked his thumb along her knuckles, and her heart skipped beneath his ear. He smiled against her skin. She clearly liked that. He did it again. She rewarded him with a bitten off sound that had the blood in his head traveling south.

      Wren couldn’t get enough of those sounds. Even the faintest hitch in her breathing produced a response in him, convincing him they were somehow connected on a cellular level. He brought her palm to his lips, his tongue flicking over the salty skin before biting down gently. Isa's response was somewhere between a whimper and a moan and Wren vowed to himself that he’d do whatever he had to, to get her to make that sound as often as possible for the rest of their lives. 

      “What are you doing?” she whispered, sounding breathless and a bit bewildered. 

      “I don’t know. Do you want me to stop?” he asked, pressing his words against the delicate skin at her wrist.

      Several beats passed before she said, “No.”

      “Thank God,” Wren murmured, surging up on his forearms and capturing her mouth, kissing her long and slow and deep, the way he’d been wanting since the moment she’d opened her front door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

          Isa

        

      

    

    
      Kissing Wren was like having all the air sucked from the room, making her lightheaded and woozy in the best possible way. The storm brewing outside was nothing compared to the war raging between her brain and her body. She heard herself responding, flushed at the breathy little sounds escaping…but she couldn’t stop. He kissed her like she was water and he was dying of thirst, like there was nowhere in the world he’d rather be than there with her, and it was overwhelming in the best possible way.

      He rose onto his knees, and Isa mourned the loss of his body pressed against hers, but the scent of him was stronger like this. He smelled like Irish Spring soap and Isa’s jasmine shampoo. Just the idea of Wren sharing her scent had her canting her hips towards him, whining when he moved away. Why was his body suddenly so far from hers? She ran her hands along his shoulders, along his biceps, squeezing until he moved closer, his forearms bracketing her head, his fingers playing with her hair spread across the pillows.

      He feasted on her lips like he had all the time in the world, his tongue slipping inside, teasing against hers with practiced ease. She did her best to keep up, to respond. Her experience was limited to a couple of fumbling kisses her sophomore year of high school. The last time she'd just been Isa McGowan, not mom to four orphans.

      Wren had probably kissed hundreds of girls. He'd probably had sex with just as many. Something about that irked her wolf, causing her to growl, pulling her back to the surface of rational thought.

      Wren pressed his forehead to hers, panting. “You have nothing to be jealous of,” he whispered. “You aren’t my first, but I have every intention of making you my last.”

      She snorted, but her wolf preened anyway. “Stop reading my scent. That’s cheating.”

      Wren pressed his nose against her throat, inhaling deeply before he groaned. “Are you kidding? I couldn’t ignore your scent if I tried. It’s been hardwired into my brain by the universe. I can smell your jealousy. I can smell your confusion. I can smell how much you want me, and it’s killing me.” Isa flushed to the tips of her ears as Wren ran his mouth along her collarbone. “You can read my scent too, you know. You can smell the truth in my words; you can feel how much I need you. You just don’t want to because you aren’t ready to face the truth.”

      What was the truth? Why did it have to mean anything? Why did it have to mean everything? Wasn’t she allowed just to have a fling? Alex said Wren was bad news, that he was going to bring nothing but horrible things into her life. If she couldn’t have forever, why couldn't she just have this? “I don’t want to smell how you feel; I just want to feel it. I want to feel you.” She wrapped her legs around his, trying to tug him closer.

      Wren sucked in a breath. “Oh, that’s so not a good idea. My control is at a two right now, Isa. I’m not sure what would happen if I let myself go.”

      Isa went rigid beneath him, his words like ice water. She wasn’t some fragile, delicate flower he needed to protect. She shoved him hard. He relented immediately, sitting back, looking faintly amused. “Listen, if you don’t want me, that’s one thing, but if you’re trying to protect me, that’s not your job. I’m an adult—I’m the alpha—and I make my own decisions. If you can’t respect that then maybe you should just go.” Wren raised a brow, clearly surprised by the venom in her words.

      His gaze softened. “Is that what you really want?”

      What Isa wanted was not to want him at all. She didn’t know him. She shouldn’t need him this bad…but she did. She didn’t want him to go; she just didn’t want him to think she was weak. With weakness came vulnerability. She couldn’t afford that, not with him, not with anybody. “I want you to stop treating me like I’m going to break.”

      Wren’s laugh was raw as he gripped her hips, pulling her against him with purpose, letting her feel how much he wanted her. Isa’s cheeks flushed, a whimper escaping before she could stop herself. He settled himself between her legs, moving against her in a way that had her vision going fuzzy at the edges. That shouldn't feel so good. He buried his face against her neck, his breathing ragged against her skin. “Is that what you think? You think I’m doing this to protect you?” His hips surged against hers again, and she moaned, biting her lip. “Do you know how close we are to the full moon? Do you know how long it’s been since I’ve been with anybody? I’m fighting every instinct I have not to claim you right here. Are you ready for that? We’ve known each other forty-eight hours, and you still don’t even know why I’m here.”

      He caught her lips in another searing kiss before dragging himself away, looking at her with an intensity that made her want to run. “What do you want from me?” she whispered.

      “Everything. Marriage, pack, family. All of it,” he said, fiercely.

      She stared up at him for a full thirty seconds, her mouth slack and eyes wide, listening for the lie in his words. There wasn’t one. He was crazy. “You can’t know that. Do you know how insane you sound right now?”

      He entwined his fingers with hers. “Of course, I do. I didn’t come here for this.”

      She moved restlessly beneath him, suddenly aware of how heavy he was now that they weren't...preoccupied. “You didn’t come here to enforce the betrothal?”

      Wren closed his eyes. “I can’t think rationally when you’re underneath me.” He moved off her and Isa tamped down her disappointment. He settled beside her, his body touching hers at various points of contact along her side. After a moment, he said. “I didn’t come here to enforce anything. I came here expecting to find a huge pack and an alpha who could see the benefit in honoring a betrothal between two powerful packs.”

      Isa wracked her brain trying to imagine why Wren would need or want to honor a ceremonial engagement with a pack that might be bigger than his. Especially if his goal wasn’t to be alpha. “You’re the heir to one of the largest packs in the South. Why would you care about honoring our betrothal?”

      Wren gave her a sideways glance before going back to staring at the ceiling. She could feel his unease. “What do you know about my family?” he asked suddenly.

      She blinked, his out-of-nowhere thought catching her off guard. She thought back to what Alex said about the Davies, debating how to answer. She could smell his disappointment as he said, “By your silence, I can tell that you know something about their reputation.”

      He said their, not our. Isa found that comforting somehow. “I don’t believe everything I hear.”

      Wren’s distress was making Isa’s wolf crazy. She found his hand, entwining their fingers and squeezing. Wren let out a breath before saying, “Well, in this case, you should. My father, Cain, isn’t a good man. He’s selfish and hard. He’s never cared about anybody but himself." He paused, before saying, "When we were younger, my brother and I vowed that we’d grow up to be nothing like him.”

      His brother. Dylan. Alex implied Wren had killed his brother to become alpha. Isa just couldn’t imagine that to be true. “You lost your brother recently.”

      Wren’s jaw tightened. “He died a few weeks ago, but I lost my brother long before that. Dylan couldn’t fight Cain’s influence. He was the eldest, the heir and Cain was determined to mold Dylan in his own image. And he did. Cain won. He always does.”

      “You and your brother didn’t get along then?”

      Wren's expression was as stormy as the sky outside, anger and grief and sorrow rolling off of him in equal measure. “When we were younger, I thought Dylan was a god. He was much older, cooler, everything I wanted to be.” He laughed bitterly. “But as he got older, he changed. He was cocky, cold, controlling. Girls followed him everywhere, and he took full advantage of it. He used them for whatever they’d give him and then moved on as if they never existed. Cain fully encouraged it. Told him an alpha takes what he wants regardless of who it hurts. Clearly, Cain never expected it to backfire on him.”

      Isa hesitated before asking, “What do you mean?”

      Wren clenched her hand, swallowing hard. “Telling you about my family is probably the surest way to get you to send me packing.”

      All she’d wanted was for Wren to go, to leave and never come back. But, still, she rolled to her side, turning his face to look at her. “Then you don’t know me very well. You are not your family. I’d never send you away because of that.”

      Wren seemed unsure, but he started to talk anyway. “When I was seven years old, my father moved a woman into the house next door. Her name was Magna, and Cain said she was our new pack witch. It wasn’t that uncommon back then, but my mother was visibly upset by her arrival. I knew something about what my father was doing wasn’t right, but I didn’t understand why until I was much older.”

      Isa frowned, recalling Alex’s story. He’d said Wren’s father had moved his mistress in next door. That had to be Magna. “What happened?” she prompted.

      “Magna had a daughter, Jaelle. She was six years older than me and two years younger than my brother. Jaelle was sickly, bedridden...but she was a very gifted witch, especially for someone so young. Magna said it was because Jaelle had inherited her magic from Magna’s sister, Freyja, upon her death, coming into her powers much younger than most witches.”

      Isa wasn’t sure if this was pertinent to the story or if Wren was just reminiscing, his scent changing from anger to fondness and a bit of sorrow. He’d clearly been fond of the girl, and Isa was sure this story didn’t have a happy ending…so she didn’t push.

      “Jaelle wasn’t traditionally beautiful. My brother often commented to me how she was too pale, her brown hair to dull, her brown eyes too plain. He said she could do with some makeup and better clothes. He used to wonder out loud all the time about why a witch as powerful as her didn’t just put a glamour spell on herself.”

      “He sounds like a real prince,” Isa muttered, lip curling in disgust.

      Wren grimaced. “Three years later, they were part of the pack. My father consulted Magna on everything and even included her and Jaelle in family dinners. Dylan still didn’t think much of Jaelle, but ten-year-old me thought she was perfect. She would tell me stories about the Vikings and the Norse gods and goddesses, stories her mother had told her. I would spend hours in her room after school. Looking back, I guess she was kind of my first crush. But Jaelle had a crush too…on my brother.”

      His scent changed, his sadness tinged with something sharp enough to make her flinch. Rage. Isa kissed his shoulder and Wren gave her a sad smile. “When my brother realized that Jaelle was in love with him, he exploited it to the fullest, flattering her and flirting, using her for spells, hexes, anything he could get from her. Anything to get ahead. Anything to impress my father.”

      Wren said the word father with revulsion like he could think of nothing worse. Maybe that’s why he seemed to prefer calling the man by his first name. Isa had loved her father, and it made her ache for Wren to know he’d never had that kind of relationship. “I tried to warn her, I tried to explain that Dylan wasn’t a good person…but she was too far gone, she was mesmerized by him, so in love, she couldn’t see the truth. She told me I was too little to understand what they had. She was right, in a way, I didn’t get it. When Magna caught wind of what was going on, she told Cain. He was furious with my brother.”

      Maybe Wren’s father wasn’t a total bastard, after all. As if Wren sensed her thought he said, “I thought just once Cain had a heart, but that wasn’t it. My father had been having an affair with Magna for years—claimed he loved her—and he didn’t want Dylan causing problems between them.” He scoffed, jaw tightening. “He said it would cause my mother more distress. Cain wasn’t even keeping his affair with Magna a secret. My sisters and I were apparently just the last to know. Cain told Dylan to grow up and stop toying with Jaelle…he said to think of her as a sister.”

      Isa’s stomach sloshed nervously, remembering something else Alex said. “Wait, was Jaelle…”

      Wren looked sharply at Isa. “Our sister? No, thank God, because it turns out that my brother had already seduced Jaelle, they’d been sleeping together for months. When Dylan tried to break it off, that’s when she told him she was pregnant.”

      “What happened?” Isa whispered.

      Wren didn’t answer at first, closing his eyes as if composing himself. Isa didn’t know how to comfort him. How did you protect somebody from the ghosts of their past?

      “Cain told my brother that he needed to make the problem go away. He doesn’t believe in mixing bloodlines. At least not legitimately anyway. He didn’t care how many bastards Dylan fathered by witches as long as it wasn’t the daughter of his witch.”

      It wasn’t Isa’s first time hearing about wolves who believed in marrying only other wolves. Many older wolves thought that marrying into other wolf packs was the only way to ensure the survival of the species. They didn’t want their bloodlines diluted. Marrying non-wolves increased the possibility of having human children. Human children had to wait until they were eighteen to decide if they wanted to chance dying by taking the bite or remain an outcast within their packs. Even if a human did survive the bite and became a shifter, there was often a stigma surrounding wolves that were bitten, not born. Isa couldn’t imagine doing that to her children. How could anybody care if their kids were anything but healthy? “Your brother told her to have an abortion?”

      “My brother demanded she have an abortion. He told her he would never marry somebody like her. That he didn’t love her, that he’d only been using her. He said he was the future alpha and he had to marry somebody who was worthy of him, not some sickly witch who could barely leave her house. He’d told her to be realistic, said the pregnancy alone would probably kill her.”

      “Wow,” Isa said before she could stop herself. She could see why he hated his brother.

      He nodded woodenly. “When I found her that night she was hysterical. She’d always looked weak…frail…but that night; she looked worse than I’d ever seen her. I told her that I’d marry her if I could. I tried to console her, but I was barely eleven. I didn’t know what to say or do, so I did what most wolves going through puberty do, I swore I’d kill him. She begged me not to go, said Dylan would hurt me. She said she didn’t want to be alone. But I was a kid. When I said I had to go, she kissed my cheek and told me that I was the only real friend she’d ever had and that she’d never forget that.”

      Wren’s grief was like a shock of adrenaline through her system, a taste like metal flooding her mouth. The tears leaking from her eyes came from his pain, not hers. “I didn’t get that she was saying goodbye.”

      Tears tracked down Isa's cheeks, but she could do nothing but hang on to his hand. When he spoke again, his voice was thick, his words heavy. “I found my brother that night and challenged him…he kicked my ass, probably would have put me in the hospital if my mother hadn’t found us. When I woke the next morning, my mother was waiting for me in the kitchen…she’d been crying. She told me that Jaelle slit her wrists in the bathtub. Magna had found her that morning.”

      Isa had no words. What was somebody supposed to say to that? She hated Wren’s brother, and she’d never even set eyes on him. Part of her was happy he was dead.

      Wren looked at her then, noticing her tears, eyes softening as he swiped his thumb under her eyes. “Hey, no crying. It was a long time ago. A few months later, Magna was pregnant with my father’s child, and I decided, then and there, that as soon as I was old enough, I was leaving. I was never going to be like them.”

      “Is that why you enlisted?”

      Wren smirked at her, narrowing his eyes. “This informant of yours has clearly done their homework. Yes, I enlisted to get away from my father and, a little bit, because I knew it would infuriate him.” He turned on his side. “Where have you been getting your information. What else did this informant tell you about me?”

      She could have lied. She could have been vague, but that seemed wrong after he’d bared his soul to her. “Some of what you told me. Cain’s affair with your pack witch, that they had a child together.” She left out the part about that child being burned at the stake…that was Wren’s sister and it was his decision to share that with her or not. But she couldn’t ignore Alex’s allegation against Wren. “That you killed your brother so that you could be alpha.”

      Wren’s brows made a run for his hairline, and he barked out a surprised laugh. “What? Do people really think that?”

      She nodded, not sure whether the grin on his face was adorable or a sign that he was some kind of deranged lunatic. “They said it was suspicious that your brother died the same day you returned from overseas.”

      His smile slipped away on a sigh, his hand picking up a strand of her hair and playing with it. “Yeah, I guess that’s sort of suspect,” he conceded. “As far as I know, my brother’s death and my return are just a coincidence. But he was murdered, and I believe it has something to do with Neoma.”

      Isa's heartbeat skipped. “Why would you say that?”

      Wren's gaze met hers, his eyes as blue as a summer sky. “Because my father imposed a rather bizarre last-minute caveat to my taking over as alpha.”

      Isa stiffened, moving away, heart heavy as a feeling of betrayal settled somewhere deep inside. “I thought you said you didn’t want to be the alpha.”

      Wren tugged her back. “Hey, don't do that. Listen to me. I don’t have any interest in being alpha. That was never my place. But I would have done it, if for no other reason than to try to salvage my family’s name. Cain and Dylan weren’t the only members of my family. My little sisters suffered having that name attached to them. One of my sister's died just because she had the misfortune of being born into my fucked up family. My mother never intended for her father’s pack to fall into the hands of a man like Cain. She’s a good woman…at least she was. I don’t know what she is anymore. Either way, the Black Thorne pack deserves better than my father.”

      Isa couldn’t imagine what Cain could have asked that would be worth Wren giving up the chance to redeem his pack. “What did he want?”

      Wren stroked a hand down Isa’s cheek, and she fought the urge to turn into it. “He wanted me to marry my brother’s betrothed immediately.”

      Isa couldn’t hide her confusion that shot through her. “But your brother was betrothed to Neoma.”

      “Yes. Why do you think I took her and ran?”

      Isa wracked her brain, trying to connect the dots. “Why would your father, alpha and elder to almost every pack in Tennessee, want to marry his heir off to a ten-year-old elemental?”

      “That’s a great question. The answer is, I have no idea. I’m missing something. Something huge. I think it goes back to the day I found her.”

      Isa glanced at the clock. It was late, and she had to be up in just a few hours. Still, she couldn’t help herself. “Start from the beginning.”

      Wren lifted his arm, and Isa scooted underneath, resting her head on his chest, her hand splaying across his stomach. “I was home on leave, for the first time in the six months since I’d enlisted. I’d only been home two days, and I was already regretting my decision, so I went for a run.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

          Wren

        

      

    

    
      It was easy to remember that day, even if it was eight years ago. He’d been up and dressed before the sun came up, finally giving in to his need to run. He’d dressed in shorts and a thin t-shirt. The chill in the crisp, spring air had no effect on him. He just needed to be outdoors. Everything about his parent's house was stifling. He couldn’t breathe in that space.

      He needed to clear his head. He should never have come home. He should have stayed in the barracks with his friends. No good ever came from dealing with his parents. Cain would never lower himself to call Wren, which meant Wren only had to worry about ducking his mother’s calls. The woman was an expert at making him feel like the bad son. He managed to avoid her for the first three months, but the woman was like a ninja, somehow guilting his bunkmate into getting him on the line.

      Each time she managed to get him on the phone, she held nothing back. She talked about Dylan’s behavior, about Wyn’s terrible driving, lamenting that she was never going to pass the exam. She talked about Tegan’s new habit of cussing like a drunken pirate even in front of company and how not even Cain could break her of the habit. In fact, she suspected, he rather liked her fire. She spared no detail when telling him about Efa’s first period, and her disastrous shift soon after, even though he could hear Efa in the background begging their mother to stop baring all her personal information to her brother. She punctuated each new bit of information with how much easier life would be if he were there, if he hadn’t run away from his life with them.

      The last time she’d called, he’d vowed he wouldn’t be swayed by her guilt, that he was going to spend his leave doing something he wanted to do, but then she’d started crying, and he’d caved, trapping himself with his family for the next two weeks. Since there was no escape, he ran, music pounding in his ears, somewhat blurring out the thoughts in his head. He checked his watch, keeping an eye on the time. He’d promised his mother and the girls he’d take them to breakfast and he didn’t want to be late. The only thing worse than his mother’s guilt trips on the phone were the ones delivered face to face where he could see her disappointment up close and personal.

      He picked up his speed, deftly moving down the side of the mountain with ease. It wasn’t much of a path, most people wouldn’t dare run this close to the edge, but Wren had been running these lands since he was a kid, the path he followed he’d created by running the same route for years. Running had always been Wren’s stress relief. The only place he could escape where he knew his brother and father wouldn’t follow.

      He wasn’t even sure why his mother had wanted him there. All it ever did was piss Cain off and put him in a foul mood. Whenever he looked at Wren, he only saw the son who’d defied him, who’d thrown away everything to pretend to be human. He’d made his feelings about Wren very clear the day he enlisted. He’d said the military was no place for a wolf. He’d sworn Wren would never be able to suppress the wolf enough to hide in a barracks—in such close quarters—with so many other people. He’d promised Wren it would end in disaster and that he’d end up killing somebody. “What if you get hurt and can’t control the instinct to shift fully? What if you get moon mad and tear out the throat of your fellow soldiers? It’s irresponsible. Childish. Why can’t you just accept your place in the pack, like Dylan? Dylan understands how the game is played.”

      Cain had been wrong. He suppressed his wolf just fine. Away from his father and his brother, it was surprisingly easy to control his temper. The exercise, the discipline, the mission—all of it—it kept Wren in control, kept him focused. He excelled in the military, and it killed his father to see him proven wrong.

      Not that he’d admit it. He couldn’t keep from pointing out that only six months had passed, that there was still plenty of time for him to kill somebody and expose shifters to the world. When that didn’t provoke a reaction, Cain found other ways to soothe his wounded ego. The subtle digs about Dylan’s promotion to his father’s left hand, the constant need to try to pit his brother against him.

      Wren tried not to engage, tried to enjoy his time with his mother and his sisters, but it was hard. In a pack as large as theirs, it was damn near impossible to avoid the drama. There were always internal struggles, and disputes in the smaller packs that lived in neighboring areas under the blanket protection of his father’s pack and Cain tried to drag him in every time.

      But Wren didn’t want to worry about territory and land; he wanted to focus on being a part of the solution. That’s why he’d left. He had no interest in helping his father expand his kingdom.

      Wren stopped beside a stream, kneeling to splash water on his face. The water was bracing, frigid enough to give him a second wind. He stood, checking his watch one last time, sighing as he noted the time. His mother and sisters would be looking for him soon, and his mother would be expecting him to take her and the girls some place nice. He needed to start heading back so he had time to shower and change but he found himself just standing there, staring at the tree line ahead. He just didn’t want to go home.

      Maybe it was the distraction of his thoughts or the music blaring in his ears but when something brushed against his hand, he jumped, eyes narrowing at the tiny child inexplicably standing beside him. He looked around for somebody…anybody…a parent, a sibling, anyone who could explain why there was a toddler out in the woods, but there was nobody.

      She was naked, filthy, lean but not underfed. Mud and dirt coated most of her body, caking leaves into her hair. She didn’t appear to be distressed or scared. Her heart beat was steady as she gazed up at him with serene, wide blue eyes. He crouched down to eye level. Jeez, she couldn’t be more than two, maybe three at the most.

      “How’d you get out here?” he asked, hoping his tone sounded sufficiently non-threatening. This close, he could pick up her scent beneath the leaves and the mud, she wasn’t human. She smelled of the fae, a sprite or an elemental, maybe. The girl said nothing. “Can you tell me your name?”

      When she spoke, her words were nonsense, more noises than anything else. How long had she been out there? Where the hell had she even come from? He couldn’t call the police, not if she weren't human. She was too young. She might not be able to control whatever gifts she possessed.

      He heaved a sigh, knowing what he had to do. He snagged his cell phone from his pocket and dialed, praying he got a signal out this far.

      His sister’s voice was chipper as she said, “Mom’s pissed. You were supposed to be home an hour ago.”

      “Efa, let me talk to Bronwyn.”

      “Wow, okay cranky,” Efa said, tone hurt. His baby sister was the easiest to get along with but also the most sensitive. She was also only twelve.

      “Sorry, E. I’m not trying to be cranky, I just need Wynnie, please.”

      There was a shuffling. “What’s up, bro?”

      “I need you to meet me at the southwest corner of the property, over by the bridge. Come alone. I’ve got a problem, and I need time to think.”

      “Haven’t you been out thinking since like five am? Why do I need to drive out to get you? You’ve made that run a million times.”

      “Wyn! Please don’t give me a hard time. I’ve found something…someone…I can’t carry her all the way back. Just please come?”

      She dropped her voice. “Is somebody hurt?”

      “What? Who’s hurt?” he heard Efa asking before Wyn shooshed her. There were no secrets in a pack of wolves.

      Wren didn’t have time to try to explain the unexplainable. “Just please come and don’t say anything to mom and dad yet.”

      “Okay.”

      “And Wyn, bring a blanket.”

      It took his sister fifteen minutes to get there and another ten to get Wyn to stop sniffing the girl. His sister was in love, but the little girl seemed to only have eyes for Wren. She tracked his movements, her eyes filling with tears when Wyn swept her up to put her in the backseat. Her cries turning into full-blown wails until Wren picked her up and wrapped her in the blanket, cradling the girl in his lap. Wyn drove home.  

      Once she was back in Wren’s arms, she gazed up at him under heavy lids, tears glittering like stars against insanely long thick lashes as she gazed up at him like he was the sun. It made him uncomfortable but weirdly protective. She trusted him. When her lids finally drooped closed, Wren endured his sister’s wild theories about who the child could be and where she may have come from. Wren was only half listening, knowing the actual battle would begin when they arrived home.

      The whole family was waiting in the living room. Tegan and Efa sat on the sofa, looking almost identical despite the two-year age difference. They both shared his mother’s strawberry blonde hair and navy blue eyes, both fair skinned and freckled. Bronwyn favored Cain in looks, like Wren and Dylan, eyes a brighter blue, skin a golden tan, hair a darker blonde.

      As always, his father sat in his beat-up recliner, expression mutinous from the moment Wren walked in the door. “Where ya been, boy. You promised your ma you’d take her and the girls to town.”

      “Something came up,” Wren managed before Wyn entered with the little girl in her arms, still wrapped in the blanket.

      “You kidnap a baby, bro,” Dylan asked, tone bored but expression amused, muscular arms crossed over his chest. “Don’t they frown on that in the military?”

      “Fuck off, Dylan,” Tegan said from the couch.

      “What’d I tell ya about that language in the house, girl. You’re not too old to put over my knee. You’ll not be talking to your brother that way. He’ll be your alpha someday.”

      Dylan smirked at Tegan. “Yeah, know your betters, girl.”

      “You’ll never be anybody’s better,” Tegan promised with an eye roll.

      “What’s this, then?” his mother asked, cleaning her hands on her apron as she came in from the kitchen. Wren felt a pang of regret as he saw his mother already dressed for lunch under her apron. She’d even put her hair up with a fancy clip. “Oh, you’ve brought me a foundling child from the woods, then Wren Rhion? Not quite what I had in mind when I said I’d wanted grandbabies. Here, give her over.” When Wynnie looked reluctant, his mother gestured for her to relent. “Come on, give. Give her over.”

      Once in his mother’s hands, she untucked the blanket. “Oh my, what’ve you gotten into then?” she asked the sleeping child.

      “Alis, don’t you go gettin’ attached to some wee babe. We can’t take in every stray on the market.”

      A shadow crossed his mother’s face before she gave his father a look. “Piss off, Cain. I’m going to give the child a bath and get her some real food. Call Oggie, and maybe he can help us locate her people.”

      This time it was his father who scoffed, jaw tightening. “I’ll not be calling a bear for wolf business.”

      “It’s his job to know such things. Besides, he’s your friend.”

      “Is he? It seems he’s much more your friend than mine, these days.  I’ll call Maggie. She’ll know what to do.”

      Wren’s mother flinched at the affectionate name he gave the pack’s witch, but she said nothing, disappearing around the corner with the baby, leaving the rest of them to stare awkwardly at each other, none of them knowing quite what to do with themselves after their parent’s exchange. 

      There was a gasp from down the hall before his mother shouted. “Cain! Come quickly.”

      They all stood at the hint of alarm in his mother’s voice, but Cain turned on them, glaring, pointing a finger at the lot of them. “Is your name Cain? No. Then stay put.”

      Wren’s stomach dropped as his father disappeared into the hallway. The quiet was almost too much for Wren’s nerves. His family was a lot of things, but quiet was never one of them. Especially his father.

      Time seemed to slow, Wren’s anger and tension ratcheting up with each pass of the clock’s second hand. When Dylan noted Wren’s agitation, he laughed. “Oh, don’t fret, little brother. You know mom loves kids. I doubt they’re drowning her in the bathtub.”

      Efa snapped her head in her brother’s direction. “Tegan’s right. You should totally fuck off, Dylan.” Wyn and Tegan giggled at the absurdity of their quiet baby sister cussing at Dylan, but Efa kept going. “You only show up when Wren’s here, and it’s always just to be a jerk. Nobody cares what you have to say.”

      Dylan grinned, the insult rolling off him. “Well, you should care. Someday-”

      “-you’ll be our alpha,” the three girls intoned in perfect sync.

      “Just you wait,” Dylan promised, pointing at each of them, grin widening. “I’m going to marry you all off to fat, smelly old wolves from the sticks. Mark my words.”

      They each snorted, Efa adding in a middle finger just as her father came around the corner and shook his head at his youngest daughter. “I’m raising savages.” He looked to Wren. “The child stays. I’ll call an emergency meeting and confer with the other elders.”

      Dylan’s jaw dropped, staring at his father in confusion before looking to Wren. Wren shrugged, he had no idea what his father was on about either, but he felt a small comfort knowing that his father didn’t have plans to pawn her off on another family. Something inside him felt a need to keep the girl close. Dylan turned on his father. “You can’t be serious. She’s not a wolf. She’s just some foundling. She smells of fae. You know their offspring never fare well with the wolves.”

      Cain’s eyes cut to his eldest son. “Well, luckily, she’ll have you to look out for her.”

      Dylan scoffed. “Dad, I don’t think I need another sister to look after.”

      Cain grunted. “Good, she’s not your sister, she’s your betrothed.”

      Dylan’s mouth fell open. “What? She’s a toddler.”

      Wren’s mother came around the corner then, the baby scrubbed clean and wrapped in a thick towel. She patted her eldest son on the cheek. “Oh, don’t you worry, darlin’, she’ll not be of marrying age for a good sixteen years.”

      Tegan giggled. “Looks like the only one who’ll be marrying a fat, smelly old wolf will be this poor dear.”

      Dylan flipped off his sister, earning a smack on the head from his mother.

      “What’ll we call her, ma?” Efa asked, running to get a closer look at the girl.

      “Neoma, after my sister,” Alis said, petting her fingers over the girl’s shiny, blonde curls. “Aye, I think that suits her just fine.”

      “She looks like one of us,” Efa promised.

      Tegan plucked the baby from her mother’s hands. “Welcome to the family, little one.” Her eyes lit up. “Oh, let’s take her shopping with us.”

      His mother clasped her hands together in delight. “That’s a fine idea. Wren Rhion can take us shopping for the wee one.”

      “And that was it,” Isa asked, drawing Wren from his memories and back to the present.

      Wren shook his head, gazing down at Isa. “My mother considered the matter settled, but Dylan and I knew better than anybody not to trust Cain. There was something so…strange about how he’d been adamant that Neoma couldn’t stay, and then an hour later she was betrothed to his first-born son, but I didn’t let myself think about it because I wanted Neoma with us…with me…in some strange way, I felt like she was mine.”

      Isa’s hand spasmed across his stomach. “I haven’t thought about that day in so long.”

      “What do you think your father saw that made him change his mind?”

      “That’s the million-dollar question, isn’t it?”

      Isa yawned so hard her jaw cracked. “We can finish talking about this tomorrow. Get some sleep, Isa McGowan.”

      Isa snuggled closer, curving her body into him, her leg slipping over his, eyes already drifting closed as she mumbled, “Don’t tell me what to do, Wren Davies.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

          Neoma

        

      

    

    
      Dylan's claws dug into the flesh of her upper arms, drawing blood as he dragged her from the truck. Overhead, was a sea of churning black clouds, obliterating the sun and the sky above. They were back at the corn maze. The one from her dream with Ezri, the one she'd played in, three years ago with the girls. All roads led back to that maze. She didn't know why. She was sure she didn't want to know.

      Neoma tried to pull herself from the nightmare. She struggled, fighting her way to the surface of consciousness only to have herself pulled back under. She didn't want to be there. She didn't want to remember what they'd done. She didn't care what Ezri said or even what the old mountain witch said, remembering hurt—it physically hurt—and she didn't want to do it.

      But it didn’t matter what she wanted. The memory had her trapped, and she knew with a sick certainty it wouldn’t release her until she relived every moment. She didn’t want to be alone. She wanted to Wren or Rhys or even Isa or Tristin. She could endure the pain if she wasn’t alone.

      But it was only Neoma and Dylan…and Ruby.

      Ruby with her crooked tooth and her jarring laugh and her cold brown eyes. Ruby who thought nothing of holding Neoma down while Dylan stole her blood. Ruby who would make Dylan cut her just so she could drink Neoma’s blood straight from the source. She hated Ruby. Neoma blamed Ruby for all of it. Dylan hadn’t looked at Neoma twice until the witch arrived.

      Neoma shivered despite the heat, taking in her surroundings, hoping for something, someone, who could help her but there was nothing, nothing but the maze. It wasn't burnt and black like in her dream with Ezri, but the golden green stalks that once stood vibrant against a blue sky had long since withered and turned brown.

      The maze wasn’t dead, but the energy within was toxic. She could sense it’s sluggish lifeforce. She could smell the rot and ruin. The maze was a felled beast, shot through with a poisoned arrow, struggling to take its last heaving breaths. Neoma knew with certainty that the beast’s killer lie in wait at the heart of the maze and that they held a poison arrow for Neoma too.

      The strange fog that had surrounded them in the truck followed them still, clinging to the ground and rising into the air like smoke, obscuring the ground below. Neoma could feel it clinging to her skin, seeping into her pores, infecting her with that same black energy. Neoma stared longingly at the direction of the house on the edge of the property. Even the slouching house with its gate monster seemed better than what lie within the maze.

      Ruby didn't wait for them. She just started walking, hips swaying as she made her way to the entrance of the maze. Neoma knew better than to fight Dylan, but when he pushed her shoulder, gesturing for her to follow the witch, she hesitated. She buried her feet in the soil, digging in her heels and reaching out with her senses. If the maze still had a pulse, she could draw from it. Bad energy was still energy. She just needed a boost, something to jumpstart the power within. If she could just tap into that energy, she could use it to fight, to save herself. She could use it to escape.

      But Dylan wasn't having it. He crouched down beside her, shaking her hard. "I'll drag you by your hair if I have to," he warned. “I’m the only thing keeping you alive. Believe me, if you disappeared, nobody would miss you.”

      She nodded, tears welling in her eyes. She did believe him. His family was nice to her, but she wasn’t one of them, not really. If she went missing, it’s not like they could call the police. Technically, she didn’t exist. Maybe Wren might miss her, but Wren was far away. By the time he returned, it would be too late. So, she gave in, allowing Dylan to pull her along, wincing as the rocks hidden beneath the fog bruised the tender skin of her bare feet.

      They caught up with Ruby as she made a sharp turn deep within the maze. Neoma didn’t want to think of what waited inside. Instead, she focused on the white tank top Ruby wore and the way it would ride up with each step, revealing the tattoo on her lower back. The ink formed a barren tree, with a stitched together heart strangled by the rope dangling from its branches. Neoma understood the sentiment, if not the significance. She felt like an unseen rope squeezed her heart too.

      Neoma stumbled as Ruby stopped short, held upright only by Dylan’s rough grip, his claws once more digging into her skin. They’d reached the heart of the beast, and it was as black and empty as she imagined. Once again, Neoma called dug her bare feet into the soil, closing her eyes, calling on any living energy. Unlike the rest of the maze, this barren space returned her call, not with life but with death, with darkness, with a feeling of despair so thick she was gagging on it. Even the fog didn’t dare tread in this decayed, rotting space. It formed a perimeter around them, just as the corn did.

      Nothing alive should exist in that space. It was an abomination. But Neoma wasn’t alone with Dylan and Ruby. There were others, both men, and women alike. At first glance, they appeared human, but when she looked closer, she saw that they were like no humans she’d ever seen before.

      They dressed in all black. The men in pants and button down shirts and the women in long black dresses that caught the anemic breeze, plastering the fabric against their too thin frames until Neoma could make out their ribs. The inky black of their clothing was a stark contrast to their chalk white skin. The clouds overhead only seemed to enhance their hollowed cheeks and sunken eyes. They all stared at Neoma, eyes dead, their lips cracking and bleeding, their mouths opening and closing like Tegan’s fish when it had jumped from its tank and landed on her desk.

      The group parted, and Neoma’s eyes went wide, fighting Dylan with everything she had. The hollow people were awful but the woman they’d shielded left Neoma feeling hollow herself, like somebody had scooped out her insides and left her empty inside.

      The woman stood just outside a large circle of stones, her thin strapped dress hanging loose on her skeletal frame, highlighting arms and fingers seemingly too long for her body, symbols decorated her bleached white skin in blood so thick it looked like old rust and smelled like a jar of pennies.

      Neoma recoiled from the scent but couldn’t bring herself to look away from the woman. A mask made from an animal skull obscured the top of her face and horns jutted from the woman’s snarl of frizzy black hair. The bones of her face were knife sharp, as hollow as those of her followers and her lips were so thin it seemed as if she had no mouth at all until she smiled revealing rows of sharpened teeth.

      She raised her arm in a beckoning gesture, her bones and joints moving in a way no humans should. Neoma blinked rapidly; she wanted to wake up now. She’d seen what she needed to see. She didn’t need to know what happened next. Dylan could take her blood. He could take whatever he wanted. She just had to get away from that...thing.

      It was useless to fight but she fought anyway, her heart racing, skin so sweaty, she managed to slip from Dylan's grip. This time, he yanked her off her feet, grasping her around the waist, grunting slightly as she kicked and struggled against him.

      She couldn’t breathe. The closer she got, the heavier that crushing weight on her chest. She clawed at her dress as if it were to blame. She wasn’t supposed to be there. She was supposed to be helping Alis. “I want to go home. I want Wren. I want Alis,” she sobbed, barely able to form the words. “I’ll be good. Please, Dylan. Please!”

      For just a moment, Dylan faltered, and Neoma’s heart stood still. Maybe. Maybe he’d heard her. Maybe, just once, he’d let her go.  

      “Bring her to me,” the woman said, her voice an icy wind blowing through the hollow void in Neoma’s chest, raising goosebumps along her skin. She could feel herself trembling, teeth chattering but she was unable to stop. Her body no longer felt like her own. Her heartbeat slammed in her ears, accompanied only by the low keening noises she made.

      Her bladder let go, soiling her dress and Dylan’s jeans. Dylan laughed, but Ruby stepped away, lip curling in disgust. Neoma didn’t care. She wanted to go home. This place was a bad place. It was a dead place. These people were all dead, and they wanted to make her dead too.

      “Oh, don’t be frightened, little fae. You’ll live through this,” the woman’s tone was teasing, as if she found Neoma’s fear amusing. “Take her.”

      Then the hollow people surged around her, swallowing her into their darkness, their hands gripping her everywhere, sweeping her off her feet and lifting her towards the sky, like an offering to some dark god. Maybe that’s exactly what that thing was. Maybe these were witches like Magna and Ezri. Maybe the woman was some god or demon.

      The chanting started then, sharp whispers in a foreign tongue repeated, faster and faster, until their words hit her like a thousand tiny cuts along her skin and she couldn’t tell where one sentence ended and another began. Then everything went silent and still, and for a moment Neoma felt like she was floating weightless in the sky. The hands holding her disappeared, yet she remained in place, hovering in the air, and for just a moment, Neoma experienced a sense of peace.

      Until the woman’s sharpened teeth sank into the flesh of her neck. Neoma tried to scream, but no sound came. They’d taken her voice too. She could do nothing but stare up at the evil sky overhead, wishing a tornado would come down and suck her away from all this, like Dorothy, like in her dream about Ezri. Her pulse pounded in her ears, drowning out everything else but the searing pain at her throat and the sound of the woman’s feeding.

      Then it was over, the woman backing away. The woman hadn’t lied. She was still alive. She let out a shaky breath, relieved. Then the woman spoke again. “Your turn, children.”

      Neoma’s eyes went wide, and she cried out as a thousand teeth, sharp as needles, punctured her skin at once, the pain making her vision go black at the edges. She let her mind drift away from there, closing her eyes and forgetting everything but the sky above. They were killing her, but maybe she’d kill them right back. There was no energy from the ground, so she stole it from the sky, making her intentions clear. Lighting cracked, hitting close enough for the ground to shake. The clouds let loose, rain pouring from the sky hard enough to drown out the feel of those teeth in her skin.

      The woman laughed, holding her arms out and tipping her face to the sky as if welcoming the storm. Neoma let her eyes close. She was going to die out there, and Wren would never know what happened to her. Dylan would make sure of that.

      But she didn't die. When the hollow people finished feeding, they laid her gently on the wet ground, each lining up before the woman. Neoma’s limbs felt heavy, her lids weighted, chest hurting as with every breath she drew. Puddles of rain formed beneath her head and she wondered absently if she’d simply drown after everything that had happened.

      She didn’t want to know what came next but she couldn’t turn away. She could do nothing but watch as Dylan handed the woman a large blade with a curved handle. She couldn't make a sound as each of those hollow people stepped within the circle of stones and offered up their throat to the blade.

      There was so much blood. It leached into the soil. It painted the stones. It coated the woman from head to toe and not even the rain could wash away her sins. Still, she didn't stop the culling of the hollow ones. Her blade opened one after another until they were just empty husks, stacked atop one another just outside the stones.

      Until only Ruby and Dylan remained.

      The woman paused as if she was waiting for a sign. Neoma waited too, dread heavy in her gut, her head pounding, her tongue glued to the roof of her mouth.

      "I believe you're an offering short," Dylan told the woman, his voice sounding miles away.

      The woman looked to the bodies and smiled. "I believe you're right."

      She turned those empty black eyes on Ruby. Ruby must have sensed what would happen next because she tried to run, to escape, but Dylan wouldn't allow it. He swept her off her feet, dumping her within the bloody circle. Neoma tried to keep her eyes open, tried to hear what Dylan said, but the storm was drowning out his words. "Come on, Ruby...it's an honor to feed the dragon."

      Neoma frowned. What dragon? Ruby's look of betrayal was almost enough to make Neoma feel sorry for the witch. Almost. Ruby closed her eyes as the blade sliced across her throat, blood spraying everywhere as her heart pumped frantically, painting everything crimson until Neoma could swear it was raining blood.

      Neoma felt the energy shift immediately. It displaced the rain, rolling along the corn like an invisible wind, closing in on them. Neoma braced herself for the collision of so much dark energy, but it never came.

      "Take the girl and go,” the woman ordered, laughing as she held out her hands once again, embracing that dark energy like she’d embraced the violence of the storm Neoma conjured.

      She felt herself being lifted, tossed over Dylan’s shoulder. Then he was running, foregoing the paths of the maze to shoulder his way through the stalks, cutting his own path straight to the abandoned pickup truck. He threw open the driver’s side door, dumping Neoma in the seat before shoving her over so he could get in. He turned the key, and the engine sputtered to life, chugging like a freight train.

      Outside the truck, the fields were black, the rain clashing with the fog, engulfing the maze in a white haze.

      She didn’t dare look at Dylan until they were once again driving down the long dirt road back to the house. He was soaked, his black t-shirt clinging to him, rain dripping from his hair. She wasn’t much better; her dress clung to her uncomfortably, her hair lay matted against her head. She tucked herself against the door of the truck, doing whatever she could to put as much distance between her and the wolf.

      He glanced at his watch and grinned. "See. Told you we'd make it home before dinner."

      

      Neoma sat up with a start, blinking in the darkness. Outside rain tapped on the window. She tried to recall her nightmare but could only remember pieces. Her and Dylan in the truck with Ruby. The corn maze. The woman in black. She killed the hollow people.

      She was up and moving without thought, closing Tristin's door behind her and walking to Rhys's room. She opened his door as quietly as she could, but Rhys heard her anyway, sitting up and rubbing his eyes at he stared at her in confusion. "What's wrong."

      "I remembered something," she whispered.

      "Remembered what?"

      "I saw her...the one who lives up here." She tapped her temple. "I saw her in my dream. She fed on me. She let the others feed on me too. Then she killed them all."

      Rhys startled at that, looking around his bedroom as if he expected the woman was lurking somewhere close. "Who? Who fed off you? Who killed who?"

      She didn't know how to make sense of the flashes she'd seen. "The woman. Dylan said she was a dragon. She fed the hollow people my blood."

      "Why?"

      Neoma shrugged. "The dragon fed the hollow people my blood...and then she killed them."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

          Isa

        

      

    

    
      
        Day 3

      

      Isa woke the next morning, all alone in her big bed, eyes scratchy and lids heavy. Outside, the sun was creeping over the horizon and birds were chirping happily in the tree outside her window like she'd woken in a damn Disney movie. She glared in their general direction, growling low, but still, they sang, unimpressed by her wolf. She briefly contemplated going back to bed, before throwing the covers back and forcing herself to her feet. She moved on auto-pilot, brushing her teeth, showering, getting dressed for work, all the while aware of the six other heartbeats moving about the house. She tried to ignore the oddly cozy feeling it brought.

      Downstairs, she found Wren in the kitchen with the kids. He was wearing his sweatpants from the previous night, a black t-shirt, and the hideous frilly, polka-dotted green and white apron Quinn’s father, Allister, had gotten her for Christmas the previous year. He stood at the stove, cooking enough eggs to feed a small army. He twirled the spatula in his hand like a gunslinger, rattling off a list of supplies he needed from the hardware store. Rhys carefully copied each item down on the magnetic notepad that usually sat forgotten on the front of the fridge.

      “Breakfast is almost ready,” Wren said, with a wink.

      Isa frowned, heart sinking as she glanced at the clock on the microwave, wincing before she said, “I don’t have time.” She gestured to the kids. “We don’t have time. I’m already running late, and I still have to drop the kids off at school.”

      Kai and Quinn stopped pulling pieces of toast from the toaster so they could both stare at her with disapproval. “Aww, man. He’s making us a real breakfast. We got up early and everything. See we’re already ready already,” Quinn said, gesturing to his clothing, holding up his shoed foot for good measure.

      “Yeah, why do we have to miss breakfast because you got up late?” Kai asked.

      Isa’s eyes flashed gold. “Excuse me? Is that the tone you want to take with me when I’m uncaffeinated?”

      Kai’s shoulders fell. “No, ma’am.”

      Wren shrugged. “It’s not a big deal. I’ll take them to school on my way to the hardware store. Go to work. It’s fine.”

      “Yeah, let Wren take us to school. I’m hungry. I don’t want pop-tarts again,” Tristin intoned from her seat at the table, her nose buried in a book. Neoma sat next to Tristin, mimicking her pose, Tristin’s favorite book in the elemental’s hands.

      Quinn pushed his large glasses up the bridge of his nose. “Wren said tomorrow he’d make us pancakes.”

      Isa turned, arching a brow at Wren. “Oh, did he?”

      Wren grinned, handing Isa a to-go cup and stuffing a piece of toast in her mouth. “Your coffee’s black. You seem like the kind of girl who doesn’t like to water down her fuel.” Isa eyed him warily until he laughed. “Go, woman, I’ve got this.”

      Isa tore off a piece of her toast, chewing it in what she hoped was a somewhat threatening manner. “I know what you’re doing,” Isa murmured, voice low enough for only him to hear. He stepped closer, and Isa’s stomach dipped as he lowered his head, dropping his tone to a husky whisper, “Oh, yeah? What am I doing?”

      “Making yourself indispensable. Taking care of the house, taking care of the kids, taking care of me.”

      He chuckled, and something inside of Isa shivered. “How is that a bad thing?”

      Isa huffed, glaring at him for a minute before dropping her shoulders in defeat. “It’s not, dammit. I just can’t afford to get used to you being here. I can do this on my own. I’ve been doing this on my own for six years.”

      Wren closed the distance between them, tilting her chin to look at him. She swallowed hard as his lips touched her forehead. “Nobody can do everything on their own. You’re going to have to let somebody in eventually, Isa, might as well be the one person created just for you, don’t you think?” he asked, pressing the words into her skin.

      Isa didn’t answer, not wanting to acknowledge the truth of his words. After a moment, Isa realized the kitchen had gone completely silent. Five faces gaped at them in shock. Her brother looked betrayed, but he smelled…scared.

      “I have to get to work,” she mumbled, gently pushing him away.

      She was almost to the front door when Neoma snagged her by the hand. Isa looked down in surprise at the girl’s smiling face. “I’m supposed to come with you. Wren’s going to be plumbing all day, and I can’t go to school with the others. I can help you. I’m excellent in the kitchen; I help Miss Alis all the time.”

      “Neoma,” Wren called from the kitchen. “Isa has to work today; she can’t watch you. You can stay and help me with the drywall.”

      Neoma wrinkled her nose, expression miserable. Isa stifled a laugh. She wouldn’t want to fix a ceiling either. “It’s alright. I’ll put her to work. Come on; now we’re both going to be late.”

                                                                                

      Three hours later, Isa sat nursing her third cup of coffee, numbers swimming on the screen before her until she blinked them back into place. Every time she tried to concentrate on her work, all she could do was think about the previous night. The feel of his lips on hers, the weight of him on top of her. She groaned, snapping her laptop shut and dropping her head on her desk with a thud. What was she supposed to do about him? The man was criminally distracting.

      There was the sound of a body plopping into the seat across from her, before Gen said, “What’s up, buttercup?”

      “Where’s Neoma?” Isa asked, tensing.

      Gen frowned at Isa’s worried expression. “She’s ten feet away learning how to properly stack the dish rack for the sterilizer. What’s got you so on edge?”

      Isa propped her head up on her hand. “Is it possible to fall in love with somebody you met two days ago?”

      Gen laughed. “You realize you said that out loud, right?”

      “I’m serious. Do you think this soul bond…mating bond…whatever these mystics call it…do you really believe that it’s real? Like, really? Do you think that you can be, I don’t know, predestined to meet somebody?”

      Gen squinted at her suspiciously. “Who are you and what have you done with Isa?”

      “I’m serious,” Isa whined dramatically. “Logically, I know there is no such thing as love at first sight, but whenever I’m within ten feet of the man I want to jump him, like, I can’t think of anything but being with him. Like I could crawl inside him, and I still wouldn’t be close enough.”

      Gen leered at her with a laugh. “Maybe you just need to let him crawl inside you? Maybe it’s just lust at first sight. Take him for a test drive and see if you still have feelings for him afterward.”

      “It’s not like that. Well, I mean, it is like that. I sort of already did take him-well, not really. I mean I want to...I want him…but it’s not just that. Like that’s not all, I want. I want to aggressively cuddle him while we watch cartoons in our underwear. I want to watch him change lightbulbs. I want to watch him make breakfast in my ugly green apron.” She stared into the shocked face of her friend, and she lowered her voice. “Gen…I just feel like-”

      Gen leaned forward, eyes glinting. “Like what?”

      “I feel like he’s exactly where he was always meant to be.” Isa’s cheeks were on fire at the confession. A satisfied smirk spread across her friend’s face. “Genevieve Duvall, don’t you dare make fun of me. I don’t have anybody else to talk to.”

      Gen held her hands up in surrender. “I’m not making fun of you. I’ve just never seen you so…flustered before. It’s adorable.” Isa flipped her off, which only delighted the fox more. “Okay, seriously. So, say there’s no such thing as soulmates. Say, this man is just a great guy, who wants to take care of you and let you take care of him and has no interest in attempting to take away your alpha status…would that be so bad? Sometimes arranged marriages do work. Even if his family is like the werewolf mafia.”

      Isa groaned her frustration to the ceiling. “That’s a pretty big gamble. Wolves mate for life. I have three kids, four if you count Quinn-”

      “Which you do,” Gen interjected.

      “-which I do. Once there’s a claiming bite, there’s no un-ringing that bell. The bite is forever. Even without a human ceremony. Only a shit-ton of magic can come close to undoing it and, even then, somebody always gets hurt. Besides, that’s not the only thing.” Gen frowned, tilting her head, waiting for her to go on. “Wren said if we don’t claim each other, his father will insist he marry…Neoma.”

      Gen gaped at her, horrified. “The little girl? What? I mean, I’ve heard of these contractual in-name-only matches before, but that was to settle territory disputes and strengthen packs, like, a hundred years ago. Why would Wren’s father want to do that? Doesn’t his pack control most of Tennessee?”

      “Yes, exactly.” Isa took a deep breath. “It doesn’t make any sense.

      Gen’s brows went up. “This is like some kind of supernatural telenovela.”

      Before Isa could confirm Gen’s statement, the stench of cologne and hair gel filled her nostrils. Gen grimaced. “Allister.” She narrowed her eyes at Isa. “But we’re so not done talking about this.”

      The door to the dining room swung open, and Allister sauntered into the kitchen, stopping in the doorway of her office. Both she and Gen looked at him with blank expressions. He shared his russet brown hair and whiskey colored eyes with his son, but that was where the similarities stopped. Quinn looked just like his mother, especially when he wore her glasses.

      Allister was the head of the witches’ council, a position that garnered a fair amount of respect in the witch world, but he always seemed to dress like the day manager at a low-budget electronics store. Today, he wore khakis and a green polo shirt, his hair slicked back and his eyes bloodshot.

      He looked to Gen. “I need a word with Isa.”

      Gen stood, glaring as she squeezed past on her way out.

      “Isa,” he said. His voice was pleasant, and there was a smile on his insipid, doughy face, but Isa knew from years of experience that Allister Talbot had not gotten to be head of the witches’ council by being pleasant. There was always an underlying threat to his words that made her wolf leery. But Isa knew how far she could push him, so she always did.

      “Allister,” she responded, giving him a bland smile.

      “I heard the most alarming thing today.”

      She arched a brow. “Was it that that outfit makes you look like a used car salesman?”

      The easy smile slipped. “You’re in rare form today, I see.” He moved to sit in the chair across from her desk, crossing his legs, ankle over his knee. “I was informed by the council that your fiancé has blown into town. I assured them that this couldn’t be true, of course, because you would have come to me immediately. Correct?”

      Isa refused to squirm under his weighted stare. “Alex shooting off his mouth again?” Allister didn’t confirm or deny her comment, staring at her expectantly. Isa rolled her eyes. “Wren showed up on my doorstep two days ago to ask me for a favor. I sent him away.”

      Allister’s smile returned, and Isa’s stomach felt slippery. “Yet, according to Astrid, he dropped my son and your children off at school this morning, so it seems he made a return?”

      Isa made a noise of disgust. “Really? Having your daughter spy on me? I didn’t realize you were teaching your pre-teen coven recon tactics this semester.” Isa picked up her pen, twirling it between her fingers. “Besides, what difference does it make if Wren is here or not? Why should the council care one way or the other?”

      Allister’s careful composure slipped away, jaw tightening as he leaned forward. “The council—and by extension, the Grove—has a vested interest in your pack. I thought that was clear, but apparently, you need a reminder. Your parents signed a treaty. Living here in Belle Haven comes with obligations, unlike other towns. You have the privilege of living in a place where you aren’t required to keep your unique gifts hidden from the world. Your mother understood that. The Grove is concerned that you might not.”

      Isa’s stomach soured at the mention of the Grove and her parents. She’d never understand how her parents—two of the most loyal and just people she’d ever known—would make a deal with the Grove. Everybody knew the druids couldn’t be trusted…even if they were in charge. She just couldn’t make sense of it. Her parents would never willingly align with them.

      “I’ve managed to keep them at bay for quite some time, but the truth is you are of age to start mating and breeding. The council encourages it, even. But not with him. The Black Thorne pack is larger than your pack and, quite frankly, your future father-in-law’s business practices don’t line up with our…core values. And let’s be honest, your pack isn’t even a pack. Marrying Wren will allow him to assume status as alpha and, by extension, allow Wren’s father, an elder, to have a say in the business of Belle Haven. That cannot happen.”

      Isa’s hackles went up at the word breeding. “I’m not a show dog. I didn’t invite Wren here, but even if I had, it would be on my terms. My mother led this pack for twenty years and I will, too. I’m not giving up my alpha status to a man.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. Of course, you will. You must. Do you think if your father had been a wolf, your mother wouldn’t have conceded her right to rule?”

      Isa barked out a laugh. “And what a disaster that would have been. My father cared about his inventions, his gadgets. He spent his life tinkering in the garage. Do you think my dad would have been able to lead a pack? My mother had to remind him to eat. My father was a good man, but he was no leader. Even if he’d inherited the lycan gene, he’d never have been able to run a pack as large as ours used to be.”

      “How are you going to take care of the children, run the pack and the restaurant as well as grow your pack? No, I think it’s best we find you an omega with good genes. Somebody we can groom to take over for you. You are far too temperamental and stubborn to rule.”

      Isa stood from behind her desk, leaning forward, eyes glowing gold. “My mother made elder in her first seven years as an alpha. Nobody, male or female, has that claim. When my mom died—when the Belle Haven pack died—my mother had more alpha’s answering to her than almost any alpha before her. So, how about you cut the bullshit and stop acting like this is just some sexist crap and tell me what your end game is.”

      Allister smiled. “Perhaps you are more like your mother than I gave you credit for. I want nothing more than to ensure that you’re protected. The Grove has plans for you, for this town, I’d hate for them to think that you’re not a team player. That you can’t follow orders. The town is already starting to draw predators. I need a pack who can defend our borders. The Grove will not lose Belle Haven to monsters.”

      Isa sat back in her chair. “It’s a testament to your ability to deceive yourself, that you can sit there pretending that the people you work for aren’t, in fact, the monsters.”

      “Careful, Isa. We all have our part to play. If the Grove thinks you aren’t with them, they’ll remove you as an obstacle. They’ll also remove the children. Never forget why Kai and Tristin remain with you. There are far worse places for them then under your care. And how do you think your brother would fare without you there to keep his emotions in check?”

      Isa kept her face neutral while she pictured a million ways to separate Allister’s head from his neck. “Will you take your son away from me too? He spends more nights with me than he ever has with you. I’m curious, what will you do when you have to look at your son every day, knowing that he’ll never be anything other than human?”

      He sneered at her. “That’s why they invented boarding schools. I loved my wife, and I’ll do what’s necessary to ensure my son’s safety because it’s what she would have wanted, but the only reason Quinn is still in this town is because you took him in. A human is of little use to me. They rarely live long enough to be of use to anybody.”

      Isa shook her head. “You really are the worst kind of person.”

      Allister shrugged, waving his hand dismissively. “I simply do what needs to be done. You’d be smart to do the same.”

      Isa growled low. “It’s foolish to threaten an alpha this close to the full moon.”

      He grinned at her. “Save the theatrics. If you want a mate, let the Grove find you one. As you said, this isn’t about gender; it’s about politics. This game was set in motion long before you were even a gleam in your father’s eye. Concede your alpha status to the omega we choose and spend your life raising your children, even raising my child if it pleases you, just don’t get in my way. I want your betrothed gone by morning. I mean it, Isa.”

      There was a motion in the doorway, and then Neoma was at her side, curling her fingers into Isa’s. Isa tried to show no emotion as a strange current of electricity ran through her and the little girl. She could smell Neoma’s anger as she gazed at the witch with a ferocity Isa found as impressive as it was incongruous. Neoma didn’t even know what a bastard Allister was.

      Allister stared at Neoma with calculated interest, leaning closer almost as if he couldn’t help himself. Isa pulled her closer without thought. “What an extraordinary child,” he said, almost as if he hadn’t realized he’d spoken. “Who might you be?”

      “Neoma,” she told him, her gaze and voice steady.

      Allister looked between the little girl and Isa for a long minute. “Perhaps I was too hasty. Maybe you should get to know your betrothed before we make any decisions. I’ll be in touch.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

          Rhys

        

      

    

    
      Rhys stumbled into Earth Science with his eyelids at half-mast. He'd been up since Neoma had wandered into his room at around three in the morning declaring that a dragon had slaughtered some hollow people. At the time, he'd simply accepted her at her word, but once she'd gone back to bed, the words had bounced around his brain for hours.

      No matter how many times he replayed her words, they made no sense. Neoma was Belle Haven's very own Riddler, spouting off nonsensical statements as fact. He'd tried to talk to Neoma alone that morning, but Tristin had already claimed the girl. Before he could come up with a plan to extract her from Tristin's ever watchful gaze, Wren had asked him to make a list of plumbing supplies they needed. He'd just run out of time.

      Rhys had survived the morning, but he’d never be able to recall what happened in in algebra or history, even with a gun to his head. His entire world now revolved around Neoma's cryptic statement. The dragon fed the hollow people my blood...and then she killed them. There was no such thing as dragons and Rhys had never heard of any group who called themselves the hollow people.

      He'd promised her that she could trust him. She thought that he could protect her. How was he supposed to watch over her when he didn't even know what it was that wanted to hurt her? This is why his sister constantly saw him as a screw-up.

      Rhys dropped his backpack next to his desk just as the bell rung. He looked around, noting the rows of near empty desks. None of the coven was there. Rhys felt the momentary rush of relief knowing he wouldn't have to deal with Stella and her lackeys. But still, he'd never known anybody within the coven to miss a day, much less the entire coven.

      There were other things that didn't add up. Alex—Mr. Bishop—wasn't at his desk. He was always at his desk by the time the bell rang. Also, the television in the corner was on, the screen blue just waiting for somebody to hit the play button on the remote control sitting on Alex's desk.

      Annoyance replaced Rhys’s brief feeling of relief. They obviously had a substitute. Alex never bothered with boring videos; he preferred to bore them face to face, going on and on about things that were only interesting to science nerds and witches. He already knew how this would play out. Some gray-faced old lady—probably Madam Krug—would force them to watch some boring nature documentary on something stupid like the mating rituals of South American tree sloths, and Rhys would pass out five minutes into it, and then they'd send him to the office and the office would call Isa and Isa would lecture him until his brain liquefied and poured out of his ears.

      The door creaked open like something out of a horror movie. Rhys and the five other students turned towards it warily. It was Alex, shuffling like an old man, clutching his thermos with both hands. He looked terrible. His skin was sallow, looking slack on his bones, his eyes were red-rimmed and bloodshot. Even his clothes were a mess, his button-down shirt was wrinkled, and Rhys was pretty sure he'd missed a button, his jeans looked baggy and he the ugly brown cardigan he wore had a hole in the elbow.

      "Damn, Mr. B, you look like shit."

      Alex turned glazed eyes to the boy in the back. "Yes, thank you, Aaron."

      Aaron Yi. He was only eleven, but he was taking all eighth-grade classes. He lived with his uncle Jack who owned the only tattoo parlor in Belle Haven, a place called Enchanted Ink. They practiced Tibetan ink magic. He was the youngest—and smartest—boy in their class, maybe even the whole school. Like most of the small group, Aaron had assumed they’d be learning nothing of interest and had moved on to more interesting pursuits. He had a sketch pad out, and he was already drawing.

      Alex brought the cup to his lips, taking a tentative sip, before shuddering. "God, that's awful."

      Rhys stifled a yawn before asking, "You okay, Alex-I mean, Mr. Bishop?"

      The older man rubbed his fingers against his eyes, jaw tense. "Yeah, I think one of the kids gave me the flu or something. I'm not feeling so hot."

      Weird. "I didn't think witches got sick? Blood bond and all that."

      Alex tried his best to smile, but it was pained. "It's rare, but it happens. That's the blessing and the curse of being blood bonded to a coven. When one gets sick, the rest of the coven's immunity steps up, but when more than one gets sick at the same time...well, the rest of the coven soon follows."

      "That's where the others are? Home sick?"

      Alex nodded, fingers drumming against the desk, gaze going to the clock on the back wall almost as if he couldn't help himself. It was like he was waiting for something but Rhys couldn't imagine what. After a minute, Alex leaned back in his chair, extending his arm to flip off the lights before hitting play on the remote. Rhys watched, bewildered as Alex yanked open his desk drawer and flung the controller inside with far more force than necessary. Something was wrong with him. Alex was never angry. Never. It was one of the most unnerving things about the man. Nothing ever seemed to bother him.

      As soon as the lights went out, cell phones lit up around the room as people ignored the video to check their social media or text their friends. Alex either didn't notice or didn't care. He leaned himself back in his wooden chair, kicking his legs up on the desk as he laced his fingers behind his head. Rhys contemplated using his backpack as a pillow and, finally, taking the nap he was longing for, but he just couldn't stop thinking about Neoma and the dragon.

      "Alex, can I ask you a question?"

      The older man sighed, reaching for his thermos, wincing as he took another timid sip. "Sure."

      "Are there-" he hesitated, knowing how stupid the question would sound. "Are there dragon shifters?"

      A loud bang erupted from the back of the room. All eyes swiveled to Aaron, who flushed at the unwanted attention. He'd dropped his phone on his desk. "Sorry," he muttered, checking to make sure he hadn't broken it before setting it screen side down.

      "Why do you want to know about dragon shifters?" Alex asked, sounding somewhere between bored and mildly curious.

      Rhys shrugged. "No reason. Just something I read."

      Alex frowned. "Read in human books? You know none of that is real. It's all just the garbage the Grove disseminates to keep the humans from learning anything useful."

      Rhys blew a breath out through his nose. This was impossible. How was he supposed to ask about something without saying anything about where he'd heard it? "What if it wasn't in a human book. What if I heard somebody say something about it?"

      The teacher's feet dropped to the floor as he rocked his chair upright, leaning forward. "Well, which is it, Rhys. Did you read it or did you hear it?"

      Rhys licked his lower lip. "I heard it, but I can't say where, so don't ask."

      Alex's lips twitched in an aborted smile. "Okay, what...exactly...did you hear?"

      "The woman was a dragon and the dragon fed blood to the hollow people and then she killed them." Alex was starting to sweat, beads of perspiration forming at his hairline and trickling from his temples. He grimaced, taking another swig of whatever foul concoction was in his thermos. "Any idea what it means?"

      "There haven't been dragon shifters in over a century, Rhys."

      "But they existed? At some point?"

      "According to the Grove's library, they were common in the Balkans and parts of Asia, but they were hunted to extinction years ago. Do you have any other information to go on?"

      Rhys shook his head. "Do you know anything about the hollow people?"

      Alex seemed to think on it before asking, "She said, 'the dragon fed blood to the hollow people, and then she killed them'?"

      "Yes. That's all she said."

      "Maybe she was talking about vampires? Some might describe them as hollow. Sunken eyes? Skeletal? Could she maybe have been talking about vampires?"

      Rhys wanted to throw up his hands in defeat. He didn't know if that's what she was talking about. That's why he was sitting there sounding like an idiot talking to Alex. Why were adults always so dumb? "I guess. I just don't know what a vampire has to do with a dragon?"

      "A dragon who's a woman," Alex repeated as if only to drive home how insane it all sounded.

      Rhys thunked his head down on his desk. "Yes. I know how it sounds. That's why I didn't want to say anything. Never mind. Thanks anyway."

      "Rhys, you know you can always talk to me. You know how...close...I am with your sister. I'm here for you, too. If you need anything."

      Rhys glanced up just enough to glimpse his teacher's hopeful expression. "Thanks," he said, voice muffled by the fabric of his shirt as he lowered his eyes once again. The last thing he wanted was to deal with Alex's weird crush on his sister. He was way older than her, and he was a witch. Witches and wolves didn't mix. Ever. It was a known fact.

      Alex didn't seem to get that he was the only one who felt close in that particular duo. Isa was polite, and she considered the witch her friend...but like she considered Gen and Hadley her friends. He'd heard her say a million times that she wished Alex would finally just move on. It was clear Isa had. Wren had slept in Isa's room last night. Rhys had caught him walking out before the sun came up. Isa would never let a man sleep in her room unless she planned on keeping him. She just wasn't that type of person. The idea of Wren and Neoma staying forever gave him an anxious feeling in the pit of his stomach. What did he care anyway, as soon as he was old enough, he was gone. Isa needed somebody like Wren.

      Despite Rhys's best efforts, he did drift off, dreaming of a woman with fangs and dragon wings and hollow-eyed skeletons. He jerked upright at the sound of the bell, heart hammering against his ribcage as he fought to get his bearings. He wiped his mouth on his sleeve as the other students shuffled out of the room.

      He was reaching for his backpack when Aaron dropped a drawing on his desk and then kept walking.

      It was a picture of a vampire like creature standing at the prow of a ship, behind him, a crew of hollow-eyed beings feasted on what appeared to be a human fisherman. Across the top, Aaron had written a single word. DRAUGEN.

      Rhys snatched up his backpack and chased after the boy, catching him just before he entered the art room. He reached out and snagged the smaller boy's shoulder. "What is this?" he asked, by way of greeting.

      "You're welcome," Aaron said, pushing his black hair off his face.

      Rhys rolled his eyes but eased back. "Seriously, man. What is this?"

      "It's a draugen. Norse mythology of the human kind. You can find it in our library. According to the books, it was a vampire-like creature that would attack at sea and steer the ships into the rocks or something. I don't know if it's what you’re looking for but, like I said, it's in our library under the mythology section."

      "Thanks," Rhys said, letting go of his arm.

      Aaron put distance between the two of them. "Yeah, no problem. Hope it helps."

      Rhys didn't head to Spanish, instead, making his way down the east hallway towards the library. When he entered through the large glass door, Mrs. Sykes glared at him. He stared back hoping she took his direct gaze as permission for him to be there. When she finally looked away, he slumped his shoulders, heading straight for the computers in the center of the room. He typed in the word Draugen and was shocked when three books appeared. He followed the numbers, weirdly grateful that the Dewey decimal system applied even in their supernatural town library.

      He grabbed his books and threaded his way through the stacks to an old beanbag chair hidden at the very back of the library, invisible to anybody who happened to be passing by. He cracked open the book, using the index to find what he was looking for.

      Draugen, from Norse "draugr" meaning spirit. The draugen is the ghost of a man who died at sea. He is large, covered in seaweed, rowing in a half boat. He emits a high-pitched scream when spotted, and legend states he can be seen on a stormy night, drowning sailors and fishermen, sinking their boats.

      Rhys couldn't imagine that this was the dragon Neoma spoke of, but the other two books turned up nearly identical information. He kept reminding himself that this was human mythology and there was only a small bit of truth in any human text. He tried searching for the other word. Draugr.

      Draugr (also called draug,dréag, draugar;draugur,dreygur, or draugen) is an undead creature from Norse mythology. The Old Norse definition is revenant or undead man. The Draugr live in their graves, guarding human treasure. Unlike ghosts, the draugr have a corporeal body with similar, physical abilities that they possessed while alive. Some believe the Draugr are created when an evil person refuses to cross over, but others believe the draugr spreads its sickiness like an infection.

      Rhys didn't find that text to be much more helpful than the first, but he'd run out of library books. He moved on to the internet. There were a million different theories on Draugr or Draugen. Some said they were the ghosts of Vikings; others said they could make themselves big as giants. There were numerous posts about Old Norseman placing scissors on the chests of the dead and driving pins through their feet so they wouldn't rise from the grave. Rhys didn't think a couple of pins through the feet would stop anybody truly hellbent on returning from the grave, but then Rhys had once watched an entire week of Charmed just because he couldn't find his remote control, so what did he know.

      He was ten pages deep in his search when a thread in a Viking chat room caught his attention. The group was discussing the variations of the draugr legend, and one post said that the Draugr carry the stench of decaying flesh and that they enjoy drinking the blood and devouring the flesh of their victims.

      Rhys had smelled rotting flesh when Neoma told him somebody watched her from the woods and Neoma said the hollow people fed from her before the draugen killed them. It wasn't an exact match, but it made more sense than his dragon shifter theory. He just had to figure out how to find the truth behind the myth. The information that the Grove kept hidden deep in the darkest parts of the internet.

      Rhys would just have to find another way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

          Wren

        

      

    

    
      Wren was at the top of the ladder, taping off the new piece of drywall when the front door opened and slammed shut with enough force to rattle the pictures on the wall. He frowned at the clock on the oven. Isa and Neoma, already? It was just past one. Isa didn’t say a word, didn’t acknowledge him in any way, just stormed up the front steps like she was on a mission. Neoma wandered into the kitchen and pulled open the door to the fridge helping herself to a Capri-Sun before sitting down at the table to watch Wren quietly.

      Wren kept working, all the while cognizant of the rage pouring off Isa. He could feel her racing heartbeat, could hear her ragged breathing as she moved, slamming doors and drawers. Still, he kept working. She hadn’t invited him into her anger. If growing up surrounded by women had taught him anything, it was not to push a woman to talk before she was ready.

      Half an hour later, Isa came down the back staircase into the kitchen. She wore a pair of flowy black cotton pants and an olive-green tank top; her hair once again piled on her head. She gave him a cursory glance as she passed, gaze stuttering as she took in his bare chest and faded jeans.

      “Did I ruin the only shirt you own or something?” she muttered. Neoma giggled, and Isa’s lips twitched with the barest hint of a smile.

      “You ready?” Isa asked Neoma.

      Neoma smiled and nodded.

      “Good, let’s do this,” Isa moved around the kitchen, pulling baking supplies from the cabinets and slamming them down on the island countertop with a level of hostility no confectionary ingredient deserved. When she finished assembling her components, she snagged Neoma from where she stood, depositing her onto the counter as if she was the final ingredient. She handed Neoma a wooden spoon and Neoma brandished it like a weapon like she and Isa were preparing for battle.

      He couldn’t help but laugh at their odd behavior. “Are you guys okay?”

      Isa turned on him, pointing a small jar of vanilla at him. “No. We are not okay. Are we, Neoma?”

      “Nope,” Neoma confirmed, crossing her arms and making an unhappy face. “We’re mad.”

      “Oh,” Wren said. “And why are you so mad?”

      “The patri-carchy,” Neoma cried, pointing her wooden spoon at Wren.

      Wren struggled to keep his expression neutral. “I see.”

      Isa turned on him then, narrowing her eyes. “This is how this is going to work. You are going to stay on your ladder, doing whatever it is you’re doing up there, and Neoma and I are going to pretend you aren’t there while we listen to our music and bake our cookies.” Wren bit down on his tongue, praying his face didn’t betray him as she continued, “I’m warning you, there may be dancing, there may be swearing—by me, not you,”—she reminded Neoma, who giggled— “their might even be singing. But you, Wren Davies, you are to pretend you see nothing and you will speak of it to nobody. Ever. Are we clear?”

      Who was he to argue with a five-foot werewolf brandishing extracts, “Yes, ma’am,” he said, nodding with as much seriousness as he could manage.

      She gave him one more scrutinizing look. “Good.”

      With that finalized, Isa pulled a remote from the counter drawer and pushed a button. Music flooded the room from speakers Wren couldn’t see. He raised a brow as Cyndi Lauper sang of girls and wanting to have fun. Eighties music. He hadn’t seen that one coming. Isa arched a brow as if daring him to comment. Instead, he just started to whistle along as he returned to taping off the drywall.

      Even though Isa was fuming, she teased and played with Neoma, fawning over her impressive ability to measure ingredients and take direction. He felt Isa’s anger coming down in increments as she measured and stirred, working with the quiet confidence of somebody who’d spent their entire life baking. She worked from no recipes, just instinct, and experience.

      While she had requested he ignore her and Neoma, that was impossible. A task that should have taken him half an hour, easily bled into twice that as he found himself pausing to watch her. She twisted and turned, hips shaking and head bobbing to the music, sometimes singing quietly and off key to a song she particularly liked. She encouraged Neoma to sing loudly into her wooden spoon as if it were a microphone. Wren was more than a little shocked at the beauty of the little girl’s voice. He’d never heard Neoma sing before.

      Isa was still angry, but he sensed her wolf was at peace, curled up in that place inside her. This was Isa’s safe space, and she’d welcomed him and Neoma inside. He needed to protect that trust, that comfort, at any cost. He’d brought trouble to Isa’s doorstep. He’d put her life and the lives of her children in danger. That guilt burned like fire in his gut. He needed to finish telling her the rest of his story.

      When the front door flung open an hour later, he’d made up his mind to do just that. Wren listened as the kids dropped shoes and backpacks at the front door before pounding up the stairs. Neoma’s eyes went wide, and she looked at Isa pleadingly. Isa smiled. “It’s okay; I’ll finish up. You go play.”

      Neoma dropped the spoon in the sink. “Tristin, wait,” she called, running up the stairs.

      He glanced down as Isa turned the music down. “Okay, you can stop pretending to putty over that tape on the ceiling now.”

      He did as she asked, coming down from the ladder.

      She was watching him like she was waiting for something. “What’s going on,” he asked.

      She spooned dough onto the baking sheet. “We need to finish talking about Neoma.”

      He nodded. “Okay, what do you want to know.”

      “Everything.”

      He grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge before taking a seat at the stool just in front of her. “I can’t tell you everything because I don’t know everything. Honestly, I feel like the more I learn, the less I know.”

      Isa nodded. “Just start talking, and I’ll do my best to keep up.”

      He didn’t know where to start. Finally, he said, “Do you remember my father’s pregnant mistress? Seven months after Jaelle died, she gave birth to a little girl named Ezri. When Ezri was still a baby, they realized she already had her magic.”

      Isa frowned. He knew what she was thinking, that it wasn’t possible. A witch couldn’t inherit her powers unless somebody in their bloodline died to pass it on. “How?”

      “Magna wasn’t sure. She thought maybe since she and Jaelle were both pregnant at the same time, maybe she’d somehow been able to pass her magic to Ezri in utero.”

      Isa’s frown deepened, her brows knitting together. “I’ve heard of witches dying in childbirth and passing on their magic to the baby, but I’ve never heard of somebody dying and passing on their magic to someone else’s fetus, bloodline or not.”

      Wren nodded. He had never heard of such a thing either, but he’d been so disgusted with Cain, he’d never actually taken the time to try to figure out how such a thing could happen. Truthfully, he hadn’t cared. “Despite my mother’s feelings, my father raised Ezri right alongside my other siblings just as he had Jaelle.”

      “I can’t imagine how any woman would tolerate her husband’s mistress living next door, much less his illegitimate child being raised with her own children.”

      His mother was a confusing topic for him. “Cain married my mother because she came from the right bloodlines and he coveted her father’s status and money. My mother married Cain because she loved him. But my father has always had a weakness for witches. Magna wasn’t the first; she probably won’t be the last. When my mother realized that Cain would never love her—that she’d bound herself into a loveless marriage—she confronted him, and they came to a sort of arrangement, living their lives but tolerating each other for the sake of the children.”

      “That sounds awful. Your poor mother.”

      “I’m almost positive my mother is in love with somebody else now, but back then, she was miserable. Dylan and I were fully grown, my sisters were teenagers, and my mother didn’t work. Her whole life was taking care of us, teaching us, taking care of the house, taking care of the garden. Now, she was watching Magna raise a baby with our father, and she felt like she had nothing. 

      “Then I found Neoma, and suddenly my mother had another baby to dote on. Like I said last night, Dylan and I were both suspicious of Cain’s motives, but as time passed and nothing happened, I convinced myself that he only let my mother keep Neoma out of some misguided attempt to atone for his sins and not for any selfish reason. Maybe, I was just trying to make myself feel better.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Neoma bonded to me instantly, she chose me to take care of her but I couldn’t. I was barely eighteen; I couldn’t take care of her on my own. Besides, I still had four and a half years left to serve of my five-year contract with the Army. I had to go back to base eventually.”

      “That was hardly anything you could help. Besides, it sounds like she was well taken care of.”

      That wasn’t true at all, but Wren didn’t say that out loud. “At first it was easy. I would come home on leave; I would call her every chance I got—even before she learned to talk—so that she could hear my voice. But then I was deployed overseas. First, to Kandahar, then Kabul…we were in the middle of a war, there wasn’t a lot of time to make phone calls. Besides, the reception in Afghanistan is surprisingly shoddy.”

      Isa smiled. “I bet.”

      “Still, I called when I could, came home when I could, and every time I returned, my mother made me promise that I wouldn’t re-enlist once my tour was up. She said she needed at least one of her sons’ home to help with the business. Dylan had disappeared again, chasing yet another girl. My mother was beside herself, but my father just laughed it off, said Dylan needed to get it out of his system.” Wren shook his head. Sharing his family's secrets with another person was weird.

      “I’d pretty much made peace with the idea of going home. I was looking forward to seeing my sisters and Neoma. But just before I came back, Magna died, and everything deteriorated. My father was always a tyrant, but by the time I got back, he was practically certifiable. Delusional. Paranoid. Convinced there was some conspiracy afoot to steal his pack and ruin his life. My brother conveniently resurfaced, just a week after I did and he was in bad shape. Strung out on drugs. Nasty. Belligerent. When he got arrested for drunk driving, my mother decided to leave him in jail and didn’t tell my father.”

      “Good for her,” Isa murmured.

      Wren nodded. “When my father found out a week later, he was furious. It turns out, I’d left one war zone just to return to another. For three weeks, I listened to my parents fighting about Dylan, fighting about what to do with Ezri. I listened to my sisters fighting about everything and nothing. When Dylan came home, he seemed to get off on stirring the pot, instigating fights as often as possible. The only one who seemed truly happy was Neoma. She’d flourished while I was gone. She was sweet, kind and well spoken. Nothing appeared to faze her. She’d been just fine without me. So, when they called and offered me one last tour...I took it. My family was imploding and I just…ran away, and Neoma paid the price.”

      He risked another glance at her, not sure what he’d see when she looked at him. What kind of wolf runs when his pack is in trouble? But Isa didn’t look disgusted, just concerned, wrinkles forming between her brows. “How?”

      He slammed his hand on the counter, startling Isa. “That’s what I’m trying to piece together. Somebody’s been hurting her. Badly. She can’t see it because they’ve glamoured her, and she doesn’t remember it because of a spell Ezri screwed up, but I saw the scars, the physical damage they did to her. What kind of monster does that to a child?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

          Isa

        

      

    

    
      The timer’s oven beeped, startling Isa and pulling Wren from his story. Isa turned off the timer and removed her trays of cookies from the oven, before placing the next batch in and resetting the timer. As she set the cookies on the cooling racks, she mulled over what he’d told her. “Who do you think hurt her?”

      “I wasn’t sure until last night. Right before I came into your room, I had a nightmare.”

      Isa frowned, confused. “Okay?”  

      “I don’t dream. Ever. I never have.”

      Isa digested that piece of information. “If it wasn’t a dream, what was it?”

      “A memory. Neoma’s memory. It was just a flash, really. The storm woke me before I saw much but Dylan and some woman were driving Neoma around in an old truck, and she had claw marks on her leg.”

      Isa stared at Wren, horrified. “Why would he do that?”

      Wren shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      Suddenly, Isa recalled something Alex had said the night they went on patrol. “Did you know that the witch community thinks your father deals in black-market occult supplies?”

      Wren’s head jerked up. “What?”

      Isa’s chest loosened at Wren’s shock. He hadn’t known. That made her feel both better and worse somehow. “According to my ‘source’” she air-quoted. “Your father deals in body parts and your brother was a one-time blood junkie.”

      “Blood junkie? What kind of blood? What would a wolf want with blood?”

      Isa had a theory, but it was just that. “Could your father have wanted Neoma for her blood?”

      “Neoma isn’t the only elemental in existence. It’s not worth much on the black-market. There are too many elementals willing to open a vein for money. That’s simple supply and demand. If my father were selling to witches, it would have to be something rare enough to make it worth the risk. We know how the Grove feels about wolves meddling in witch business.”

      Isa nodded. “About the same way wolves feel about witches meddling in pack business.” After a moment, she asked, “Who told you that Neoma was an elemental?”

      Wren frowned. “My mom. She said they’d had her examined by Magna and that she confirmed she was an elemental.”

      Isa couldn’t stop thinking about the way Allister looked at Neoma or the feeling of electricity when Neoma took her hand. An elementals powers were finite. Limited. They could commune with nature; they had an affinity for growing plants and vegetables. They could imbue magic into herbs and plants. Even the most powerful elemental’s magic wasn’t considered noteworthy, just their blood. What she’d felt from Neoma…it felt like a small glimpse at a much bigger magic.

      “You think there’s more to this, don’t you? You think my family’s been lying about Neoma from the start,” Wren said, worry furrowing his brow. 

      Isa’s eyes shimmered gold in response to his distress. “You do, too.”

      Wren scrubbed his hands over his face. “I never should have left her with them.”

      She was moving without thought, turning his chair and wrapping her arms around him. Her need to comfort him was like a living thing inside her. But touching him was a mistake. The scent of his sadness was overpowering, flooding her brain, and making her forget everything but the need to be closer. His hands caught her beneath her thighs, lifting her into his lap, his lips finding hers.

      She didn’t fight it; she let him take the lead, mouth opening beneath his as he deepened the kiss. He tasted like coffee and smelled like salt and sweat and something that was entirely just him. She locked her hands in his hair, dragging his head to the side to bite at the stubble on his chin and along his jaw, licking at the spot above his pulse until she could almost taste the blood pounding below. His throat was quickly becoming one of her favorite body parts.

      Wren growled, hands sliding higher, dragging her closer, pushing himself between her thighs in a way that had them both moaning. She rocked against him, pleasure coursing through her as she chased this new sensation. His hand skimmed underneath her shirt, his calloused thumb trailing over the sensitive skin just under her breast. It wasn’t enough. She needed more.

      Isa sank human teeth into the flesh on his shoulder. Wren groaned. “You’re a biter,” he muttered, almost to himself.

      She sat up, nipping at his lower lip before sucking it into her mouth. “You complaining?”

      “Hell, no.”

      “You could bite me back,” she murmured.

      His gaze had weight, eyes greedy as he looked at her bare shoulder. “Oh, yeah? Where do you want me to bite you?”

      Everywhere, Isa thought. She wanted to feel his teeth sinking into her flesh in a way that had some deep, dark part of her brain screaming danger. Mating for life required a bite, a claiming. The idea of Wren claiming her as his for life had her practically panting in his lap as she ground herself against the length of him.  She licked her lower lip, tilting her head, dragging a finger along the shell of her ear. “Here.”

      Wren huffed out a breath, complying without question, teeth nipping at her earlobe before he nosed behind her ear. Isa’s head was swimming. They needed to stop this, but it was hard to hold that thought in her head with Wren’s breath against her ear his hips rolling against her and her skin on fire from his touch.

      “Where else?” he asked, voice wrecked.

      She pointed at her throat before letting her hand trail lower, across the curve of one breast. “Here.”

      Wren’s gaze followed her finger, hooking his thumb into the strap on her tank top, tugging it down until she was completely exposed to him. He looked up at her for only a moment, then he was dipping his head, his mouth following the line her finger had traveled, before closing over the tight peak of her nipple, biting hard enough for her to cry out, before soothing it with his tongue. Her hands tightened in his hair as he turned his attention to her other breast, giving it the same treatment.

      “Wren, please,” she whispered, not even sure what she was asking for.

      A loud beeping noise had Isa jerking away from him, heart slamming in her chest as she fixed her tank top, looking around guiltily. Wren’s hands were the only thing that kept her from tumbling backward off his lap. “Damn that stupid timer,” she growled before she could comprehend what they were doing and where they were doing it. “Oh God,” she groaned, as reality flooded back in. “The kids are upstairs. Shit. Shit. Shit. I…I need to get those.”

      Wren set her down without protest, and she walked on wobbly legs to shut off the timer and take the next batch of cookies out. Dear Lord, having him in this house was dangerous. “It’s the full moon,” Isa said. “It’s just the full moon. It’s making us crazy.”

      Wren crossed the kitchen and wrapped his arms around her from behind, sounding faintly amused as he said, “The full moon isn’t for days. It’s okay to admit you just can’t keep your hands off me.” He leaned down, kissing the nape of her neck, grunting when she elbowed him in the stomach. “Or not,” he mused.

      “I need some space. I can’t think when you’re this close.”

      He stepped back, watching as she moved about the kitchen transferring her cookies from the racks to the plates and started the process over again with the raw dough. “Run with me tomorrow night, Isa. I wanna meet your wolf.”

      Isa fumbled the spoon, dropping into the stainless-steel bowl. She made a sort of helpless flailing gesture as if he’d asked to see her panties. For some reason that seemed less intimate to her, less dangerous. When the wolf was in control, Isa took a backseat; she gave over to her instincts on every level. She’d never been that free with anybody except her family. Even as an alpha there was a vulnerability there and being that open with Wren scared her. But she found herself nodding anyway. “O-okay. I usually take Rhys with me, but maybe he’d be okay sitting this one out. He’s been out of sorts lately.”

      Wren shook his head. “No, let’s bring him with us. He already feels too disconnected from you.”

      Isa’s head snapped up. “What? Did he tell you that?”

      “He didn’t have to. It’s clear he has no anchor. Nothing tethering him to this pack. His wolf is restless. He’s in distress from the moment he wakes until the second he falls asleep.”

      Frustration burned in Isa’s stomach as she thought of her brother. She didn’t need Wren to tell her Rhys was struggling. “Do you think I don’t know that? Do you think I don’t see how hard he tries? Don’t tell me how my brother feels. How do you even know that? You’ve known him—what?—three days?”

      “I know because I was him,” Wren said. “I remember what that feels like.”

      “Rhys will be okay,” Isa said warily, guilt gnawing at her. She was doing the best she could with him. She was. She just didn’t know how to reach him.

      “No, he won’t. He’s gonna run, Isa. He doesn’t feel he has a place in this pack. He doesn’t believe that you see him as having value. He was born to be your left hand, to be an extension of you. He needs to see that he’s not only a part of this family but a vital part of the pack. His wolf craves it, and it’s tormenting the kid.”

      Isa slammed the bowl into the sink with a clatter, eyes bleeding red as she stared him down. “Don’t tell me what my pack or my brother needs. I know what I’m doing.”

      Wren didn’t flinch at her outburst. His gaze never wavered. “You can’t force me to submit, Isa. I’m not your beta; I’m your mate. I’ll never question you publicly. I’ll stand beside whatever decision you choose, but I will always tell you the truth whether you like it or not. Your pack is broken, and you need help to fix it. You need me. You have incredible instincts. You are strong and fierce and passionate, but you can’t do this alone. Let me help you. Before your brother pays the price.” Isa’s insides twisted at his words, claws extended and heart pounding in her chest. Who did he think he was? Who did any of them think they were? She was so tired of being told how she was failing on every level. Did they think she didn’t see that? “Isa, push past your anger for a minute and just think about the truth in my words.”

      She closed her eyes, breathing in and out, attempting to sooth her wolf as much as herself. Wren moved closer, frowning down at her. Before she realized his intentions, he was depositing her on the counter top. “That’s better,” he muttered, before wrapping his arms around her and pressing his face to her neck.

      She hesitated for only a moment before hugging him back, her eyes floating closed as he held her. The sound of his heartbeat lulled her. When he pulled back, he gave her a half smile. “At the risk of setting you off again, care to tell me what happened at work that had Neoma railing against the patri-carchy?”

      Isa sighed, their conversation coming full circle. Isa pushed him away enough to see his face. “I got a visit from the head of the witches’ council. Quinn’s dad, Allister. He heard you were here in town, came to tell me he wanted you gone by sunup like we were in some kind of spaghetti western.”

      Wren frowned. “Wanted?”

      She nodded slowly, unease creeping along her spine. “Until he saw Neoma.”

      Wren’s body went rigid beneath her fingers. “What?”

      She nodded. “As soon as he saw Neoma, he changed his mind.”

      “That’s why you think Neoma might not be an elemental?”

      “This is Belle Haven; we’ve got lots of rarities here. An elemental wouldn’t have ruffled Allister’s feathers like that.”

      “Do you think Allister will contact my father?”

      Her chest tightened at the thought of Wren’s father coming to town, but she shook her head. “Unlikely. Allister made it very clear that I was not to honor my betrothal to you because he didn’t want a man like your father having a say in Belle Haven pack business. He offered to find me a nice docile omega to breed me.”

      Wren’s reaction was instantaneous, features morphing until he was all teeth and ice blue eyes, his voice a growl. “You’re mine. Just mine. Nobody will be breeding you but me.”

      Isa went lightheaded at the ferocity of his words, never mind the picture behind their meaning. She lifted her hands, petting her thumbs across the furrowed ridge of his partially shifted brows. “Shh, don’t be such a cave wolf. Nobody is”—she blushed— “breeding me without my permission. God, I hate that term. Makes me feel like livestock. Besides, there are enough kids running around this place for now.”

      Wren closed his eyes, dropping his head to her shoulder. “I’m sorry,” he said, voice still rough but more human.

      Isa couldn’t help the question that spilled from her lips. “What made you think to come to me for help?”

      “I didn’t. Not at first. I was just going to run. I went to an Appalachian witch for a cloaking spell, and while I was there, she said a spirit told her I needed to go to Belle Haven.”

      Isa looked at him like he was crazy. “You fled with Neoma and landed on my doorstep all because some mountain witch told you a ghost thought you needed to come to Belle Haven?” 

       “Well, it sounds ridiculous when you say it like that,” Wren said, giving her a half smile. “But as soon as she said Belle Haven, I remembered you.”

      Isa’s look went from confused to disgruntled. “You remembered me? As in, remembered I existed?”

      Wren huffed out an amused noise. “Oh, you don’t get to be offended, Isa McGowan. You didn’t even know who the hell I was and when I told you, you punched me in the face.”

      Isa flushed, shoulders sagging. “True.”

      “I figured if I could convince you to marry me then my father couldn’t say I challenged him. Our betrothal was never officially dissolved. No elder could side with him if I’m just honoring the engagement that’s been on the books since your birth. If he tried to take Neoma after we were mated, I figured I had your pack to fight with me.”

      “That’s a smart plan...except for the part where my pack consists of four middle schoolers.”

      “Yeah, that’s a problem. But there’s something more you should know. While we were with the witch—after she’d put the spell of protection on us—she said Neoma had a passenger, but before she could tell us more, something psychically attacked her.”

      Isa stared at him in confusion. “You’re making less sense with every sentence, not more.”

      “Well, buckle up, Buttercup, because it’s about to get weirder,” Wren promised. “Two nights ago, Neoma said Ezri came to her in her dream and gave her a message.”

      “A message? Was Ezri the spirit who told her about Belle Haven?”

      Wren threw up his hands. “I can’t be sure. Ezri told Neoma that the spell she cast, the spell to make her forget, was breaking down.”

      Isa did her best to follow his story. “Ezri cast a spell? To make Neoma forget about what?”

      “That’s the problem. According to Neoma, Ezri told her it was a spell to protect both of them from secrets they’d shared with each other. She said it was supposed to be temporary. But now that Ezri’s...gone, the spell is going to start breaking down on its own which Ezri insists is a dangerous thing.” He looked at Isa as if he was waiting for her to freak out. “She also said that something bad was waiting here for us in Belle Haven and we needed to find a particular witch to break the spell, so we know who we’re fighting.”

      “So, is Neoma’s passenger, Ezri? Sending her messages from the other side?”

      Wren frowned. “I don’t think so. I don’t know what a passenger is, but it doesn’t sound like a good thing and Ezri would never intentionally hurt Neoma.”

      Isa took a deep breath. “Well, you can’t throw a rock in this town without hitting a witch, the downside is they’re either in braces or wheelchairs. What’s the name of the witch?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Isa stared at him for so long that Wren started to plan where he and Neoma would run next. “So how do we find a witch if you don’t know her name?”

      “Ezri told Neoma to look for a witch who laughs with her eyes and talks with her hands.”

      Isa’s face split into a grin. “Hadley.”

      “What?”

      Isa couldn’t help but laugh at how easy that was. “The witch you’re looking for is Hadley Duvall.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yes, oh,” Isa said.

      “You're kind of amazing,” Wren said. “I hope you know I never meant to bring all this trouble to your doorstep.”

      “This is Belle Haven. Supernatural trouble’s kind of our thing,” Isa assured him. “I’m going to call and arrange a meeting with Hadley. You need to find out what your parents are hiding. I know you can’t call them, but what about your sisters? Would they know anything?”

      He shook his head. “My parents wouldn’t have confided in my sisters. They were too young.” He slipped his phone from his pocket and stared at it as if he was warring with himself. “I can call Oggie. I trust him to keep quiet.”

      The name jarred Isa’s memory. “Wait, your dad’s best friend? The bear shifter?”

      “My dad’s former best friend and my mother’s current”—he grimaced— “companion.”

      “Oh,” was all she could manage.

      Gen was right; her life really was a supernatural telenovela.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

          Neoma

        

      

    

    
      Neoma and Tristin lay at opposite sides of Tristin’s small bed, their feet tangled in the middle, each holding their book. She liked spending time with Tristin; it reminded her of the days she’d spent with Ezri, lying in her bed, Ezri telling her stories about the Norse gods and goddesses. She felt safe with Tristin, safe in this house. Wren’s family had always been kind to her, but she’d never been one of them, she’d always been an outsider. Nobody here treated her like that.

      She stared at the page of her book, but she wasn’t reading. She couldn’t. All day long, she’d racked her brain trying to remember every detail, but still, only flashes would come. The dragon had fed from her too. Fed from her neck. She’d remembered that. Maybe she shouldn't have told Rhys. She didn't know if the voice in her head—this dragon woman—would hurt Rhys like she'd hurt her. She couldn't live with herself if Rhys got hurt because of her.

      “What’s wrong with you?” Tristin asked, nudging her with her foot.

      Neoma dropped her book to see Tristin watching her expectantly. “What do you mean?”

      “You aren’t reading; you’re just staring at the page.”

      Neoma stared at her curiously. “How do you know?”

      “Because I haven’t heard you turn your page in forever,” Tristin said as if the answer was obvious. “What’s wrong? Don’t you like the book? If you don’t, I have more.”

      Neoma looked down at the book. She was trying to read it. It was a good book. She could see why Tristin loved it. That was the dream, wasn’t it? Meeting somebody who loved her enough to risk everything, even their life, just to be with her? To keep her safe? It seemed very romantic and fanciful and everything she could want in a book…but, since her dream, Neoma couldn’t get past the two boys being vampires. In the books, the boys were the most beautiful creatures the girl had ever seen. In real life, vampires were anything but pretty. Everybody knew vampires were hideous, with pointy bald heads and sharp jagged teeth and limbs that were too long for their bodies.

      At least that’s what Neoma had always thought, but she wasn’t so sure now. Her nightmare—her memory—was haunting her. She did her part to pretend. She’d gone to work with Isa and spent the day helping Gen. She’d kept a smile on her face and controlled her temper when that bad man had shown up at the diner, and was mean to Isa. She’d baked cookies and laughed and sang along with the radio.

      She was good at pretending everything was fine. She’d done it for three years. But it wasn’t fine. With each passing hour, more pieces of her memory seemed to fall into place. The woman in the black dress, a corn field like the one she’d seen in her dream with Ezri, a pain that took her breath away. The way the woman had slaughtered every one of the hollow people and killed Ruby too. The spell was breaking down just like Ezri said it would.

      She should never have told Rhys. Something deep inside her was telling her the more she spoke about the woman, the more of a hold she had over her…over all of them. Rhys wanted so badly to protect her, and she wanted to let him. She had made herself Rhys’s burden, in her attempt to unburden Wren. Her existence in this house was dangerous. She didn’t know why the woman wanted her, but she did. She was sure of it.

      Tristin stared at her, waiting for an answer, so Neoma put her book down and crawled up to lay side by side with Tristin. “I think I had a nightmare last night.”

      Tristin paled beneath her tan. “About vampires?”

      Neoma glanced at Tristin sharply. “Why would you ask that?”

      Tristin looked away, looking a bit embarrassed. “I don’t know. I thought maybe that’s why you don’t want to read the book anymore? Because it gave you nightmares?”

      Neoma didn’t think the book had triggered her memory, but now that she’d dreamed about sharp teeth and pain, the book was a painful reminder. But she couldn’t tell Tristin that, so instead she asked, “Have you ever seen a real vampire before?”

      Tristin’s breath caught, eyes glinting with excitement. She bit her lip, glancing at her bedroom door, before dropping her voice to a conspiratorial whisper, “Once. Last year. Isa, Alex, and Gen killed one. Isa cut off its head with a machete and then ripped out its heart with her hand. Punched a giant hole right through its chest.”

      Neoma rolled to her side, tucking one arm under her head. Tristin did the same, mirroring her position without thought. “How do you know that?” Neoma asked, keeping her voice quiet too.

      “Anytime they kill something on patrol; they have to photograph it for Allister. That’s Quinn’s dad. He’s the head of the witches’ council.”

      Neoma’s response was a whisper. “I’ve met him. He’s mean.” 

      Tristin nodded in agreement. “Quinn stole the photos from his dad’s desk while he was there visiting his sister, Astrid.” Tristin made an ugly face, which Neoma assumed meant Tristin didn’t like Astrid. “He brought the pictures to school to show us.”

      “Do you still have the photos?”

      Tristin’s face fell. “No. Alex saw us looking at them in the hallway and took them back. He said he wouldn’t tell Allister what we’d done.”

      

      “He sounds nice.”

      “He’s okay, I guess, for a witch but he’s only nice to us because he’s super in love with Isa.” She made another silly face, eyes going googly.

      Neoma laughed, but something about that made Neoma feel weird, kind of sick in her stomach. “Does Isa like him too?”

      Tristin scoffed. “No, definitely not. Isa would never date a witch. She’s totally in love with Wren, but she won’t admit it cause she’s stubborn. She thinks that everybody is judging her if she’s not perfect all the time.”

      Neoma felt something catch in her chest. “Do you think she loves Wren?”

      Tristin licked her lower lip, nodding. “Would that be bad?”

      Neoma shook her head, vigorously. She would love to stay there forever. She just wanted to be safe if she did. She wanted all of them to be safe. But Neoma didn’t know if that was possible anymore.

      They fell quiet. After a while, Tristin asked. “Have you ever seen a real vampire?”

      Neoma didn’t answer. She didn’t really know. Was the dragon a vampire? She shrugged, distracting from the question asked by asking one of her own. “What did it look like? The one you saw in the pictures?”

      “I only saw its head and its chest, but it looked like an average vampire. Hairless, skin shiny like gray leather, no lips, teeth like a shark. Hideous,” Tristin said. “Not at all like the vampires in books or on television.”

      Neoma hesitated before asking, “Have you heard of other kinds of vampires? Do you think all vampires look like that?”

      “I hope not. I hope somewhere out there, cute vampires exist. Then I can marry one.”

      Neoma scrunched up her nose. “They drink blood, and they can’t go out in the sun without exploding. It doesn't sound like they’d be fun to date.”

      Tristin shrugged. “I’m a reaper, who am I to judge?”

      Neoma processed that information. “I thought Kai was the reaper. You’re a soul collector too?”

      Tristin looked annoyed like it wasn’t the first time she’d had this conversation with somebody. “I’m a banshee. Or I was. I screamed once a long time ago right before something terrible happened, but it never happened again. Kai says my powers are gone, but Allister says they’re just sleeping.”

      “I thought there could only be one reaper at a time in a family?”

      Tristin licked her lower lip like she was trying to think of how to explain. “Allister said that our magic split when we were still inside our mom’s belly. He said it only happened because we are twins.”

      Neoma stared at Tristin with wide eyes. She’d never met a banshee. She’d thought they were extinct. That’s what Ezri said. But Tristin said Belle Haven had all kinds of creatures living there without fear of being killed. Maybe there were more elementals like Neoma. The thought made her feel less lonely somehow. “So, because you’re a banshee, you wouldn’t mind dating somebody who drank blood?” She couldn’t imagine dating anybody who craved blood bad enough to bite someone, much less kill them. A wave of nausea rolled over her as she remembered the blood in the corn maze. The stench of it. It made her shiver. She pushed the thought away. “Banshees don’t drink blood, though. Do you really want a husband that eats people? I bet their breath smells awful.”

      Tristin thought about it, before laughing. “Yeah, probably. I guess it’s only good in books.” Neoma joined Tristin’s laughter. After a minute, Tristin looked at her. “So, did you? Have a nightmare about vampires?”

      Neoma’s laughter died, she did the only thing she could think to do. “I don’t know. I feel like I did but I can’t remember everything.” The lie felt like a lump in her throat.

      Tristin leaned in. “I think I did too.”

      “Really?”

      Tristin nodded, suddenly looking distressed. “Yeah, but they didn’t look like normal vampires.”

      Neoma entwined her fingers with Tristin’s, wanting to do something to make her friend feel better. Had Tristin dreamed of her vampires? Of the dragon and the hollow people? “Mine either.”

      Tristin looked at her then, gaze sharp. “I think you were in my dream too…but I’m not sure.”

      Neoma was sure. Tristin wasn’t dreaming; she was sharing Neoma’s memory. She just didn’t know why. It seemed unfair that Tristin should suffer through the things that happened to Neoma and not know why. Should she tell her? “Tristin, are we friends?”

      Tristin scoffed. “We’re better than friends; we’re sisters. You and Wren are going to live here with us forever.”

      Neoma needed to tell her about the dragon. About the hollow people. The need to tell her was clawing at her chest. Wasn’t it safer for her to know?

      But before she could say anything the dragon’s voice echoed in her head.

      Go ahead, tell her. I’ll swallow her whole and make you watch, little fae.

      She gripped Tristin’s hand tighter, trying to shut out the voice in her head.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. Let’s go back to reading for a while, okay?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

          Wren

        

      

    

    
      Wren stood alone at the counter in the kitchen, mind somewhere far away as he chopped vegetables for the salad. The kitchen was warm and comfortable. The smell of Isa’s beef stew and the

      bread baking in the oven had Wren’s stomach rumbling. Isa had agreed to run with him tomorrow. That was a good sign. He hoped that once her wolf met his, she’d understand their bond. Once Isa accepted him as her mate, they could focus on piecing Neoma’s shattered psyche back together. 

      Wren couldn’t stop the memory of Neoma in that car with Dylan and that girl. Had his brother done all the damage he’d seen in that mirror? There were so many scars. Was his brother just some blood junkie like Isa’s source suggested. His brother had always been a bastard, but he’d never thought he’d physically hurt Neoma. He clenched his jaw until his teeth ached, trying to force down the rage boiling like acid in his stomach. He cursed as the knife slipped and he narrowly missed cutting himself.

      He shook off the thought, forcing himself to focus on the task at hand. Neoma was safe for now, upstairs playing with kids her age, her heartbeat steady and her voice happy. He’d figure out what happened to her and then he’d make sure that anybody who touched her never touched anything ever again even if that meant going up against his father.

      Wren glanced up as Isa floated down the stairs in a short white dress that hugged her figure. She had her hair piled on her head in a way that looked both casual and elegant. She’d applied makeup. Jeweled purple tones accented her moss green eyes, and she wore black liner, sharp enough to slit a man’s throat. But it was her lips that drew his attention, not because of any lipstick, but because she bit her bottom lip nervously when she saw him, eyes skirting away like she was suddenly feeling shy.

      “You look beautiful…but you always look beautiful.”

      “You haven’t seen me in the morning.”

      Wren smirked at her. “Actually, I have. You spent three hours drooling on my chest last night, and you were still beautiful.”

      Isa flushed, glancing up at him from under thick black lashes before clearing her throat, gaze falling to the cutting board. “What did that cucumber ever do to you?” she asked.

      He sighed, setting the knife down. It was far too close to the full moon to let his mind wander to thoughts of revenge, but he didn’t know how to hide his fury. Isa wrapped her arms around him from behind, placing a kiss between his shoulder blades before resting her head against his back. Wren didn’t know who was more grateful, him or his wolf.

      “It’s going to be okay,” Isa murmured.

      He nodded though she couldn’t see him. The feel of her pressed against him, had him relaxing in seconds until her hands crept up under his shirt. Her fingers traced the plains and angles of his abdomen, her thumbs tracing along the ridges of his hipbones, dipping just under the waistband of his jeans. He sucked in a breath. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but you are gonna have to stop that right now unless you’re prepared to lose your virginity in the kitchen pantry.”

      Isa bit his shoulder blade through his t-shirt, and he snarled, partially shifting as he felt her claws pricking against his skin. Then her hands were gone, and she was stepping away from him. “To be continued,” she promised, as a car pulled into the driveway.

      She walked to the stove, lowering the temperature on the burner and removing the lid from the stew, stirring the contents. “Almost ready. Maybe ten more minutes.”

      “Are you sure this is the right thing to do,” Wren asked suddenly.

      Isa turned to look at him. “What do you mean?”

      “What if she’s better off not remembering? What if Ezri took her memories of what happened because it was just too much for her to handle? What if all we’re doing is satisfying our own curiosity and condemning her to relive a trauma she can’t handle?”

      Isa’s gaze softened, standing on tiptoe to press her palms to his cheeks. “Ezri didn’t intend to take those memories from Neoma forever. If she did, she never would have told her how to reverse the spell.”

      Wren wanted to believe her, he did. “I know that Ezri says something bad is coming, but maybe we can handle it without doing this to her.”

      “Ezri and Neoma have to know what happened to Dylan…maybe even what happened to Magna…but most importantly, they know why Dylan was hurting Neoma, and we need to know that too. Especially if Dylan wasn’t doing this alone.”

      “I’d spend the rest of my life never knowing what happened to Dylan if it meant she could live safe and happy.”

      Isa gave him a sad smile. “I know, baby, but how can we keep Neoma safe if we don’t know what we’re protecting her from?”

      Wren’s brows shot up in surprise. Baby. Isa flushed red to the roots of her hair. “Shut up,” she said before he could say anything.

      

      The front door opened and closed. “We’re here,” a familiar voice called from the foyer. Isa’s friend Gen. She’d brought Hadley. “Something smells good. I’m starving.” The girl dragged out the word starving as if it had been days since her last meal.

      Wren stuck his head around the corner. Gen was the fox shifter from the diner so the other must be Hadley. She was a tall, statuesque woman with copper skin, large brown eyes, and a riot of kinky reddish blonde curls that framed her face. She was definitely a witch. There was no mistaking her scent or the power rolling off her, but she had a peaceful energy that put Wren at ease. 

      The two women were a study in contrast, from their looks to their style. Gen wore jeans with a hole in the knee and an emerald green t-shirt that hugged her narrow frame and highlighted her pale skin, freckles and ginger hair. Hadley wore a lace dress with an intricate floral pattern, and thin straps that showed off her delicate shoulders and a large tattoo on her upper arm of a broom, a crescent moon, and a black cat. Their scent confirmed they were a couple, the rings on their left hands confirmed they were married.

      “We’re in the kitchen,” Isa called, stealing a slice of the mangled cucumber off the cutting board, before moving to dump egg noodles into the pot of water boiling on the back burner.

      Wren waved at the two women as they entered the kitchen and they both waved back in perfect sync with each other. “Gen, you remember Wren from yesterday? Wren, this is Gen’s wife, Hadley. She’s our healer.”

      Wren smiled. “Nice to see you again, Gen. Nice to meet you, Hadley.”

      Hadley’s hands moved in a gesture that Wren vaguely recognized as a reciprocation of his greeting in sign language. That was why Isa was so confident that Hadley was the witch they were looking for. Hadley was deaf. She talked with her hands. But how would they communicate? Wren understood maybe five signs in sign language, and he doubted Neoma understood any.

      Gen dropped a huge bag on the kitchen table. “Do you guys need any help with anything?”

      Hadley tapped Gen on the forehead and signed something to her before pointing at Wren with an exasperated head shake.

      Gen laughed. “Wren, Hadley reads lips so stop looking so panicked. She can speak, but she thinks her speech isn’t super clear and it makes some people uncomfortable. I can translate for her if I need to.” She looked back to her wife with a tight smile. “Better?”

      Hadley rolled her eyes but nodded.

      “Dinner is almost ready,” Isa said, looking to Wren to confirm he’d finished chopping the vegetables. He dumped the cucumbers into the salad bowl and handed it over dutifully.

      

      Ten minutes later, Isa walked to the staircase. “Dinner!”

      Four pairs of feet beat a path down the back stairs, sounding like they had lead weights attached to their feet. Tristin was the first one down. “Finally! It’s been forever since we ate. I’m going to waste away to nothing.”

      Wren couldn’t help but laugh at the girl’s dramatic display. Isa arched a brow, shaking her head, apparently used to the girl’s theatrics. “It’s been three hours since lunch, and you ate five cookies less than an hour ago.”

      Tristin shrugged as if she couldn’t be bogged down with details and hugged Gen and Hadley. “Do we need to set the table?” Tristin asked Isa.

      Isa shook her head. “No, I did it earlier, but thank you for asking.”

      Wren watched as each of the kids took their drinks and headed for the dining room. “Where’s Rhys?” he asked Kai as he passed.

      “I don’t know,” Kai said, heartbeat tripping at the blatant lie. Wren looked to Isa who grimaced but said nothing. Wren closed his eyes, listening for Rhys’s heartbeat. He was in his room. His heart was racing. He was upset about something.

      Gen walked to the stairs. “Rhys McGowan, don’t you dare think you are going to sit in your room and miss dinner with Hadley and me. Let’s go. You can sulk later.”

      Wren looked to Gen, impressed, as Rhys’s door opened and closed. He clomped down the back stairs, hands deep in his jeans pockets, glowering at Wren and Gen as he passed.

      Gen tugged him back to her, pinching his cheeks, “Oh, there’s my happy boy. You can sit right next to me at dinner tonight.” Rhys gave a forceful exhale through his nose like an angry bull but didn’t argue.

      Once in the dining room, Wren had another dilemma…where to sit. Protocol dictated that in formal dining settings, people sat based on their roles in the pack, but Isa had not assigned any official titles to anybody in the pack. If Wren were Isa’s mate, he’d sit to her right, if he were a visiting future alpha he’d sit at the foot of the table, directly across from Isa.

      Isa was clearly not thinking about assigned seating, laughing with Gen as she set the food on the table. But Rhys was. He stood, leaning against the wall, watching Wren intently. When Isa took her seat at the head of the table, she gestured to the empty seat on her left. The chair reserved for the alpha’s left hand. Wren hesitated, and Isa stared at him like he’d grown a second head. Rhys’s sullen expression turned mutinous. 

      

      “Rhys can sit there,” Wren suggested, hoping Isa picked up on how important it was to her brother. 

      Isa stiffened for only a moment before she seemed to catch herself. “Right, Rhys, come sit here next to me.”

      Rhys sneered at Wren, before dropping into the seat beside his sister. Suddenly, Isa was the one who was nervous, watching Wren to see which chair he chose. It was a good sign. She wasn’t offering the seat to her right, but she didn’t offer the chair across from her either. She was letting Wren decide.

      Wren didn’t hesitate, pulling out the seat across from Rhys. Rhys’s eyes were glassy, his anger palpable. Wren was declaring his intentions towards his sister to anybody who understood shifter politics and Rhys was pissed…but not surprised.

      Gen sat next to Rhys as promised, ribbing the boy any chance she got until she coaxed a smile out of him. Hadley sat next to Wren, across from Gen. Neoma climbed into the seat next to the witch, looking at her shyly as if Hadley might ask her to move. Wren’s heart squeezed when Hadley smiled at Neoma, and Neoma smiled back, delighted. “It’s you,” she whispered to Hadley. 

      When the rest of the kids found their seats, the tension seemed to fizzle out, the atmosphere taking on a more pleasant feel, despite the reason for the meeting. Dinner was a loud affair, with everybody talking and laughing. Wren was amazed to see that the kids spoke sign language with ease and, after a few minutes, it wasn’t hard to remember to look directly at Hadley when speaking.

      For the first half of dinner, Gen translated for Hadley but during a particularly heated debate about somebody named Alex and something to do with a coven of teenagers, Hadley began to speak with her mouth as well as her hands and Wren could see why everybody in this room loved the witch. She did smile with her eyes. She laughed often and with her whole body, gesturing emphatically with long slender fingers, as if she were weaving a spell, enchanting the entire room. 

      It worked too. Not even Rhys was immune to Hadley’s charms, laughing and joking with the witch, even if he would roll his eyes soon after. Gen stared at her wife with a sort of besotted expression that made Wren smile. Gen reminded him of his sister, Efa, and it made him feel closer to the two women who seemed so close to Isa.

      Neoma sat sideways in her chair, so she could focus on everything Hadley did. When the witch would speak, Neoma would break off whatever conversation she was having with Tristin, Quinn, and Kai and watch the witch with rapt attention. Hadley watched Neoma as well, occasionally giving her an encouraging smile that would cause Neoma to duck her head and blush. Wren reminded Neoma to eat her dinner three times before he finally gave up. She wouldn’t starve.

      

      Before long, the kids were begging to play upstairs, leaving the adults to clear away the dishes and clean up the kitchen. Gen and Hadley helped package the leftovers while Wren put on coffee. He couldn’t remember a time where he’d felt this at home, even in his home. The idea of leaving here, leaving Isa, made his stomach churn.

      When the last dish was in the dishwasher, they all took their coffees and sat at the battered kitchen table. This time, Isa slid into the seat next to Wren, her coffee cup close enough that her knuckles brushed his when she reached for it. Just the touch of her fingers against his was making him crazy, and everybody in the room knew it…especially Isa, who gave him wide innocent eyes every time she took a sip of her coffee. Evil woman. He loved it. He was pretty sure he loved her.

      They talked for a bit about the diner and about the clinic Hadley ran in the center of town. She was an actual medical doctor as well as a witch.

      “You went to med school even though your magic gives you the ability to heal? Why?” Wren asked. He’d never heard of such a thing.

      Hadley smiled as if she was used to people asking her that question. “Well, one, I was raised in San Francisco, and while California does have a lot of granola eating hippies, people tend to prefer their medical advice from people who can prove they have actual medical training. Two: there are some things that magic can’t cure, and I wanted to make sure I could help those patients too.”

      Wren nodded. “That’s commendable.”

      Gen shook her head. “Okay, enough small talk. Let’s talk about why we’re really here.”

      Isa squeezed Wren’s hand before looking at Hadley. “What are we looking at with Neoma? Is she spelled?”

      Hadley’s eyes grew serious, and Wren’s stomach dropped. “Oh, yeah. And whoever did it had a lot of juice but not a lot of know how. It’s a mess.”

      Wren tensed, and Isa’s thumb began to stroke across the top of his hand absently. “Can you reverse it?” she asked.

      Hadley looked at Gen and then Isa, her unease radiated off her. She was afraid to tell him something. “Just tell me…whatever it is, please.”

      “She’s glamoured.”

      Wren did his best to keep it together, remembering the damage he’d seen in the mirror. “I know, a witch showed me, but she couldn’t tell me what did it.”

      “That’s because no one thing did it.” 

      Wren’s vision went red, his claws extending, fighting his shift until it felt like his skin was coming apart at the seams. “What do you mean?” he asked, voice barely human.

      “I can show you what I mean, but I’m not sure you want to see it again. She doesn’t know it’s there. Right now, she remembers nothing.”

      Isa stood, pressing her hands to Wren’s temples, kissing the top of his head. Wren knew the calm washing over him wasn’t real, was just Isa’s influence, but he took it anyway. He couldn’t afford to go full shift in Isa’s kitchen. When he was more himself, he said, “Then maybe we should just leave it alone.”

      Hadley frowned. “I don’t think that’s an option. Like I said, whoever did the spell to block her memories was powerful but very inexperienced in this type of spell work. She tried to block specific memories while keeping others, but that takes time and delicacy. I’m guessing they didn’t have a lot of time because the spell is already breaking down. My guess is she’s probably already starting to remember bits and pieces. If I guide her through her memories, I might be able to repair the damage as I go.”

      “Repair the damage?”

      “I can’t make her forget the things that happened to her, but I can dull them, accelerate the healing.”

      What happened to her?” Wren asked, voice raw.

      She held out her hands, one to Wren, the other to Isa. “I truly don’t know, but if you open your mind to me, I can show you what I’ve seen. I can try to explain. Try to remember that she’s not in any pain and there’s nothing you can do about any of this now. Okay?”

      Wren closed his eyes but nodded slowly. Hadley grasped their hands. Wren couldn’t help the breath forced from his lungs any more than Isa could help the cry that escaped her lips.

      It wasn’t anything Wren hadn’t seen but somehow seeing it again made it a hundred times worse. This wasn’t just a flash of the pain she’d been through; he could see it all now. The multiple claw marks that marred her inner thighs and upper arms as if somebody had opened her up and let her heal before opening her flesh again. “These marks were inflicted by a wolf over a long period. I believe the puncture wounds were made by a tool or knife of some kind, also over time. But the bite marks, I’ve never seen anything like them. The attack happened all at once. Do you see the way the scars are all the same shade of pink? They were inflicted at the same time, healing at the same time.”

      “Stop!” Wren jerked his hand away as his claws extended and he ripped at his shirt, making for the door.

      “Wren!” Isa cried.

      “Let him go,” He heard Gen say. “Let him run it out.”

      He managed to make it the front porch before he shifted, bounding off the porch on four legs, letting his wolf take control. He needed to stalk, to hunt, to kill. He didn’t care if he was in foreign territory. He didn’t care if there were hunters patrolling the woods. He didn’t care about pack protocols or rules. If anybody came at him tonight, he’d come back at them ten times harder.

      He was the predator; they were the prey.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

          Isa

        

      

    

    
      Isa read and reread the same page until her eyes grew bleary. Outside, the rain was once again coming down in sheets, the thunder rattling the window panes like an old horror movie. Wren had come home thirty minutes ago, but he’d gone straight to his room. The shower had kicked on a few moments later. He’d been hunting. She’d caught his scent as he passed her door, the smell of rain and earth…and blood, so much blood. She hoped it had sated some part of him, the part of him that felt guilty, the part of him that needed vengeance.

      After the water turned off, Isa wondered if he’d come to her room again. It was an idea that both thrilled and terrified her. When it came to Wren, she had no clue what she was doing. He’d thrown a wrench into her perfectly ordered existence, and she couldn’t see herself ever going back. She just didn’t know what that meant.

      Isa didn’t have to wonder long. Wren didn’t knock. He just walked in, closing the door and locking it behind him without a word. Isa’s eyes widened, lips parting in surprise. He was so...beautiful. He was shirtless. His loose black sweatpants rode low, drawing Isa’s attention to the deep V of his hipbones and the trail of hair that started just below his belly button and disappeared underneath his waistband. His hair was damp, his feet were bare, and his eyes still glowed ice blue.

      It seemed Isa would meet Wren’s wolf a night early. He prowled closer, nostrils flaring at the scent of her. She couldn’t help her excitement any more than she could stop herself from trembling under the heat of his gaze. No man had ever looked at her that way, focused, hungry, eyes raking her body like a caress. It was Wren, yet it wasn’t. That didn’t stop her from wanting him. Loving Wren meant loving his wolf, just as loving her did. They were one in the same.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      “No talking. Not tonight.” His voice was a low growl that tugged at something deep inside her.

      Isa swallowed hard. “Alright.”

      She rose, only to stop short, acutely aware that she wore just a faded gray t-shirt and her gray boy shorts. Wren tracked her movements, watching her with an intensity that had her knees going weak. Clearly, he wasn’t done hunting for the night.

      She stood frozen in place as he strode across the room, sucking in a startled breath as he picked her up and carried her to bed, dropping her on the mattress and following her down, stalking her up the mattress before settling his solid frame between her splayed thighs. He didn’t give her time to think, to process. His mouth claiming hers in an open mouthed kiss she could only define as dirty, his hips rolling against hers, making his intentions clear. She canted her body on instinct, toes curling into the mattress, body throbbing with need. He was already hard. Isa couldn’t ignore the thrill that shot up her spine. She’d done that. He wanted her. God, she wanted him too.

      When he sat back on his heels, she whined at the loss. But he wasn’t done with her. Seeing him kneeling between her open legs was more than Isa could take. She wasn’t sure she was even still breathing. She frowned in confusion as he reached for the neckline of her ratty t-shirt. She heard the faint snick of his claws and could only watch with rapt fascination as he used one claw to slowly, deliberately, slice her shirt down the middle, parting the two halves like he was unwrapping a present. He snarled, his hands trailing along her thighs, spreading them wider, pressing himself closer. It just wasn’t close enough. She needed more.

      “Wren.” It was only his name but it seemed to shake something loose inside him and he was surging forward, his mouth finding hers again. This kiss was rough, bruising, more a clash of teeth and tongue then a kiss. Isa didn’t mind. Her wolf liked the brutal savagery of Wren’s assault. When his head dipped lower, she cried out, overwhelmed by the weight it all. She couldn’t think. She couldn’t breathe. She could only lay there, lips parted and chest heaving as she let him take what he wanted. She just knew that it wouldn’t be enough. She needed more. She needed him to touch her, to fix her, to end this insatiable hunger. What he was doing wasn’t helping this gnawing ache low in her belly. It just made it worse. It made her want more. She wanted to tell him, but whenever she went to speak, the only sounds she could muster were breathy gasps and half bitten moans.

      Her head was spinning as he sucked marks along her shoulder, his hands traveling, exploring her body like he had a claim, like she belonged to him. It was quick and slow in turns. One moment his hands were fevered, like his need to touch, to scent, to mark every inch of her was some compulsion he was helpless to resist. The next, he was mapping every line, every dip of her body with a premeditation that both thrilled and frustrated her. He touched her everywhere. He kissed every part of her like he was worshiping her, from the soles of her feet to the shell of her ear, only stopping to whisper the filthy things he was going to do to her. Isa was so far gone on Wren that she was almost positive that the feel of his knee pressing against her and the husky rasp of his voice would be enough to take her over the edge.

      Finally, his fingers slipped beneath the leg of her shorts, touching her where she needed, but not in any meaningful way. He was still playing with her. It was a tease, a light touch, designed to keep her begging, to keep her needing more. She imagined this was what it felt like to try to breathe under water. She didn’t know how to ask for what she wanted. She didn’t really even know what she wanted, just more. More of him touching her, more of him kissing her. She wanted him over her, inside her, moving within her. She canted her hips beneath him, whining, barely aware of the words falling from her lips.

      But her pleas were ignored. It was as if Wren had made it his mission to take her apart one piece at a time. And it was working. It was. There was no conscious thought, just a coil tightening deep inside her, and she could do nothing but chase that feeling, more than willing to let Wren shatter her if it meant she could have all of him.

      “Please,” she whimpered.

      “What do you want?” he murmured. “Tell me.”

      “More, everything,” was all she could manage. She gripped his wrist, moving his fingers where she wanted them, terrified to meet his gaze as she moved herself against him, chasing her own release. Wren made a noise of frustration, then his hand was gone and there was the sound of tearing fabric as her panties met the same fate as her t-shirt.

      If Isa had been able to form even the slightest coherent thought, she might have been embarrassed about being completely naked while he was still dressed but when she looked at him, the intensity of his gaze was overwhelming. He was looking at her like she belonged to him and it was this side of too much. When he rolled to his side and brought her with him, she frowned in confusion. He dipped his head to kiss her softly.

      When he touched her again, it was gentle but deliberate. He ran his palm along her thigh to her knee, hiking her leg over his hip, opening her to his touch. Her hands convulsed at his shoulders, her breath hitching on a sob as his finger slipped inside her.

      She buried her head against his chest, face burning as he worked his finger in and out, as her body struggled to accommodate his invasion. He probed her heat, his bounding heartbeat echoing in her ears. Her chest felt tight. It was too much and not enough all at once. She couldn’t think about anything but the warmth of his skin beneath her hands and the way his breath was coming out in ragged pants against her skin like she was somehow taking him apart and not the other way around.

      By the time he slipped a second finger inside her, she was mindless, whining against him, her nails clawing at his back and her hips riding a rhythm he controlled. His other hand closed in her hair, tugging her head back. “Don’t hide from me,” he whispered. “You look so perfect like this. Fuck.”

      She couldn’t stop the sounds that escaped, she was so close…so close. Then his fingers were thrusting deeper, harder, his thumb finding and caressing that bundle of nerves like he could read her mind. Maybe he could. Maybe he was. She didn’t care. She didn’t care about anything but that feeling just out of reach.

      “I want to watch you fall apart,” he whispered against her panting mouth. And she did, crying out against him, vision going hazy at the pleasure coursing through her like he’d dragged it from her with just his words. “That’s it. God, you’re so beautiful.”

      Her body felt boneless as his hand slipped from between her legs, leaving her feeling sleepy and sated but so empty. When he kissed her, she kissed him back, body still trembling, as much from her orgasm as this feeling of being emotionally bare before him. He laid back on the bed, pulling her against him until her head lay on his chest. It was obvious that he was still hard, but he said nothing, made no attempt to get her to reciprocate.

      She knew he was trying not to pressure her into taking care of him but it irked her too. Somewhere in the back of her mind, was the faintest flicker of a thought. She wanted him to fall apart too. She wanted him to lose that careful composure. She wanted to see him as defenseless and wrecked as she felt.

      She sat up, biting at her lower lip. Wren’s heartbeat knocked off kilter, watching her beneath hooded lids as her hand ran along his thigh, her nails skirting over the outline of him through the thin material of his sweatpants. He didn’t move, didn’t press himself against her, but his whole body tensed, a low growl escaping his lips. “Isa,” he said her name like a warning, like he couldn’t be held responsible for his actions if she persisted.

      She threw one leg over him, straddling his hips, her hands splaying across the hard muscles of his chest. A startled breath escaped her as he grabbed her hips, fingers digging into her flesh as he ground himself against her, once, twice.

      She was so tempted to let him control everything, it was so easy that way…but she couldn’t. He didn’t get to be self-sacrificing, not with this. She captured his wrists, holding them over his head. Wren’s wolf didn’t like it. He snarled, teeth snapping as he struggled against her grip. She snapped back, letting sharpened teeth close against his throat, careful not to break the skin while still reminding his wolf of his place.

      “It’s my turn,” she whispered against his skin, licking the hollow of his throat, reveling in the tangy salt of his skin. “Keep fighting and I’ll tie you up,” she murmured, voice sounding shredded even to her ears. “Don’t…move.”

      It wasn’t a request. A low rumble vibrated through him as she released his wrists. She watched him, gaze guarded as she waited to see what he’d do next. He swallowed hard and she couldn’t help but watch the way his throat convulsed. He held her gaze as his hands gripped the pillow beneath his head, waiting. Something loosened inside her.

      Like him, she took her time, mouthing along his jaw, his throat, trailing lower over his chest, tongue laving over one flat nipple and then the other, biting gently just as he’d done to her earlier that day. He didn’t move but every muscle quivered as he forced himself to obey her command. When she bent low, teeth biting at his ribs, his hips thrust beneath her as if he couldn’t help himself.

      Isa smiled, taking her weight off of him, depriving him of the friction he craved just so she could run her tongue along the seam of his lips. His mouth opened beneath hers, his tongue seeking hers. She’d never get tired of kissing him. When she pulled away, he followed, his head lifting from the pillow to chase her lips.

      “What do you want?” she breathed against his ear.

      “Isa,” he groaned, breaking his grip on the pillow so he could grab her hips, shoving his length against her. “Enough. No more games.”

      She leaned down biting at his earlobe. “You started it.” She slipped her hands underneath the waistband of his sweatpants, letting her hand close around him, stroking him hesitantly until he gave a sort of broken, throaty sound that had Isa’s wolf preening. “Are you planning on finishing-”

      A shriek shot through the house, sending a shockwave through the room. Isa was off the bed and moving, snagging her robe from over the chair and shoving her arms in before running to Tristin’s room, Wren hot on her heels.

      When Isa pushed open the door, she found Tristin and Neoma side by side, clutching each other’s hands, both sweaty and shaking.

      “What happened?” Isa asked, sitting on the bed and holding her arms open. Hugging them tight when both girls threw themselves at her.

      “We had a terrible dream,” Tristin whispered, still trembling in Isa’s arms.

      Wren lingered in the doorway, eyes still glowing. “What kind of bad dream?”

      “We don’t remember,” Neoma said, looking pointedly at Tristin.

      Tristin didn’t say anything. Isa kissed both of their foreheads. “You girls want to come sleep with me tonight?”

      They both nodded.

      “Okay, let’s go. It’s late.”

      Kai, Quinn and Rhys stood in the hallway. Kai looked pale beneath his tan, and he stared at Neoma in confusion. “Kai? Are you okay? Did you have a nightmare too?”

      Kai didn’t say anything, glancing back at Rhys before he just shrugged. Her brother frowned, taking a couple of aborted steps towards the younger boy before seeming to remember they were enemies.

      Isa sighed, looking at Wren with a half-smile before she looked back to the kids. “Alright, you can all sleep in my bed tonight. Come on.”

      Kai and Quinn followed the girls into the bedroom, but Rhys stayed where he was. Isa smiled encouragingly at her brother. “Come sleep in here with us, Rhys. Please?”

      He looked away from her. “I’m not a baby. I don’t need to sleep with my sister.”

      Isa’s chest tightened. “Okay. If you change your mind…”

      “I won’t,” he said, slamming his bedroom door.

      She looked to Wren still lingering in the hallway. “What about you? You think you can put your wolf away for the night?”

      Wren hesitated for only a moment before he nodded, taking her hand.

      [image: ]

      Isa woke when it was still dark out, glancing at the clock beside the bed. It was a little after three, but she slipped from the bed anyway, careful not to displace the others. She covered her mouth with her hand, stifling a laugh, as she took in the sight before her. The girls slept curled up together, in the center of the mattress. Quinn slept horizontally along the bottom of the bed, his head resting on Wren’s ankle. Kai had jammed his head into Quinn’s stomach, and Kai’s feet sat dangerously close to Wren’s face. Wren had somehow squeezed himself into a six-inch space at the edge of the mattress. If he attempted to move an inch, he was going to find himself on the floor, but that didn’t seem to faze him.

      He was out cold, with one arm thrown over his head, and the other holding Kai’s ankle, probably hoping to avoid a blow to the face. It made her stomach swoop in a way she didn’t want to think too much about. Wren had slipped in so easily. Into her life. Into her bed. Into her heart. He just fit. Three days in and she didn’t even want to contemplate her life without him.

      She didn’t see Rhys until she almost stepped on him. He slept on the floor at the foot of the bed, his pillow under his head and Isa’s robe thrown over him like a blanket. Her chest tightened as she looked at him. She just wanted him to be okay. She grabbed the quilt from her closet, the one their grandmother made, placing it over him before she made her way down the front stairs.

      She snagged the throw off the back of the chair as she passed, draping it over her shoulders. She didn’t bother to flip on the kitchen light; she didn’t need it. She moved without thought, starting a pot of coffee and grabbing a cup the size of a small soup bowl, staring off into space until the coffee finished brewing. She filled her cup and slipped onto the front porch, sitting on the swing her father built as she sipped her coffee, listening to the sounds of the night.

      Isa pulled the throw tighter around her shoulders. She didn’t have the blanket for warmth but comfort. It was one of the few things in the house that still smelled of her mother. She brought the blanket to her nose, inhaling deeply. She’d missed her mother more in the last few days than she had since she died and Isa just couldn’t wrap her head around why.

      In six years, she’d never questioned how one-dimensional her thoughts of her mother seemed, how far away they felt. She didn’t remember grieving for her parents or even crying. She’d always chalked it up to suddenly having four kids to take care of when she was still in high school. But lately, with Wren appearing and Allister and the Grove trying to make her decisions for her, she needed her mother more than ever. She’d settle for real memories or some feeling of closeness. Something more than just a cardboard cutout of her past and a blanket that still smelled just a bit like her mother’s perfume.

      She glanced up when Wren opened the front door, wiping the sleep from his eyes. He looked far too sexy for a man with major bedhead. He clasped a cup of coffee, taking a long sip and scanning the tree line.

      “Did I wake you?” she asked.

      “No, I was the victim of a flailing limb.”

      She gave him a tired smile. “Kai kicked you in the face?”

      “Nope, Tristin clocked me in the nose. She must get that from you.”

      Isa smiled. “That and her negotiating skills.”

      Wren moved forward, gesturing to the space beside her. “May I sit?”

      She nodded, scooting a bit to make room for his much larger frame. When he sat, his arm slid around her shoulders, and it was nothing for her to push closer, resting her head against his chest. “Whatcha doin’ out here all alone?”

      “Thinking about my mom,” she said, before biting her lip. She hadn’t meant to tell him that. She didn’t talk about her mom to anybody, not unless forced.

      Wren’s response was quiet. “I met your mom once. Did you know that?”

      Isa sucked in a breath, glancing up at him. “What?”

      “It’s true,” he confirmed. “Our official betrothal. I was five, and you were only a few months old. You were the tiniest baby I’d ever seen, and my mom was instantly in love with you. I thought she was going to try to shove you in her purse when we left. I don’t think she put you down the entire time we were here.” Isa smiled, eyes watery. How could his memories be so much clearer than hers? “You look so much like your mother. She was beautiful too, and she had this way of commanding attention. Like when she was in the room you couldn’t look away from her.” Isa blinked back tears. She hadn’t inherited that quality from her mother. She sniffled but tried to hide it by taking a sip of her coffee. It was futile; he’d smell the salt of her tears.

      She tipped her head up again. “What else do you remember?” she asked.

      “I remember that your mom managed to charm even Cain,” he said, sounding amused. “Our parents spent a lot of time laughing that day. Your dad was funny and did magic tricks that were clearly not real magic. All the kids in the pack followed him around everywhere. I remember thinking how lucky you were to grow up in a town like this.” His voice lost its amusement, then. “It might actually be the last time I saw my parents happy together.”

      Isa pressed a kiss against his bare chest.

      “Your mom would be proud of you; you know that, right?”

      Isa held back a sob, forcing herself not to cry. “Would she? I’m failing in every way. I have no idea what I’m doing.” She froze as the confession left her mouth. “See, an alpha who knew what she was doing would never admit that to somebody outside her pack, especially not a future alpha.”

      Wren tipped her chin upwards to look at him. “Am I an outsider? I don’t feel like one. And I’ve told you a million times; I’m not a future alpha. Not now, not ever.”

      Isa shivered. He didn’t feel like an outsider. He felt like her home, like a missing piece and she knew it was a ridiculous and overly romantic notion, but she didn’t care. “You’re not an outsider,” she conceded. “But that doesn’t mean I have any idea what I’m doing. That feels a lot like failure.”

      “What are you talking about? You are taking care of four children, two of them with supernatural abilities. You run a successful business. You keep this town safe every night. You care about your family and your friends more than anybody I’ve ever met. How in the world are you failing?”

      She scoffed. “Just yesterday you were telling me that I’m driving Rhys away.”

      He gave her a look. “Don’t you put words in my mouth, Isa. You’re never going to be perfect. Nobody is.”

      “My mother was.”

      “You only think that because she’s gone. We tend to gloss over people’s flaws when they die. Your mother was flawed, just like everybody else. Sure, she was a fantastic alpha, but you’re going to be one too.”

      Isa didn’t look up at him. “Eventually. But not right now.”

      “Woman, you are so stubborn. The kids are going to grow up, and so are you. Your pack will expand, and it will keep growing until one day you are every bit the alpha she was. But your mother was an alpha for twenty years. You’ve been alpha for six, and your pack consisted of four five-year old’s. So, cut yourself some slack, okay?”

      Isa nodded. “Yeah, okay.”

      Wren cleared his throat. “Speaking of slack. I wanted to apologize for my behavior earlier.”

      Isa did look up then. “When you ditched our after-dinner coffee to wolf out and kill cougars? It’s nothing Rhys hasn’t done a million times.”

      Wren moved awkwardly beside her. “No, later, when I came to your room. I was out of it. The full moon’s in a few days…I was having a tough time putting my wolf back in his cage. If I was pushing you into doing too much, too soon…”

      Isa bit her lip, praying he couldn’t smell the effect he was having on her just by bringing it up. But still, she couldn’t let him play the martyr. “As I recall, I was the one pushing you, and I would have pushed you a lot further if we hadn’t been interrupted,” she reminded him. He smiled, but then a shadow crossed his face. Isa grabbed the hand at her shoulder and kissed it. “She’s going to be okay. Neoma is a lot stronger than you think. We’re going to get her through this.”

      It was Wren’s turn to look surprised. “We are?”

      Isa nodded. “Yes, we are.”

      “Okay.”

      Isa took his cup of coffee and hers, setting them under the swing before she spun herself sideways, settling her head in Wren’s lap and her feet on the handrail. “Good, now that that’s settled, play with my hair.”

      Wren laughed, but pulled the elastic from her hair anyway, spreading her hair across his lap, his large hands carding through the strands as the swing rocked gently.

      They were silent for a long while, Isa playing with the fingers of Wren’s free hand. Finally, she said. “Hadley needs to start tomorrow; you get that, right? Your father is going to find you eventually, and when he does, we need to know exactly what his angle is with Neoma. We need the upper hand.”

      Wren’s hand stuttered along her scalp before continuing. “I know.”

      Isa opened her mouth to say something more when the breeze picked up, carrying a sharp scent with it. They both froze, inhaling deeply. The scent was like nothing Isa’d ever smelled before, sharp and pungent, raising goosebumps along her arms. “What is that?”

      

      “I don’t know. I caught the scent earlier tonight too, but I couldn’t chase it down. Whatever it was, it was on the move. It knew I was tracking it. I think it was baiting me.”

      “Should we keep Rhys home tomorrow night? Is it dangerous to have him out there?”

      “You can’t protect him forever, any more than I can protect Neoma. Our lives are dangerous.”

      She gazed up at him, and he ran a finger down the slope of her nose. “Should we see if we can run it down tonight?” she asked.

      Wren shook his head. “No, whatever it is, it’s playing with us. It wants us to chase it. Let’s see what information Hadley and Oggie can give us. It’s content to stay out there, and I’m content to stay right here.”

      Isa couldn’t hide her surprise. “That’s not the song you were singing a few hours ago,” she reminded him.

      “That was my wolf; this is me. When I go after this thing, I won’t stop until it’s dead but that’s not going to be tonight.”

      Isa believed him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

          Rhys

        

      

    

    
      
        Day 4

      

      Rhys was hiding. He’d never admit it, not to anybody, but he was. He sat on the side porch, the one hidden from the rest of the world. It was just a small wooden ledge with a step down to the yard, but he sat tucked into the corner of the house, flipping the pocket knife Isa’d gotten him for his birthday.

      He didn’t want to go running with Wren and Isa. They didn’t want him to go anyway. They were just being polite. It was like being forced to tag along on a date. He would just get in the way of their staring at each other and making out. His stomach sloshed at the idea of his sister and Wren—who was practically a stranger—sitting in the kitchen. It had only been four days, and Wren and Neoma were already more family to her than Rhys was. Every day it felt more like he was the one who didn’t belong.

      He could hear them all enjoying their breakfast, laughing and joking around. He didn’t get how they could just pretend some evil creature wasn’t lurking just out of sight. Why was he the only one who could see the danger? Why didn’t anybody else seem more concerned?

      Rhys heard Kai’s heartbeat before he saw him; Kai’s pulse was always loud and bounding, like the blood beat harder in his veins than in anybody else. Rhys closed his eyes, resting his head against the side of the house, his skin already starting to itch as his wolf tried to force him to acknowledge Kai’s presence.

      Rhys ignored both his wolf and Kai, knowing he’d pay the price for it later. He listened to Kai’s shoes scuff along the wooden planks of the porch, felt the heat of his body as he sat down, almost close enough to touch. Rhys’s skin was crawling with the need to move closer. Kai smelled upset.

      “What’s wrong?” Rhys asked before he could stop himself.

      The younger boy didn’t answer right away, but the scent of his distress had Rhys feeling lightheaded. He reached for Kai without thought, his hand circling his wrist, stroking his thumb along his pulse, something deep inside him thrilling as it danced under his fingers.

      “I had a weird dream the other night…the night of the storm.”

      Rhys frowned at that, a chill running along his spine. The night Neoma had come to his room to tell him about the dragon and the hollow people. He didn’t open his eyes or look at Kai but asked, “What was your dream?”

      “I-” Kai stopped.

      Rhys heard Kai’s head thud dully against the wall, the strange scent of anxiety and fear mixing with something else, the strange, subtle scent that was just Kai, the smell that drove Rhys’s wolf crazy. “What?” Rhys prompted, voice sounding more exasperated than he felt.

      “I don’t think you’ll believe me,” Kai admitted.

      Rhys rolled his closed eyes, even though he secretly understood why Kai might think that. “Don’t be stupid. What was your dream?”

      Kai’s pulse beat harder under Rhys’s thumb. “That’s the thing. I don’t know that it was a dream. I-I think it was a memory. But not my memory.”

      Rhys frowned harder, looking at Kai for the first time. His dark hair was long enough to brush his collar, and it flopped in front of his eyes, partially blocking the guarded look Kai gave him. He was waiting for Rhys to say something mean or awful. Instead, Rhys asked, “Whose memory was it?”

      “I think it was Neoma’s. Can that happen? Can you remember somebody else’s memory?”

      Rhys thought about it, fingers itching to push Kai’s hair out of his face, to pet his hands over his skin until Kai smelled less like fear and more like happiness. “Neoma is an elemental, right? That makes her part fae, like you. Maybe something in your blood makes you able to…connect?”

      Kai’s gaze darted to his and then flitted away. “Do you think? I mean, maybe? She and Tristin both had nightmares last night. I guess that could happen. I just…she was really scared, Rhys. I think somebody was going to hurt her.”

      Rhys swallowed hard. Neoma was so small, almost dainty. She was the same age as Tristin, Kai, and Quinn, but she seemed younger somehow, more fragile. The idea of somebody hurting her had his already agitated wolf pacing inside him.

      Was it the same creature she saw watching them from the woods? Was it the dragon from her dreams? “Hurt her how?”

      “I don’t know. She had cuts on her legs, almost like claw marks. They were taking her somewhere in a truck, and she definitely didn’t want to go with them.”

      Rhys’s brows furrowed, leaning closer without thinking. “Did you see them hurt her?”

      Kai shook his head. “They took her to a place in the middle of a corn field…”

      “And?”  Rhys prompted, practically choking on the stink of Kai’s fear. Rhys grimaced as his canine teeth ruptured his gums without permission, and the bones in his face shifted beneath his skin. He let go of Kai’s wrist as his claws extended. He didn’t want to hurt him.

      Kai snatched Rhys’s hand back threading their fingers together without looking at him, gripping him tight. “There were these stones…big white stones in a circle. There was blood, Rhys. So much blood and there was a woman and these people.”

      Rhys’s heartbeat went wild. Big, white stones? Blood. Like in the woods. Like in their woods in Belle Haven. Neoma hadn’t mentioned the stones. Rhys rumbled deep in his chest, dread pumping through his veins like a shock wave of electricity. “A woman?” he asked, tongue tripping over his teeth, lips numb.

      “Sort of…she was tall and skinny, like Mrs. McCarthy when she got sick.” Rhys flinched. Mrs. McCarthy had been the elementary school librarian, and she hadn’t gotten sick; she’d gotten hexed and nobody—not even the witches’ council—had been able to break it. In the end, they could count every bone in her body as it protruded from her near translucent skin. She’d looked like a walking corpse. She’d looked…hollow. Rhys could never bring himself to tell the others how she’d died. He could understand why Kai looked terrified.

      Kai didn’t seem to notice Rhys’s reaction, staring straight ahead, his voice a frantic whisper, like he needed to say it so he could cleanse the image from his mind. “She had thick frizzy black hair, and she wore a black dress like a nightgown…but her skin was white and thin as paper. I could see her veins, could trace them through her whole body. Somebody had painted symbols on her arms in blood. She…she had this mask that covered her eyes and nose…at least I think it was a mask.”

      Kai wiped tears from his cheeks with his free hand, and Rhys growled low. Kai shuddered, leaning closer, not away. No matter what Rhys did, Kai never seemed afraid of his wolf. Rhys let himself move closer too, as Kai said, “The mask looked like a skull but it only covered the top half of her face, and it had these sharp black antlers that looked nothing like any animal I’d ever seen before.” He looked at Rhys with wide eyes. “I know it doesn’t sound that scary. I know it sounds fake, but it couldn’t have been fake because Neoma was so scared. And there were others there, all in black, but the lady was the one in charge. She was the one who wanted Neoma. The one who scared Neoma so bad she-”

      Rhys gripped his hand tighter mindful of his claws. “She what?”

      “She wet her pants, Rhys,” Kai whispered. “How scared does somebody have to be for that to happen?”

      Rhys’s stomach rolled. “What did they do to her?” Rhys asked, positive he didn’t want to know.

      “I don’t know. The storm woke me up. I didn’t remember it at first. I just woke up scared. I almost went to Isa, but I heard somebody in the hallway, so I just stayed in my room and crawled into bed with Quinn.” Rhys’s nostrils flared, but he pushed the feelings down. “It wasn’t until I got to school that I remembered everything.” Kai glanced at Rhys. “But then it happened again last night. And I think it happened to Tristin too. You saw her in the hallway. She was terrified.”

      “You don’t know that,” Rhys said, but even he didn’t believe his words. It wasn’t hard to believe that Tristin might be having the same visions or dreams as her brother…but Neoma?

      Kai shifted. “I don’t know what to do. Do we tell Isa? Does Wren know? Wren wouldn’t let somebody hurt Neoma, right? She isn’t afraid of him.” Rhys didn’t say anything. He didn’t know what to say. He couldn’t tell Kai about his conversation with Neoma without her permission, but he was sure he couldn’t figure out what was happening all on his own.

      He’d also never told Isa about the stones he’d found in the woods. He’d meant to, but after the first day, it seemed unimportant. But the circle of stones couldn’t be a coincidence even if Wren and Neoma had only gotten to Belle Haven the day he found them. How could whoever hurt Neoma have beaten them there? Was it a memory or a premonition? What if somebody was going to hurt her?

      “What do we do?” Kai asked, pulling him from his thoughts.

      Rhys didn’t hesitate. He needed to tell Kai what he knew, to show him what he’d found. “Nothing right now. I need to show you something. Meet me at Old Mill Road at nine-thirty.”

      Kai’s brows knitted together. “What? Don’t you have to go running with Wren and Isa?”

      Rhys huffed out a breath, shoving down the bitterness clawing its way up his throat. “Yeah, but they don’t want me there. They’re only doing it because they feel obligated.” He clenched his jaw at the thought. “Just meet me at nine-thirty.”

      Kai squirmed, looking frustrated. “How am I supposed to get away from Gen and Hadley? Gen’s a shifter too, remember?”

      “I don’t know, figure it out,” Rhys snapped. 

      Kai pulled back from him a little, narrowing his eyes at Rhys. “This isn’t some trick, is it? You believe me, don’t you?”

      Rhys rolled his eyes. “Yes, I believe you, stupid. Why else would I ask you to meet me tonight?”

      “To kill me and bury my body in the woods,” Kai muttered.

      Rhys gave him a blank stare. “If I were going to do that, I would have done it a long time ago. You have trust issues. Just meet me at nine-thirty. Don’t be late.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

          Neoma

        

      

    

    
      “Neoma, do you know why I’m here?”

      Neoma squinted at Hadley from her spot in one of the two fancy chairs in the living room, trying to protect herself from the light streaming through the window in front of her. The sun was already bright and blinding, and it wasn’t even noon. Of course, she knew why she was there. She was the one who’d told Wren they needed to find the witch.  “You’re going to fix what Ezri did.”

      Hadley smiled, nodding. “That’s right.”

      Neoma smiled back, but it was just for show. The adults were acting strangely. They were fidgety and smiled too much. They’d dragged the fancy chairs right up to the sofa where Wren and Isa sat. Hadley sat in the other chair, to the right of Neoma, all so close their knees bumped together. The witch kept her body angled so she could easily read their lips.

      Neoma didn’t like the way Wren and Isa watched her. There was fear in Isa’s eyes, and Wren was looking at her like she’d done something wrong. It made her stomach feel squishy.

      Hadley clutched Neoma’s hands. “Do you understand that Ezri hid some terrible things from you? Terrible things that happened to you?”

      Neoma’s smile slipped, but she nodded again. “Ezri wanted to help me. She didn’t want me to be sad. She didn’t want me to hurt anymore.”

      Hadley squeezed her hands. “That’s right. I don’t want you to hurt anymore either, so I’m going to try to take some of your pain away as we recover your memories. Would that be okay?”

      Neoma shrugged. “I guess so.”

      There was the sound of the back door opening and closing, and then Kai and Rhys were walking past the living room. Both glanced up as they passed, frowning at Neoma and the adults.

      Neoma smiled, but Isa’s mouth flattened. “I told you guys to play outside or upstairs.”

      Rhys looked to Kai, confused. The reaper blushed, hands flailing as he looked at Isa. “Sorry, I forgot.”

      Isa gave a tight-lipped smile. “That’s okay, but you need to go upstairs and stay until we-”

      “I want Rhys to stay,” Neoma interrupted, voice hitching.

      Heat crept up her neck as all eyes turned to her. She didn’t take it back though. She needed Rhys to stay. She needed somebody who understood, who knew what it was like to be terrified of something living inside you without your permission, something always lurking beneath the surface. She needed Rhys, and she wasn’t going to back down.

      “Neoma, honey, I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Isa said, hesitantly.

      The sun seemed to disappear, casting the front yard in shadow outside the window. Neoma squared her shoulders, her magic surfacing until it coursed over her like water droplets rolling along her skin. “Why? He’s pack, isn’t he?” Neoma questioned. “I trust Rhys, and I want him to stay.”

      “Can I go?” Kai asked, clearly uncomfortable with the tension in the room. Isa nodded, and Kai pounded up the front stairs, leaving Rhys behind.

      Rhys crossed his arms as if he could shield himself against the weight of his alpha’s scrutiny or the pain of her distrust. “Neoma trusts me. Why can’t you?”  

      Isa seemed stunned by the question. “That’s-It’s not that we don’t trust you, Rhys,” Isa said, before gesturing helplessly.

      Neoma didn’t want to listen to them argue. Without Rhys, she wasn’t sure she could do what they asked. He was the only one who knew the truth. “He stays, or I’m not doing it.”

      “Neoma, what has gotten into you?” Wren asked, sounding exasperated.

      She took a deep breath and let it out. “It’s my brain and my memories. Why can’t I show them to who I want? I’ll just tell him later.”

      Wren rubbed his palms over his face, suddenly looking much older to Neoma. “Fine. Come in, Rhys.”  

      Neoma felt better—calmer—the moment Rhys sat on the floor next to her chair, curling a hand around her ankle.

      Hadley spoke slowly like she was trying to make sure everybody understood the gravity of the spell. “For all of us to see what Neoma sees, you have to be touching her or me. Once the connection is formed, you cannot let go until we’ve finished.” Hadley looked to Isa and Wren then, gaze going soft. “I have no control over what memories I recover first. I’m more concerned about getting her to remember each memory one at a time and then trying to repair any emotional damage that might come from it. Okay?”

      Wren and Isa both bobbed their heads in agreement, looking more concerned with each passing moment. “Should we get started?” Hadley asked Neoma.

      Neoma shivered. “Okay.”

      The witch took a deep breath and let it out. “I want you to relax and open your mind to me.”

      Neoma didn’t know what that meant, exactly, but she took a deep breath and let it out just as Hadley had. The witch’s grip tightened, and suddenly pictures were flashing before Neoma’s eyes too fast for her to process, like a movie on fast-forward. The corn field. The woman. A knife. Blood. Fire. Cain. Everything was moving too quickly. It was too much. It made her chest hurt, and her ears ring. She couldn’t do this. She tried to let go of Hadley’s hand, but the witch only held tighter.

      Then it just stopped, and Neoma was standing in a room. The room had lemon yellow walls and a blush colored comforter with tiny yellow tea roses. Ezri’s bedroom. Ezri and Neoma sat in the center of the large comfy bed with its white wicker headboard. A sudden crushing pain started behind Neoma’s ribs as it all came flooding back. Tears sprang to her eyes. Ezri.

      It was so real and yet, Neoma knew it wasn’t, it couldn’t be. She was no longer watching the Neoma sitting with Ezri; she suddenly was that Neoma. She could smell Ezri’s coconut lime body lotion, she could feel the comforter beneath her bare legs, and the bristled brush Ezri dragged through her hair. She could remember the terror that felt like lead in her belly each time she glanced at Ezri’s bedroom door.

      “Don’t worry, Dylan can’t get you in here, remember? I warded the doors and windows. He’s stuck out there.”

      Dylan. She was hiding from Dylan. Cain and Alis had left for their pack meeting, and that meant Dylan would come for her and take her to the bad woman…he’d take her to the blood drinkers.

      “You’ll be safe until dad and Alis get home.”

      Neoma nodded, but she couldn’t’ stop her gaze from skirting to the door again. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust Ezri’s magic, she just knew she was never safe where he was concerned. “Tell me a story,” she heard herself say.

      “What kind of story do you want to hear today? Do you want to hear about Valhalla again? Odin? Thor?”

      Neoma swallowed the lump in her throat. “No. I want you to tell me where the bad people go.”

      Ezri stopped brushing her hair for a moment. “What do you mean? Like the warriors who didn’t die in battle? The ones who died a bad death?”

      She shook her head firmly, meeting Ezri’s gaze in the antique mirror before them. “No, where do the bad people go. The killers, the murderers, the people who hurt children. The people like Dylan. Where did the gods send them?”

      Ezri set the brush down, running her fingers through Neoma’s hair, separating it into different sections. “Most evil creatures get sent to Hel.”

      Neoma frowned. “Hell? Like with fire and the devil?”

      Ezri shook her head. “In Norse mythology, Hel is a person, the goddess of the underworld. She punishes evil-doers.”

      Neoma swallowed hard. “What about the others?”

      “The others?” Ezri asked, braiding a small section of Neoma’s hair.

      “Yes, you said most of the bad people go to Hel…where do the rest of them go?”

      Ezri’s mirror image looked away, her mouth flattening, as she seemed to war with herself over some internal decision. Finally, she said, “Some of them don’t go anywhere. They stay here on this side of the veil, walking among the living.”

      Neoma’s eyes grew wide. “Like zombies?”

      Ezri gave a lopsided smile. “More like a cross between a zombie and a vampire.”

      Neoma, once again, caught Ezri’s gaze in the mirror, the barest hint of a smile on her lips. “Zompires. They don’t sound very scary.”

      Ezri laughed half-heartedly, and Neoma joined in, but it was hard to laugh when they both knew something scary was always lingering just outside. They grew quiet for a time as Ezri began to braid another small section of Neoma’s hair.

      “Are zompires real?” Neoma finally asked.

      Ezri’s mirror image shrugged. “My mom said they were.”

      “Did she ever see one?”

      Ezri’s eyes flitted up to meet hers before returning to Neoma’s hair. “You knew my mom. She was always telling wild stories that my great-grandmother supposedly told her. No matter what we were talking about, she always knew somebody who knew somebody who’d had that happen to them. Who knows how much of that was real or true.”

      Neoma thought on it for a moment. “Do zompires look like zombies or do they look like vampires?”

      “My mom said that it depended on circumstance. Some looked human; some had chalk-white skin as thin as parchment paper, others had skin that was gray like smoke. The ones who perished at sea were a deep blue.”

      Neoma’s look was skeptical. “Like an avatar?”

      Ezri giggled. “I knew I shouldn’t have let you watch that movie. Yes, like an avatar but way scarier.”

      “Do zompires eat brains or drink blood?”

      “She said they survive off flesh and blood and that they bring pestilence and madness wherever they go.”

      Neoma frowned. “What does pestilence mean?”

      “Disease. Sickness.”

      Neoma thought about it for a minute. “Do they bite people like vampires or chew on people like zombies?”

      Ezri snickered, daggering her fingers into the younger girl’s ribs until Neoma was screeching with laughter, begging her to stop. “When did you get so bloodthirsty? I thought elementals were supposed to be gentle, nature-loving, creatures?” the young witch asked.

      Neoma shrieked with laughter, snatching at Ezri’s fingers, before looking up at her, eyes suddenly serious. “Do you think Dylan brings my blood to the zompires? Do you think that’s why he takes my blood?”

      Ezri’s expression was stormy. “I think Dylan is a-a jerk, and I think that Ruby only makes him worse.”

      Ruby. The name was familiar, not a memory exactly, but maybe the echo of one, close but just out of reach. Maybe if she just thought on it hard enough, she’d remember. Ruby. Ruby. Ruby. Who was she?

      Ezri secured another braid before resting her chin on Neoma’s shoulder. “You can’t hide from him forever. You need to tell somebody.”

      Neoma’s stomach churned. “They hide my scars. Nobody will believe me. Especially not Cain. He thinks Dylan is perfect.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “It is true. Cain loves you and Dylan, and he just deals with the rest of us. Look at this room he made you. He would have never done this for any of us. Your room is a fairy tale. It’s a room for a princess.”

      “I hate it. I’m not a princess. I’m a witch. A warrior. I am descended from Vikings. Not some delicate creature to be pampered. My father doesn’t care about that. He won’t hear that. Having my father’s undivided attention isn’t a good thing, Neoma. Why do you think Wren left?”

      Neoma didn’t want to think about that. She couldn’t. She didn’t know why he’d left her behind, but she did know things would be different when he came back. Dylan would never challenge Wren, not now. Wren was strong, stronger than anybody and Dylan was barely a wolf. He was just a slave to the blood.

      Ezri leaned back against her headboard and Neoma deflated against her. “Can zompires be killed?”

      “Yes. But it’s not easy. Only a person whose heart is pure can kill a zompire.”

      “How?”

      “They have to chop off their head and cut out their heart and pack their mouths with dirt before burning the body.”

      That sounded like an impossible task. What constituted a pure heart? “I wish Dylan were a zompire,” Neoma confided. “Then Wren could kill him.”

      Ezri rested her cheek against Neoma’s hair for just a moment. “Neoma, next time Wren calls, you need to tell him what Dylan’s doing. He’ll come home. Wren will believe you.”

      “No. Wynnie says that Wren keeps us safe. I’ll be okay until he comes back. It won’t be much longer now.”

      “Neoma…”

      Neoma ignored her, sitting up once again. “Tell me the story your mom told you, about the zompires.”

      Ezri looked conflicted like she was deciding whether she should keep arguing. Then she was sitting forward, grabbing the next section of Neoma’s hair, her voice soothing as her hands worked.

      “Some people think they’re restless spirits, others think they are simply evil but my mother said that magic isn’t always black and white. She says the human texts get it wrong.”

      A shiver ran along Neoma’s spine, but she let herself get lost in Ezri’s voice. “Get it wrong?”

      Ezri nodded. “It’s not always a punishment. You don’t have to be a bad person to become one of them. Sometimes it’s a curse. A curse passed down through generations of a particular bloodline.”

      “Everybody in that family becomes a monster when they die?”

      “No, not everybody. Only those born with the caul will come back afflicted.”

      “What’s a caul?”

      Ezri’s mouth turned down at the corners. “It’s when a baby’s born still in its amniotic sac. It’s protective bubble.”

      “That means it’s going to be a zompire?”

      Ezri shook her head. “Not exactly. My mother said that becoming a…a zompire…could only happen if there is a perfect storm of events. The bloodline. The caul. A tragic death. Planetary alignment. It’s why the creatures are so rare.”

      “But your mom said she’d seen one? A zompire?”

      Ezri gave a stilted nod in the mirror. “In the village where she grew up back in Norway when she was just a teenager.”

      “What happened?”

      “The town where my mother lived was beautiful…quaint. A small fishing village with red and white cottages dotting its coastline and a view of the mountains in the distance. The people of the village were kind but superstitious, often looking for people to blame when the boats returned with less fish than the men anticipated.

      “Two girls lived in the village, Malfred and Freydis. They were the daughters of a widower, a fisherman with a large boat that always seemed to bring back a good haul. For years, the girls lived in the village, oblivious to the talk surrounding the death of their mother and the ugly whispers that their father had murdered her, sacrificed her to Odin in exchange for nets that were never empty.

      “One day, when the girls were just six and eight, their father set off in his boat, despite the storm brewing out over the water. Hours later, when the storm made land, their father was still not home. They sat, huddled together, listening as the rains battered their cottage and the seas raged just outside. When the storm passed, and the sun rose once more, the girls went to the dock, hoping for a miracle. Instead, they found that the sea hadn’t returned their father, only pieces of his boat.

      “The girls were sent to live with their grandmother, a powerful witch from a long line of witches, who practiced the old religion from her small shack on the outskirts of the village. The villagers were afraid of their grandmother, believing the woman’s bloodline was cursed…so they shunned her, only coming to her when they needed her help.

      “The villagers turned their backs on the girls just as they once had their grandmother. The old woman paid little attention to those who lived in the village. She called them simple and fragile and the worst kind of humans. She cared only about helping the girls develop their magical gifts which had laid dormant for far too long.

      “Their grandmother was strict. They were to practice day and night. They were no longer allowed to attend school. The old woman kept them cloistered away from the humans, away from their friends, away from boys. The oldest sister, Freydis, was responsible, working tirelessly to please their grandmother, while the youngest, Mal, ran wild, causing trouble at every turn.

      “Freydis tried everything to bring Mal to heel. The older girl would make Mal combs out of seashells and dolls from sticks and twine, but nothing could make her behave. She was obstinate. Each beating she received from their grandmother, only seemed to make her more willful, more stubborn, more determined to prove she would do as she pleased.

      “And on and on it went, Freydis desperate to please the old woman, learning every lesson she could and Mal defying her grandmother at every opportunity.

      “Until Freydis fell in love with the butcher’s son. A tall boy named Tori, with hair as black as tar and eyes the color of sea glass. Freydis didn’t want to defy her grandmother, she wanted to be good, but when Tori asked to meet, she just couldn’t say no.

      “Mal thought it was very romantic, unrequited love, meeting in secret, falling in love in the shadows of an abandoned cottage. Each night Mal would scheme, finding creative ways to help her sister be with the butcher’s boy and each morning Freydis would return with stars in her eyes.

      “Until one day they were caught by the boy’s father, who accused Freydis of putting a love spell on the boy, claiming no son of his could ever love a girl such as her. He dragged her through the streets and dumped her on her grandmother’s doorstep, telling the old woman that he’d have the girl burned for a witch if she dared go near his son again.”

      “Three days later, Mal woke to find Freydis sitting in her bed, gaze fixed to the wall as if she’d been awake all night. But the girl wasn’t awake. She was dead. There was no visible cause of death. It was as if she’d simply willed herself to die. Mal was heartbroken. She and her grandmother buried Freydis in the tiny cemetery far outside the village and Mal vowed to be better, to do better, for her sister.

      “The sightings started just three days later. People claiming Freydis still walked among the living, looking for her revenge. They told wild stories, speaking of how Freydis would come into their children’s rooms, whispering in their ears, feeding their nightmares as she fed off their blood. Each night, another child woke to find a wound at their neck and the token the monster had left behind, a doll made of sticks and twine, a gift for feeding her hunger.

      “Parents began to keep their children with them at night, sleeping with their little ones tucked between them…but somehow she still fed and the more she fed, gorging herself on the blood of the children, the more the entire village seemed to suffer. The parents of the chosen children soon succumbed to a mysterious illness that seemed to eat away at them. The elders in the village began to go mad, seeing things that weren’t there, hearing voices in their heads, voices that told them to do bad things.

      “Mal begged her grandmother to help her sister. To help the village…but the older woman said it was out of her hands. That only a hero with the purest of hearts could kill the thing her sister had become. Mal knew she was no hero and her heart was anything but pure…so she turned to the boy—the butcher’s son who’d loved her sister—and once again she schemed.

      “Mal cast a spell, her first, using the boy to lure her sister back to her grave. Just as in life, her sister couldn’t resist, drawn to Tori as if they were simply two halves of the same person. Mal barely recognized the creature before her. She’d once been so beautiful. But now she was sickly, pale, her eyes so black it was like looking into a void.

      “The creature who was once her sister never spoke aloud, but her hateful words echoed inside Mal’s mind, each one burrowing into her brain and taking hold deep in her subconscious until her mind was nothing but the sound of angry bees, a white noise that blotted out all but the pain. Just when she was sure she couldn’t take it one moment longer, it was gone.

      “The butcher’s boy had severed the creature’s—her beloved sister’s—head with a blade he’d stolen from his father. Together, Mal and Tori cut its heart from its chest, placing it in the creature’s hands before packing dirt from her grave into her mouth. When they finished, they placed the body in a small boat, setting it aflame and casting it out to sea.”

      When Ezri fell quiet, Neoma asked, “What ever happened to Mal?”

      Ezri blinked as if she was coming out of a trance, giving Neoma a tiny smile. “I don’t know. My mother moved away.”

      “She never went back?”

      Ezri shook her head. “No. When she had my sister a year later, she was already living here in the states. I think my mom must have been close to Mal and Freydis because she would always get very sad when she told the story. That’s why I liked her other stories better. I wanna hear about goddesses with swords and magic, not zompires who never got to be happy.” Ezri pointed Neoma towards the mirror. “There now you look like a Viking queen.”

      Neoma smiled at her reflection. Ezri had weaved two small braids down either side of her head and one huge braid down the middle, just like in the movies.

      “Come on; I’ll walk you home. Cain and Alis should be home by now.”

      Neoma meant to say okay, the words just forming when things began to grow fuzzy, and Ezri slowly faded away.

      Hadley’s voice filled her ears. “That’s very good Neoma. You did so well. You can open your eyes.”

      

      She did as Hadley asked, frowning at the water pouring in sheets across the window panes. It was raining again. Hard.

      Welcome back, little one. Shhh.

      Isa looked at Hadley; concern etched on her face. “Are you okay?”

      Neoma looked to Rhys, whose grip tightened spastically around her ankle. He looked haunted, like something he’d seen had confused or frustrated him. Something was wrong. He watched her, head tilted and eyes narrowed, somehow seeing something the others hadn’t.

      Neoma plastered a serene smile on her face, doing her best to look as blank as possible. “I’m fine. Can I go play now?”

      Wren frowned but nodded. “Sure. Go play.”

      She stood, before turning and reaching for Rhys’s hand. “Let’s go.”

      Rhys stared at her hand for a full thirty seconds before he reached out and took it, letting her drag him up the stairs, not stopping until they reached the top.  

      “What does any of that mean? Is she trying to tell us that this…zompire…is what’s attacking her? Hurting her?” Neoma heard Isa ask.

      “And what does it have to do with Dylan?” There was no missing the frustration in Wren’s voice.

       “Ezri obviously thought the memory was important. We need to know more about these creatures.”

      “Who’s Ruby?” Isa suddenly asked. “Do you know her? Could she help us solve this riddle?”

      “When I went to the witch that told us to find you, she said Dylan had done something to Ruby. That she’d fallen for my brother and then disappeared. Since the last time I saw that witch, a spirit psychically attacked her; I think it’s a dead end. Oggie said he’d be here by tomorrow morning. If anybody knows what we’re up against, it’ll be him.”

      Rhys looked at Neoma. “We need to talk.”

      Before Neoma could agree or disagree that voice filled her head once more.

      You’ve opened the door, little fae, now I can walk through it whenever I choose. Now they’re all mine.
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      Gen and Hadley took the kids to lunch so that Wren, Isa, and Rhys could rest before their run that night. But Rhys refused to stay home, claiming he wasn’t a baby or an old person and he didn’t take naps in the middle of the day.

      Wren had no intention of sleeping. Neoma’s session had left him on edge, hovering between guilt and fury. Isa led him upstairs, insisting that he slip off his shoes and lie down beside her. She snuggled herself against him, surrounding him with her scent, with the warmth of her body, her hands petting along his arms and back. “Talk to me, baby.”

      His kneejerk reaction was to shake his head. He didn’t want to talk about the responsibility and the rage eating through his stomach…but he did. The words just poured out of him as she scraped blunt nails along his scalp and back. It was like she’d entranced him somehow, coercing him into confessing every dark thought. When he fell quiet, she kissed the top of his head, letting him curl himself around her.

      He didn’t remember falling asleep, but when he woke, Isa was still beside him. He lay on his side, facing her, but they were no longer touching and he felt the loss. She’d pulled the blackout curtains closed, trading the rain and shadows outside for the warm glow of the lamp on her bedside table.

      He didn’t move, gave no indication he was awake. He just wanted to look at her. It was quickly becoming his new favorite pastime. There was nothing overtly seductive in her clothing. If anything, she looked ready for bed. Her hair was loose and fell in thick, dark waves against delicate shoulders. She wore an oversized black Nirvana band t-shirt and what looked like nothing else.

      That thought had all the blood in his head rushing South.

      She had one knee cocked up, and her other leg stretched out over her comforter. How could someone so tiny have such long legs? Wren’s brain turned to silly putty at the sight of all that golden skin, so close he could just reach out and touch.

      She didn’t try to hide from him. In fact, she didn’t acknowledge him at all, simply flipped the page on her book, pretending he wasn’t there. It was a game. He could see it in the barest hint of a smile playing at her lips, he could feel it in the way her body responded to him, the subtle change in her scent, the way her heartbeat thudded harder against her ribs.

      If she wanted to play games, he could play too. Isa’s pulse went wild as Wren scooted closer, but she held firm, eyes never straying from her book, even as he watched her chest rise and fall with quickened breaths. When he was close enough to touch, he reached across her slowly, watching her lick her lower lip in anticipation of his touch. Instead, he plucked her book from her hands.

      “Hey!” she yelped, trying to get it back, losing whatever composure she’d been attempting to convey. Wren easily dodged her, making himself comfortable beside her, mimicking her pose as he flipped the book closed, his thumb saving her place.

      He grinned at the cover. It wasn’t a new book; if anything, it looked like it had seen a couple of decades worth of reads, with its spine broken in at least a dozen places and the cover curling softly at the edges. It looked like the books he used to find on his mother’s nightstand. On the cover, a tall, muscular man with long, blond hair stood on what appeared to be the prow of a ship. He wore black leather pants and a shirt open to his belly button, a longsword strapped to his hip. In the man’s arms, a girl with jet black curls swooned, one hand on his impressive chest and the other inexplicably hiking up her blue velvet gown to reveal one long leg. “A Night with the Captain,” Wren read out loud. “Why, Isa McGowan, you are just full of surprises. I would never have taken you for the historical romance type.”

      “Give me back my book,” she said, tone pouty and expression venomous.

      He knew it wasn’t nice to tease her, but she looked pretty damn cute when she was mad. Besides, she could take it from him if she truly wanted but, instead, she chose to glower at him as he fanned the pages. “This book has to be over three hundred pages.” He wiggled his brows at her. “That must’ve been some night. It seems like the captain might be setting up some pretty unrealistic expectations for the rest of us.” He grinned as a blush blossomed from her chest to her cheeks. He dropped his voice as if he were confiding a secret. “I mean, my stamina is pretty good—you know, werewolf and all—but I don’t know if I can give you three hundred pages of material in one night.” Isa’s skin was practically purple as he leaned closer, dragging his nose along her cheek. “Though I’d say we made a pretty good attempt last night.”

      Isa’s lips parted, her tongue darted across her lower lip. Wren couldn’t help himself, he dipped his head, capturing her lips in a quick kiss. Isa whined when he pulled away. This time he was the one hiding a smile as he settled deeper against her pillows, opening the book where she’d left off. She made another half-hearted grab for the book but he held it just out of reach until she dropped her arm with a huff.

      He could tell by her scent that this was all part of her game. She obviously trusted him enough to play along. He cleared his throat as if he was about to make a toast. “Rafe-” he paused. “Why are their names always so dramatic, it’s always Rafe or Gabriel or Caleb. Why aren’t any of these women ever swooning into the arms of a guy named Melvin?”

      “Captain Melvin?” Isa mused, before glancing at him beneath thick lashes. “You’re one to talk, Wren. Your name is romance novel worthy.”

      Wren’s grin widened. “You think so?”

      Isa rolled onto her side, twisting her body towards him, wrapping her arms around his bicep and gazing up at him with a look that had his breath hitching in his chest. His eyes strayed to where her t-shirt hiked up, revealing the generous curve of her hip and the barest hint of purple lace panties. When he looked back at her face, she batted her lashes. “Put that book down, and I’ll prove it.”

      He arched a brow at her, unable to stop the low chuckle that escaped. “Did you just try to seduce me into giving you back this book? What kind of scandalous reading are you up to in here all alone in this big bed at night, Isa McGowan? Let’s find out, shall we.”

      “If you don’t put down that book, I’m going to murder you, Wren Davies,” she promised, tone conversational.

      “But then I’ll never know what happens between Captain Rafe and,”—he scanned the back cover for the heroine’s name—Eugenia? Ouch. “Then I’ll never know what scandalous things went on between the captain and the fair maiden, Eugenia.”

      “You’re an idiot,” she said, deflating against him.

      He considered the matter resolved, cracking the book back open, skimming for the first full paragraph, before he began to read. “Eugenia watched the captain with trepidation. He’d asked that she call him by his given name but she refused. He hadn’t earned that casual intimacy. They weren’t friends, and they certainly weren’t lovers. He was a scoundrel of the highest order, the captor who’d snatched her from her bed like some ghoul in a children’s fairy tale. She’d warned her father, but he hadn’t listened. This is what came from allowing villains into their home.” So far, Wren couldn’t imagine what it was that had Isa squirming about this book, though he was slightly curious as to why the captain had absconded with the prickly Eugenia.

      “The captain’s eyes raked over Eugenia, and she felt his look, her body reacting as if he was right beside her and not across the room. He grinned, staring pointedly at her chest. She followed his gaze, gasping and clutching the sheet to her, remembering she wore only her thin linen shift, leaving her all but naked before him. She swallowed hard.”

      Wren couldn’t help but notice how Isa swallowed hard as well, her fingers stroking his arm in an unconscious gesture. He added a scandalized tone to his voice as he picked up where he’d left off. “‘You must leave at once. You go too far, sir. Is it not enough for you to steal me away and destroy my reputation, now you must destroy what little shred of dignity I have left’”

      Isa’s fingers tightened, nails biting into Wren’s flesh. He couldn’t hide his grin, but it didn’t matter, Isa wasn’t looking him anyway, she kept her gaze locked on the page. “Rafe moved closer, his smile smug, setting her teeth on edge. ‘Oh, let us not rewrite history, dove. It was you who offered yourself to me so brazenly at your father’s ball last night. You who thought to use me to make your father’s solicitor jealous. Imagine his jealousy now?’ Eugenia flushed in anger. ‘I don’t know what you mean,’ Rafe laughed, and it rolled over her like silk. ‘Don’t be coy. There’s nobody here to marvel at your performance. Those simpletons you surround yourself with might thrill at your attempt at simpering virgin, but we both know the truth, don’t we?’ ‘The truth?’ she asked. ‘And what, pray tell, is the truth, pirate?’ He stepped closer. ‘That beneath your pure, chaste exterior lies the heart of a pit viper.’ She didn’t think, simply grabbed the first thing at her disposal—a tin cup—and let fly. It missed him by a mile. She reached for something else to throw at him, but it was too late, his hand captured her wrist. She looked at the fingers wrapped around her arm, hating the way her body pulsed just at his touch. ‘Enough!’ he warned. ‘I simply want what you promised.’”

      Wren glanced down at Isa, annoyed at how much he wanted to know what exactly Eugenia had promised Rafe. Isa was hanging onto his arm, heart pounding as if he read a horror story and not some old-school bodice ripper. She’d inched closer, her knee pressing against his through his sweatpants. He was tempted to toss the book and show Isa how much better a real-life romance could be, but there was something about the way she stared at the book that had him unable to stop reading. He wanted to know what had his fierce little alpha so turned on she could barely keep herself in check.

      He looked back at the book, clearing his throat. “Eugenia scoffed, cheeks flushing, ‘I promised you nothing,’ she lied smoothly, unable to hide her cry of surprise as he dropped to his knees before her, putting him at eye level. ‘Lie. You promised me a kiss. I only want what was promised.’ Eugenia’s heart raced. She couldn’t. Perhaps she shouldn’t have goaded Rafe at the ball. She’d only meant to get Geoffrey’s attention away from Cybil. A flirtation with a notorious brigand might have been a gamble, but he was meant to leave in the morning. How was she to know he’d steal her away when he did? ‘I can understand your n-need for vengeance, sir. I-I shouldn’t have played at-’ He cut her off, tugging the sheet away, leaving her exposed. ‘I’ll have my kiss, Eugenia. I’ll have what was promised. Did you think I was one to be trifled with? That I’d allow you to use me without getting what you owed me in return?’”

      Wren flipped the page then threaded his fingers through Isa’s hair, licking his lower lip. Now they were getting somewhere. When he started to read again, his voice was lower, huskier. He felt Isa shiver against his arm as her cheek settled on his bicep.

      “Eugenia squared her chin. She refused to cower or hide from the likes of him. He was a pirate, a reprobate and she was the daughter of a governor, not some maiden. She shook off the role she played so well. What had Rafe called it? The role of simpering virgin. She’d been daft to think it would work on one such as him. She leaned forward until her lips almost touched his. ‘If I give you what is owed—if I give you your kiss—you’ll return me home before the sun is up?’ His strong arms bracketed her thighs. Her heart seized in her chest as he moved close, his cheek rubbing against hers, his lips moving against her ear, her eyelids fluttering at his words. ‘Aye, viper. One kiss and you may go free.’ She shivered, gooseflesh rising along her skin at the warmth of his body pressed against her. ‘Very well, take your kiss and go,’ she murmured, preparing herself for the feel of his lips against hers. Her heart sank as he moved away, but her disappointment was short lived. She watched, shocked, as his fingers deftly untied the knot that held her shift in place, sliding the fabric down until it pooled at her waist.”

      Wren couldn’t help the way his fingers tightened in Isa’s hair, body tense. “He held her gaze as he spread her legs wide before settling between her thighs. Eugenia flushed at the lewd display they made. ‘What are you doing? I promised you only a kiss,’ she whispered, attempting to cover herself. ‘Aye, but you never specified where I could kiss you and I want to explore my options.’ His touch was fire along her skin as his hands traveled over her breasts. ‘I could kiss you here. Would you like that?’ Eugenia couldn’t speak, mouth parted, watching has his fingers trailed lower still across her belly, edging inevitably downward before disappearing beneath the fabric. She cried out at the feel of his nimble fingers where no man had ever touched her before but she didn’t stop him, she couldn’t. ‘Or here. Would you like me to kiss you here?’”

      Wren slammed the book closed, flinging it to the corner of the room, before rolling Isa beneath him and capturing her mouth in a kiss far more satisfying than anything the captain had to offer. He let his knee slipped between her legs, growling low as she whimpered, grinding herself against his knee shamelessly. He could feel the heat of her through the thin cotton material of his pants and it was making him crazy. He thrust his tongue into her mouth, coaxing hers to play, swallowing every needy little whimper that fell from her lips.

      One of her hands pulled at his hair, the other snaking under his t-shirt, nails pricking into his skin until he hissed. When he finally pulled back, he eyed her shrewdly. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were trying to seduce me, woman.”

      She gazed at him from beneath her lashes, lips red and swollen. “I don’t know what you mean,” she murmured, voice raw, echoing Eugenia’s words as her hand slipped beneath his sweatpants. “I was just reading my book when you invited yourself to my read along.”

      Wren hissed as she closed her hand around him, lazily working him over. “Eugenia, the pit viper, has nothing on Isa, the she-wolf,” Wren whispered against her lips.

      “Kiss me,” she whispered.

      He grinned down at her. “I am kissing you.”

      Isa’s cheeks went pink and she bit her lip. “That’s not what I meant,” she murmured.

      Wren could practically see her pulse thudding beneath her skin. There was no hiding the scent of her arousal. He knew what she asked but he craved the words. He gave her a teasing smile. “No? Then tell me. Where do you want me to kiss you?”

      She seemed to war with herself as she looked at some space over his shoulder. He’d never seen her look so at a loss. He forced himself to remember that she’d never done this before. This was all new to her and she’d chosen him as her teacher. “You’re going to put me in an early grave, Isa McGowan,” Wren groaned, moving just enough to tug her shirt off and throw it to the opposite side of the room.

      He decided to take a page from the captain. His hand closed over her breast, thumb teasing at one nipple while his mouth dipped to lave at the other. “Do you want me to kiss you here?”

      Her “Yes,” was a half bitten off moan. He gave her other breast the same attention before moving on, biting and licking along her ribs until her breath was coming in ragged little gasps that were sending shocks along his spine.

      He kissed the bone at each hip, lips trailing over the soft swell of her belly before he hooked his thumbs in the waistband of her panties, tugging them off and flinging them over his shoulder. He wasn’t even touching her yet and she was writhing beneath him, head thrown back, her bottom lip trapped between her teeth.

      She was stunning. He could feel himself shifting but he forced his wolf to be still but controlling himself around her took herculean effort. His need to taste her where her scent was the strongest was devastating what little control he had.

      “Do you want me to kiss you here?” he asked, his voice a barely human rumble. He kissed the soft skin of her inner thigh, the muscles in his hands trembling as he forced himself to wait for her answer.

      “Stop teasing, please,” she begged.

      The please was all he needed to hear. He dipped his head, letting his tongue taste her. She cried out, her hips bucking beneath him until he held her still. He took his time, drunk off the taste of her, high off the way her hands fisted in his hair each time she moaned his name. His name on her lips was almost enough to drive him over the edge. But he didn’t let up. This wasn’t about him. It was about giving her what she needed. He could tell how close just by the way she was twisting beneath him, trying to get more than what he was giving her. He knew what she needed. He slipped two fingers inside her, squeezing his eyes shut at the damp heat encasing him. He curved his fingers, increasing the pressure of his tongue and just like that, she came apart beneath him, shuddering through her climax as she chanted his name like a prayer. The feel of her body convulsing around his fingers almost had him coming in his pants like a teenager.

      He slid up her body, his hand slipping from between her legs. He kissed her slow and deep, letting her taste herself on his lips. She was languid beneath him but still she whispered, “Let me take care of you.”

      He grabbed her wrist, guiding her to where he was painfully hard. “Just your hand. I swear I’m not going to last three seconds.” He buried his face against her throat, working himself into her tightened fist for an embarrassingly short amount of time before his vision whited out at the edges and he was spilling over her hand.

      It took a full minute for him to come back to himself, realizing that he was resting his full weight on her. He tried to move to the side, but she wrapped her arms around him. “Don’t. I like this. Let’s just stay like this.”

      He laughed, brushing his lips across hers. “For how long?”

      “Forever?” she said, eyes heavy and voice wrecked.

      There was the sound of a knock on the front door and Isa froze beneath him. “Ignore it,” she ordered.

      “Ignore what?” Wren quipped, pressing a kiss to her breastbone. He had no intention of ever moving from this spot as long as Isa allowed it. He couldn’t remember ever feeling so content. They both froze as the door downstairs opened and closed.

      “Isa, I know you’re here. I ran into Genevieve and Hadley at the diner.”

      Isa huffed out an annoyed breath, pushing Wren off her. “We’re cursed,” she muttered under her breath. “We’re just…cursed.” She sat up, before shouting, “What do you want, Allister.”

      “We need to talk. It’s important.” There was a low snide laugh. “I wouldn’t have interrupted your alone time otherwise.”

      Isa climbed off the bed, pulling her shirt over her head and shoving her legs into the yoga pants she’d left on the floor, before taking off downstairs, leaving Wren to follow.

      When he caught up with her, Isa was in the foyer, her arms crossed over her chest. “What was so important that you had to break into my house?”

      Allister certainly wasn’t what Wren was expecting. He looked more like his father’s tax attorney than some all-powerful witch. He was average in every way, from his pudgy weak chin to the khakis and glaring yellow polo shirt that highlighted his softening middle.

      That was Allister? The head of the witches’ council? The man who wanted to marry Isa off to some weak-minded omega. Wren’s wolf flexed inside, but Wren didn’t let it show. He simply pushed it away. He couldn’t afford to maul an elder witch, especially not in Isa’s living room.

      Allister pulled a key from his pocket. “I didn’t break in; I let myself in…there’s a difference.” He moved into the living room as if he owned the place, taking a seat on the sofa, gesturing to the two chairs across from him. “As I said, it’s important.”

      Isa took the chair on the left, tucking her feet beneath her before looking pointedly at Wren and then the other chair. He found himself grateful that they’d put the chairs back in their original location. He took the seat she offered but didn’t take his eyes off their intruder.

      Isa gestured at Allister. “Well, we’re listening.”

      “Have you noticed anything unusual over the last few days?”

      Isa’s heart skipped, but her face gave nothing away. “Unusual? In Belle Haven? How much time do you have?”

      “I don’t have time for your sarcasm today, Isa. When Veronique sent you looking around the town center, did you see anything? Sense anything? Was there anything out of the ordinary?”

      Isa frowned at him, her trepidation radiating from her like a beacon. “Anything meaning a demonic deer?”

      Wren couldn’t help the way his head snapped towards her. A deer. A deer like the tattoo on the girl’s thigh? The one that hurt Neoma.

      “No, Isa, not a deer. Something real, wards, enchantments, hexes.”

      Something about the way he’d said the last word—the slight inflection, just the slightest of hesitation—told Wren that was what the witch really wanted to know.

      Isa obviously picked up on it too. She leaned forward. “Hexes? That sounds like you are looking for a witch.

      Aren’t witches sort of your specialty? Why are you asking me instead of Alex?”

      Allister leaned closer as well, mirroring Isa’s posture. “Because, my dear, Alex is the one who appears to be hexed.”

      Isa’s spine stiffened. “When?”

      “He said he started to feel ill the day after you and Genevieve went on patrol with him.”

      Her gaze caught Wren’s, snagging and holding for just a moment, before returning to Allister. “Feel ill? Like the others? Is he sick like they are?”

      The witch nodded, steepling his fingers together. “He’s not the only one. The elder witches in this town are getting worse. Seeing things that aren’t there, having random outbursts. Some have even started to grow violent.”

      “Allister, the Jenkin’s haven’t been all there for six years…truthfully, nobody who walked away from the incident six years ago has ever been the same. How can you tell they’re getting worse?”

      Wren watched the other man’s eye twitch in agitation, clearly not used to being questioned by anybody. “It’s not just the elders. Isa, the children of the coven are blood bonded to Alex. Do you understand what that means? He’s the high priest of their coven, what drains him, drains them.” Isa sucked in a startled breath, and Wren looked to her, wondering if she was connecting the same dots he was. Allister narrowed his eyes at them. “Do you know something? Does it have to do with that child you brought with you?”

      “What do you know of my child?” Wren asked, fighting his shift.

      “I know that you’re an idiot if you think that I believe she’s part of your bloodline. You have no idea what you’re up against…none at all.”

      Wren was on his feet without thought, peering down at Allister. “What do you mean? What do you know about any of this? Do you know something about her?”

      Allister sneered. “You’re just like your father, an uncultured thug. I don’t answer to you, and I’ll not be intimidated.”

      “We’ll let you know if we find anything,” Isa said, standing abruptly. “Thanks for stopping by.”

      Allister stood then, too. “Isa, if you know anything-If you are keeping anything from me, I promise you, you’ll not like the outcome.”

      Wren dropped any niceties, claws extending, bones shifting under his skin. Isa didn’t so much as flinch, holding a hand out to Wren, telling him without words to stand down. “Allister, if you dare threaten me in my home again, I promise you that you’ll not like the outcome, consequences be damned.” She pointed towards the door. “Leave, if I find out anything that will help you, I’ll let you know.”

      He opened his mouth and closed it again, looking, to Wren, like a fish gasping for air. Finally, he said, “This isn’t over, Isa.”

      “Yes. I get it. Consider me duly threatened and get the hell out of my house before my kids get home.”

      As soon as the door closed behind him, she sagged against it. “So, that’s it. That’s what Ezri was trying to tell us. This thing, this monster, is some kind of…zompire?”

      Wren sat on the sofa and Isa slipped into his lap. “There’s something else,” he said. “When you went on patrol with Alex you were looking for a demonic deer?”

      “I also said the Jenkin’s suffer from a rather extreme case of dementia. We only went looking out of respect. We found nothing, just as we expected.”

      “That’s the thing. Remember I told you about the girl riding with Dylan and Neoma in my dream?” Isa nodded, resting her head against his chest. “That girl had a deer tattooed on her inner thigh. That can’t be a coincidence, can it?”

      “What the hell are we saying, Wren? That Neoma is being targeted by a shapeshifting zompire whose worshippers are blood junkies with deer tattoos? That your brother was one of them?” Isa growled. “This is maddening. The more we learn about this, the less it makes sense. What the hell were your parents hiding about Neoma? Why does this thing want her blood so badly? Where the hell did it come from?”

      “I don’t have any answers.”

      “That’s not true. Thanks to Ezri, we at least know how to kill it.”

      Wren took a deep breath. “Now all we have to do is find it, and someone pure enough to chop off its head.”
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      Isa wasn’t expecting the steamy night air. Perhaps that was naïve, given the time of year but it hit her like a fist like it had weight. Sweat trickled along her spine, causing her clothes to cling uncomfortably. It agitated her wolf, sending a full body shiver along her spine. She needed to shift. She never let her out of her cage before the full moon, and the anticipation grew with each passing moment, like an itch she couldn’t reach.

      Isa and Rhys ran every full moon, but never before it. She was too busy with the restaurant or patrolling or just making sure the kids did their homework. Running early was a treat for them, even if there was a blood sucking dead girl wandering the woods. She tried to rest easy. The kids were safe at home with Gen and Hadley, and Rhys would be with them the whole time. There was nothing to worry about. At least that’s what she told herself as they followed the barely-there path into the woods.   

      Wren caught Isa’s hand, intertwining their fingers as they trekked to the small cluster of trees just north of the pet cemetery. Isa bumped against him, glancing up at him through her lashes, flushing when he smiled at her. Rhys snorted his derision, throwing in an eye roll for good measure. Isa returned his look and stuck her tongue out at him. She wasn’t letting Rhys’s sour mood dampen her excitement.

      Wren slipped his arm over Rhys’s shoulders, tugging him close enough to say, “Remember, we stick together. Whatever is out there in these woods, it’s dangerous. Stay close.” A strange look passed over her brother’s face, but he gave another stilted nod before shrugging out from underneath Wren’s arm.

      When they reached their destination, Isa stopped, paying her respect to the animals buried beneath the tiny wooden crosses and stones that marked their graves. As strange as it sounded, she liked the pet cemetery. It was quiet. Peaceful. People rarely came to visit their dead pets. Something Isa found both convenient and depressing.

      Wren and Rhys were already stripping down, peeling off their t-shirts and jeans which left Isa with a whole other dilemma. She usually thought nothing of slipping out of her clothes, before shifting into her wolf. Nudity wasn’t something wolves worried about—it was strictly biology—but, somehow, Wren being there made everything different.

      It was stupid to be nervous. She’d already allowed him to see most of her body anyway, but there was something about standing before him, completely naked in a non-sexual way that made her jittery and anxious, working over her already frazzled nerves, until the need to shift was out of her control. Rhys gave another eye roll as Isa stepped behind a group of bushes to slip off her clothes, folding them in a neat pile, before shifting into her wolf.

      When she re-emerged, Rhys and Wren were already shifted. Seeing Rhys in his wolf form was always an ache in her chest, like pressing on a wound. He looked so much like their mother’s wolf—silver and gray coat with touches of black around his eyes and muzzle—that she hurt when she looked at him. But it also made her happy, like there was still a tiny bit of her mother that lived on in Rhys. Rhys needed that connection; he’d barely gotten to know their mother before she died. Isa’s wolf looked nothing like her mother, her coat was solid black, like her father’s family. The lycan gene had skipped her dad, but his genetics had still beat out her mother’s.

      Looking at Rhys, Wren’s earlier words echoed. He said Rhys would run away, would leave her if she didn’t start showing him how important he was. So, she bumped against him, scenting him, pushing her face against his. He startled away from her, pacing the area, eager to go, to run. Her heart squeezed in her chest. She didn’t know how to make him see he was important to her, that he was the most important thing to her. He was the only family she had left.

      Wren’s wolf moved, drawing Isa’s attention, she couldn’t help the way her heart tripped. His wolf was so much like Wren’s human form, less bulk, more lean muscle. He had fawn colored fur and bright blue eyes that glowed in shadows, and he made Rhys’s wolf look small by comparison. Isa’s wolf approved.

      She wanted to move closer, but she hesitated, not sure what to expect. She’d run with strangers before—back when her mother was alive when packs came to town regularly for business—but she’d never run with somebody she cared about, somebody who wasn’t her family. It created this strange mixture of anxiety and anticipation. What if their wolves weren’t compatible? What if they saw each other in their most basic form and couldn’t connect.

      Rhys whined as if sensing the tension between them. Isa suddenly had no idea what she was supposed to do. Wren bumped against her then, nipping at her ear, pressing his face against her neck, as if trying to sooth her panic. Rhys’s wolf ran off, before returning, circling the two as if herding them deeper into the woods. Wren gave one last nudge to Isa’s neck before darting away, nipping at Rhys’s ankle and taking off at a dead run.

      Rhys looked at Isa as if torn, before bounding after Wren. Rhys’s wolf was clearly more at home with Wren’s wolf than their human counterparts. She paused, giving them a head start. The two of them needed this time together. After a few minutes, she took off after them.

      As the nearly full moon rose higher in the sky, there was less of Isa and more of her wolf. The three of them stayed close to the house, skirting along the edge of their extensive property. Wren would stop periodically, to check to make sure Isa kept pace with them, but he focused his attention on Rhys. She continued to hang back, watching as the two stalked and hunted bobcats and wild boar. They didn’t kill anything. They weren’t hungry, just flexing that predatory muscle, giving in to their baser instincts. Rhys watched Wren, mimicking everything he did and something within Isa relaxed.

      She was content to observe, wishing the other kids could participate, wishing they could experience the pull of the moon and the beauty of the night. The world came alive when Isa was in wolf form, and not even the hot, damp air could ruin it. The trees whispered, and frogs sang. When the wind blew hard enough, she could smell the ocean all the way across town. She vowed to, somehow, find a way to do this more often and make the kids a part of it. They needed to bond. They were family. They were a pack.

      When they circled back to the pet cemetery, Rhys bumped his head against Isa’s, and she licked his cheek, pressing her nose to his neck, hoping to convey all the things he needed to hear from her. He looked towards the house and then disappeared behind the trees. He emerged a moment later, dressed in his jeans and t-shirt. He gave a stilted wave to Isa before turning back to the house. Isa watched until he was almost to the back door, then turned to Wren, staring at him intently. She brushed against him once, before she took off at a dead run, looking back to see if he followed.

      He did.

      He was close, so close he could almost clamp down on her tail. It spurred her to run harder, inhaling deeply, the scent of the forest and the draw of the moon making her feel giddy, almost drunk. When he caught up to her, he bowled her over, biting at her playfully until she righted herself and pounced, going for his throat. He easily sidestepped her attack, before taking off again.

      She followed, happy to let him lead her deeper into the forest and further from home. They roamed for hours, stalking and hunting, exploring woods Isa hadn’t ventured into in years, never daring to take Rhys out that far alone. Even as they played, they stayed vigilant, always searching for the monster from Ezri’s tale, but there was no sign of the creature Wren had chased the previous night. Somehow, this monster seemed to have the ability to simply make itself disappear at will. She was glad she hadn’t brought Rhys out this far. He was too young; there was no telling what other predators lurked this deep in the forest…and not just the kind that prowled on four legs. Rhys wasn’t strong enough to defend himself yet.

      But Wren was. Wren was strong and powerful—a hunter—and Isa’s wolf couldn’t get enough, couldn’t get close enough. As the moon moved higher into the sky, she grew restless, pressing herself against him, nudging her head under his neck, biting at him. When they reached the lake in the center of the woods, Isa gave him one long look before she dove into the water. She broke the surface in her human form, pushing her hair from her face and arching a brow, practically daring Wren to join her.

      He didn’t hesitate, diving into the water, shifting back into his human form as he came up for air. He was no longer a wolf, but the look he gave her was just as voracious. He prowled closer, eyes still glowing, his gaze melting her core. The warm water lapped against her, doing nothing to cool her overheated skin. Isa bit her lip, not sure she was ready to concede just yet.

      As he moved closer, she kicked her legs gently, slipping just out of his reach. He grinned. He liked this part. The hunt. She liked it too. When she made to swim further away again, his hand closed around her ankle, reeling her back in, pulling her back to him in one easy tug.

      Then his hungry mouth was slanting over hers, his hands dragging her tight against him, swallowing her moan. Heat flooded everywhere he touched, and her pulse thudded heavy at her throat, both excited and terrified at the feelings threatening to overwhelm her.

      She needed to be closer. She might be in her human form, but her wolf was in control, and she needed more. She needed everything. Wren wasn’t arguing. He was too busy exploring. He licked at her neck, biting her shoulder, whispering words that chased all rational thoughts from her brain. “

      When his hands skimmed along her thighs, she wrapped her legs around his waist, moaning at the feel of him. It wasn’t enough. It wasn’t nearly enough. She didn’t stop to think, didn’t want to think. She spent her whole life thinking, being cautious. She didn’t want to be cautious with him.

      Wren’s lips were at her ear when he whispered, “I want to be inside you. Tell me you want that too.”

      She swallowed hard, giving a stilted nod as her brain fell offline. She heard him swear under his breath and then he was carrying her to the dock. When he laid her down and crawled over her, it seemed like the most natural thing in the world. She could think of nothing more right than his body pressed against hers, his mouth opening over hers. There was nothing he could do in that moment that she’d refuse.

      She just wanted him. She wanted him forever. It didn’t make sense. Four days with Wren and she was ready to give him everything. It was crazy. She was crazy, but she could think of nothing else but making him hers. The idea of anybody else touching him, needing him, loving him, had her growling against his throat and he responded in kind, pressing closer.

      When he finally spoke, his voice was a barely human rumble against her skin. “I love you. Even if you don’t believe it. You can hear the truth in my heartbeat. This is real for me. This is it. You and me. You’re mine.”

      Her wolf whined at his words. It wasn’t a lie. She loved him too. It made no sense. She didn’t believe in love at first sight. She didn’t believe in soulmates. But she believed in Wren and she trusted her wolf. Her wolf recognized him for what he was. Her mate. Her home. Nothing else mattered.

      She let him in…in every way, into her mind, into her heart. She let him into her body, and it was a knife sharp invasion that stole the breath from her lungs, causing Wren to freeze above her. The pain was quick, disappearing as swiftly as it came, replacing it with a feeling of fullness. But still, Wren didn’t move. He lay there, murmuring mindless words into her ear, petting his hands along her body, letting her adjust to the feel of him inside her. He was upset he’d hurt her. Isa could feel the regret pouring off him in waves.

      “I’m okay,” she promised, moving her hips beneath him, growing restless, needing more.

      He pressed a kiss to her lips, resting his forehead against hers. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “Please,” she whispered against his lips. “I’m fine. C’mon, move.”

      He groaned, rolling his hips against hers as if he couldn’t help himself. She gasped at the strange shocky pleasure/pain that shot through her core. She needed more. “Do that again.”

      He did as he was told, staring into her eyes with an intensity that had her forcing herself not to look away. It was too raw. Too real. He was hiding nothing from her. She couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe with him looking at her like that, like she was the only other person in the world. She let her eyes slip closed, focusing on the scent of him, the taste of his skin beneath her tongue, the weight of him as he drove deeper within her.

      She didn’t know how to say all the things she wanted to say to him. She had so many things she needed him to know, but the words wouldn’t come. She didn’t know how to tell him that she believed him or that she loved him too, so she did the only thing she could think to do. She tipped her head to the side, baring her throat to him. It meant something. It meant everything. The way his hips stuttered out of rhythm told her he understood, that he knew what she was asking for, what she offered. An alpha would never bare her throat to anybody but her mate. Ever.

      If they wanted to be bound forever, it required a bite. A claiming bite. There was no backing out. No turning back. It was insane, she knew that, but she also knew how right it was. How right he was for her.

      Wren partially shifted above her, and then sharp teeth closed along the crease where her shoulder met her neck, but he didn’t bite down. Instead, his tongue soothed over the indentations before he pulled back just enough to meet her gaze. “Are you sure, Isa? If we do this, it’s you and me for life. Are you ready for that? I need to know you’re ready for that.”

      She kissed him hard. “I’m ready,” she promised.

      “Isa-”

      Suddenly, a thought hit her, grabbing her by the throat. “Are you not sure? Are you changing your mind?” she asked, the thought making her sick.

      Wren looked startled. “No! Never. I just don’t want you to regret this.”

      “I know what I’m doing,” she said, pressing another kiss to his lips before partially shifting, eyes bleeding gold, teeth sharpening. “Bite me, Wren Davies. That’s an order from your alpha.”

      Isa cried out as Wren’s teeth pierced the skin of her shoulder, a jolt of electricity shuddering through them both. She jerked his head back, her teeth scraping over his shoulder before dipping lower, sinking her teeth into the flesh just over his heart. He snarled, but she barely heard it. Her wolf was practically howling in triumph, the taste of his blood exploding on her tongue and the feel of her teeth piercing his skin had her drunk with magic.

      Then he was dragging her mouth back to his, licking his blood from her lips as he drove himself within her, his hands gripping her thighs, changing his angle until she was crying out with every thrust of his hips. She was so close. When her eyes slipped shut, he fisted his hands into her hair. “Hey, don’t do that. Look at me. I want you to see me. I want you to see what you do to me.”

      She didn’t know how to tell him it was too much. She was feeling too much. Being in love with him, being mated to him, having their bodies connected at the most basic level was crushing her. She’d never known a feeling this intense and it was scaring the hell out of her. She’d never understood how two people could feel so linked, could love so hard…but she got it now. She dragged her lips over the bite she’d inflicted, the wound already closed and scarred over, a perfect impression of her teeth.

      Wren was growling words into her ear and she had to force herself to concentrate on them and not the feeling building inside her. “Mine. Just mine,” he was saying repeatedly.

      She was his. He was hers too. He was hers forever, and anybody who saw the mark would know he belonged only to her. Her orgasm hit her out of nowhere and the words were tumbling from her lips before she could stop them. “I love you.”

      Wren’s hips stuttered, grinding against her as he found his own release. After a few minutes, he laid his head on her chest. “I know,” Wren breathed. “I know.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

          Rhys

        

      

    

    
      It took Rhys close to twenty minutes to circle back from the house to Old Mill Road. Kai was waiting for him when he arrived as he’d asked, but he wasn’t alone. He’d brought Tristin and Quinn. He should have known not to trust him. “Why’d you bring them?” he asked, not caring that they could hear him.

      “How was I going to sneak off without them noticing? Quinn and I share a room.”

      Rhys huffed out a sigh. “But why’d you bring her?”

      Tristin crossed her arms, and Rhys’s stomach sank. “They brought me because I’m the only one whose window leads to the roof, genius. They had to tell me why they were sneaking out. I told them I’d tell Gen if they didn’t bring me. Besides, I don’t know why you’re being such a jerk to me; I’m the only one who actually likes you.”

      Rhys flushed. “Fine, whatever. Let’s just get going. Stay alert. There’s something out here.”

      Quinn stopped dead, forcing the others to do the same. “What do you mean, something? What kind of something?”

      Rhys shook his head, wiping the perspiration from his forehead. “I honestly don’t know. I didn’t see it, but I felt it. Just trust me, you’ll feel it too. Just stay close and don’t do anything stupid.”

      Quinn reluctantly started moving, but still looked leery. “Stupid like what?” he asked. There was a loud crack, startling the four of them as the sound reverberating off the trees. Quinn looked down at the tree branch beneath his booted foot.

      “Stupid like that,” Rhys muttered. “Just stay behind me and be quiet. And watch where you’re going.”

      They hiked deeper into the woods, single file, Kai directly behind Rhys, followed by Quinn. Tristin stayed at the back, scanning as she walked, clearly taking Rhys at his word to be on alert. The sounds of the forest seemed amped up in the silence. Insects buzzed around them. Frogs called out to each other from the trees. Somewhere above, an owl was hooting. These were all sounds Rhys normally loved, but at that moment, he found them irritating, wearing down his already tenuous grasp on calm.

      It didn’t take long for them to find what they were looking for. When they entered the clearing, Kai inhaled sharply, and Rhys knew he’d been right. Kai had seen something like this before. The white stones were still there, but there was more blood, painting them a reddish-brown color. Rhys could smell it, could taste it in the air like rust on his tongue. Everything about this space felt wrong, the energy rolling along his skin like icy water.

      Tristin and Quinn moved about, clearly uneasy in the space. The four crept closer, their fear thick in the sweltering night air. They looked down into the circle of once-white stones, Rhys’s stomach churning at what they might find. Inside the stones, there were more dolls made of twisted branches. They’d been burned and stacked on top of each other like forgotten corpses.

      “Witches?” Kai asked, sweat beading on his forehead.

      Ezri’s story mentioned dolls made of sticks and twine. Dolls the monster had left for the children it fed on.

      “I don’t think so,” Rhys said, swallowing hard, trying not to gag on the scents assaulting him.

      Tristin peered further into the circle. “I don’t know,” she said, her voice barely a harsh whisper. “It looks kind of like a..."

      “Like a what?” Kai prompted, exasperated.

      She looked to Quinn, but Quinn’s glasses were fogging in the heat. He took them off to clean them before pushing them back up the bridge of his nose not noticing Tristin’s look.

      “It looks like a witch trap,” Tristin finished, cheeks flushing.

      Rhys’s lip curled, dread heavy in his stomach. “Like a circle made by witches to trap something or a circle made by something to trap witches?” he asked, feeling stupider just for having uttered the question.

      Tristin once again looked at Quinn, who looked away, scuffing his shoe against the ground, pushing his hands deeper into the pocket of his jeans.

       “What am I missing here?” Rhys asked, moving closer to Quinn. “Do you have something you want to share with the rest of the class?”

      Tristin sighed. “Just tell them, Quinn.”

      Quinn stared hard at Tristin before closing his eyes. “Witch trap: A stone circle created and spelled to provide a barrier between the practitioner and the demonic entity with which they are attempting to communicate. Once erected, a witch will place its offering within the circle and call forth the entity. Once the witch has made contact, they may safely request a favor in exchange for their offering, most often a blood sacrifice. A witch must remember to send the demon back before breaking the protective circle, or they risk the demon attaching itself to them forever.”

      Rhys and Kai stared in confusion as Quinn appeared to be reading from a book visible only to him. Kai stared at his friend like he’d never seen him before. “How did you know all that?”

      “Quinn remembers everything he reads. He has a photogenic memory,” Tristin said like it was a fact everybody should know.

      “Photographic,” Quinn corrected, once again looking at his shoes.

      “That’s what I said, dummy,” Tristin told Quinn, with an eye roll.

      Rhys could smell the hurt rolling off Kai as he looked at Quinn. “Dude, you have a photographic memory, and you told her and not me?”

      Quinn flushed. “It doesn’t even matter. Now that my dad knows I’m just human, he won’t let me read any of his books anymore. It’s not like I can just go to the library and grab a book on magic. What good is having a photographic memory if all the books you want to read are locked away?”

      Kai scoffed. “Uh, cheating in class. Cheating at board games. Dude, we could kill at Trivial Pursuit. Wait! Is that why you get such good grades? That’s not fair.”

      Quinn frowned. “You just said you wanted me to help you cheat. And I’m not doing that. I can’t help that I remember everything I read. How is that my fault? My brain was just wired this way.”

      “Shut up!” Rhys whispered. “Can you two have your little couple’s fight later.”

      “We’re not a couple,” Quinn mumbled, but Rhys didn't bother answering. This place was making him edgy.

      “What’s the deal with the…burned dolls?”

      Quinn shoved his glasses up the bridge of his nose, shuffling from one foot to the other. “I don't know. Maybe the dolls are soaked in the blood of the offering? I've never seen anything like them. Have you?”

      He hadn’t seen anything like them…but he’d heard of them. The zompire in Neoma’s story left dolls just like that as a gift to the children she’d fed from. These dolls did not seem like a gift. If anything, it seemed like a curse. Maybe if he could just focus on the problem, he could ignore the panic climbing his throat. “So, the blood on those stones…the blood on the dolls…that’s the blood of somebody they fed to the demonic entity they were trying to summon?”

      Quinn shrugged. “They don’t have to kill people to use their blood. Sometimes, it’s the witch's own blood; sometimes it’s the blood of something more powerful. Virgin’s blood, fae blood-”

      “Like elemental blood?” Rhys interjected.

      Tristin gasped. “Like Neoma’s blood?”

      “Why would you say that?” Kai asked, looking from Rhys to Tristin. “Did you have the dream too? The dream about the woman in the bone mask?”

      Tristin hesitated, before nodding. Quinn looked at them in confusion. “What’s going on?”

      “Somebody’s hurting Neoma. A creepy woman in a mask who I think bites her and is probably using her blood for really terrible things,” Tristin blurted.

      Quinn’s fair skin went chalky white, making him look like a ghost in the dark recesses of the forest. “What woman? A witch?”

      “We don’t know,” Kai said.

      “Ezri called it a zompire,” Rhys confessed.

      “Who’s Ezri?” Quinn groaned. “Have you guys been having secret Scooby meetings without me?”

      Rhys frowned, not quite understanding the reference but Kai had his hands on his hips. “Kind of like how you have a photographic memory and didn’t tell me?”

      Rhys didn’t have time for his. “Aaron called it something else…he called a draugen.”

      “Since when do you talk to that dweeb?” Tristin asked, looking at him like he was stupid. “Did you just say a dragon?”

      “No, a draugen,” Quinn corrected.

      Kai looked back and forth between Quinn and Rhys. “You’re not going to make me ask what a draugen is, are you?”

      “I’m not sure what it is,” Rhys confessed.

      “It’s a Norse…well, zompire is a good description. It’s dead, and it lives off people…flesh and blood,” Quinn said.

      “Gross,” Tristin supplied, unhelpfully.

      Rhys felt his temples throb. This conversation was giving him a headache. “Hey, this isn’t getting us anywhere. Can we focus on the blood? Would elemental blood be a worthy sacrifice to a demon?”

      Quinn shrugged, thinking about it. “Maybe in large enough quantities? It’s like a drug, the purer the drug, the more power it punches."

      "Dude, how do you know so much about drugs? Who even are you right now?" Kai asked.

      Quinn rolled his eyes. "Elemental blood is watered down fae magic, the larger the quantity, the bigger the magical kick.”

      Rhys stared at Quinn, echoing Kai’s sentiment. How did they not realize how much Quinn knew? “Okay, how do we find out if all that blood is Neoma’s?”

      "Do you think this thing is still feeding on Neoma? Even now?" Tristin asked, horrified at the thought. “Do you think that’s what made this witch trap? A zompire? Draugen? Whatever this thing is?”

      "That's what we're trying to find out," Rhys reminded her.

      Tristin reached into her back pocket and pulled out a wicked looking blade. Rhys cocked a brow at her as she snapped it open and moved towards the rocks, dropping down to her knees beside them. They all watched, mouths open as Tristin scrapped at the blood. “Tristin, what are you-”

      Before Kai could finish, Tristin touched the blade to her tongue. Rhys’s stomach heaved, but he breathed through it. Quinn wasn’t so lucky. He turned, puking up his dinner into the bed of decaying leaves at his feet. When he finished, he wiped his hand across the back of his mouth with a shudder. “That is so unsanitary,” he said, sounding horrified. Rhys agreed, but he wasn’t going to be sick like some little kid.

      Kai covered his mouth, staring at his sister like she was insane. “Tristin, why did you do that?”

      Tristin pulled a face. “What? If fae blood is like a drug to supernatural creatures, then I’m bound to feel something. It’s not like I can catch anything.”

      Rhys exchanged glances with Kai and Quinn, none of them wanting to point out the obvious.

      It was Kai who finally said, “Tris, you’re not a reaper. I mean, you carry the gene but-”

      Tristin stood, rounding on him, gesturing in his direction with the knife. “I am, too. I’m a banshee. I screamed. Allister said so. My magic is just sleeping.”

      When she finished, her chest was heaving, fury radiating off her in waves. Rhys moved closer, his wolf wanting to soothe her, but she cut her eyes at him, and he stopped where he was.

      Kai didn’t seem to care that this conversation was infuriating his sister. “If you were going to scream, don’t you think you would have by now?” he insisted.

      “Um, if you were going to get your first collection, don’t you think you would have by now?” Tristin countered, tone mocking. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. None of you know what you’re talking-”

      Rhys slapped his hand over Tristin’s mouth, looking quickly at Kai and Quinn and shaking his head, hoping they understood they needed to shut up. Tristin struggled against him, still trying to talk past his hand. He tightened his grip, stomach sinking at the sound of tree limbs bending and snapping. The sound of something moving towards them, something big, something with weight. “Shh,” he whispered against Tristin’s ear. “Something’s coming.”

      He jerked his head back towards Old Mill Road, releasing Tristin and putting a finger against his lips. They crept towards the trees as quietly as possible, none of them so much as breathing. Once they’d hidden within the trees, they waited, crouched down, making themselves small. If Rhys could hear it moving through the trees, it could hear them if they tried to run. Witches wouldn’t be able to sense their presence, but something else might. This draugen might. Rhys’s gums ached, but he fought his shift. It was too dangerous. They didn’t know who they were dealing with yet.

      Rhys’s heartbeat fell off beat as Kai’s fingers wrapped around his upper arm. They were all scared. He was scared too. There was a movement on the other side of the clearing, and then a deer broke through the trees. Rhys relaxed for only a moment. It wasn’t a deer but a stag, bigger than anything Rhys had ever seen, even on television. Especially anything that looked like this creature. This mutant deer. It was tall, almost the size of an elk, but it’s fur was jet black, and its eyes glinted red in the moonlight. Maybe it was a trick of the light, but Rhys didn’t think so. Its antlers were too long and jagged, sharp as daggers. Whatever this thing was, it wasn’t just a deer. There were no deer in Belle Haven.

      Something was wrong. Just like before, everything around them seemed to stop. The forest eerily silent, as if even the mosquitoes didn’t dare to come near the creature. The air was stagnant in the space. He inhaled deeply, trying to catch the scent of any animal, much less the deer before him. But there was nothing. Whatever the thing was before them, it didn’t smell like prey. Its heart throbbed steadily in its chest. It smelled like rot like it was Frankenstein’s monster created from the bodies of a thousand dead animals. It was the same scent he’d smelled the day he’d skipped school, only this time it much stronger.

      He heard Tristin swallow, the others gathering close to him. Rhys gestured for them to stand, putting his finger to his lips once more to remind them to be quiet. But, the moment they were on their feet, the stag, jerked its head in their direction, red eyes glowing.

      “Run,” Rhys whispered fiercely. “Run!”

      They didn’t question him, just bolted, Rhys close behind. Quinn tripped on a tree branch, but Rhys snagged his arm dragging him back to his feet, keeping him close. He was the smallest and clumsiest, and he was also painfully human. They didn’t stop, arms and legs pumping, fear pushing them to run faster, harder. When they broke through the trees to the property, Rhys was shaking and out of breath, more from fear than exertion. Still, he forced them to keep going, ushering them up the trellis under Tristin’s window. “Hurry. Go, go. Hurry up,” he prompted, pushing Kai up the trellis. Rhys started climbing as soon as Kai’s feet hit the roof, clearing the trellis in seconds. He shoved Kai towards the window, upending him until they both landed in a heap on the floor.

      “Get off me, you’re sweaty, and you weigh like six hundred pounds,” Kai wheezed from beneath him. Rhys jerked to his feet, noting the dread on Quinn and Tristin’s face as they stared towards the bed. He turned, following their gaze, dread settling in his belly, relaxing only slightly as he realized it was just Neoma. She sat on Tristin’s bed in a pair of pajamas, staring at all of them with a calm Rhys found creepy.

      She looked them up and down. They were all drenched in sweat and Rhys could barely hear over the pounding of the blood in their veins. There was nothing he could say to explain where they’d been or what they’d been doing.

      Neoma watched Rhys, expression curious. “Gen says to tell you that you’re all really dumb if you think you can sneak out on a shifter. She also says you better tell Wren and Isa what you did, or she’ll tell them for you.”

      Rhys’s shoulders sagged, and they each exchanged nervous glances…all but Kai. Kai turned, staring out into the darkness for a long moment, before slamming the window shut and latching it.

      Neoma looked haunted, staring past Kai to look out into the darkness. “I don’t think a lock is going to keep it out.”

      Nobody asked what she meant. They all knew she was right.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

          Neoma

        

      

    

    
      Neoma used to love to dream. After Wren left the second time, dreaming was her only escape from Dylan, from Cain, from everything. But there was no escape in sleep anymore. Since coming to Belle Haven, sleep was just an excuse to remember. Remember the horrible things done to her.

      But this dream wasn’t like the others. There was no familiarity, no hazy fragment of a memory just out of focus. It wasn’t even a dream...if anything it was a nightmare. She was back at the corn maze. This time, there was no blue sky. No summer storms full of tornadoes. Just the vastness of an ink-black sky dotted with a million stars. It left her with a hollow feeling in the pit of her stomach.

      The corn of the maze had long since rotted and died, the ground razed, leaving only charred stalks, blackened earth and the feeling of desolation. It was quiet in this alien world, so quiet she was afraid to breathe, sure that even sound of her own ragged inhalation might stir up something evil from the ashes of the field. She didn’t want to be there. She hated this place. If places had feelings, she’d say that this place hated her right back.

      She closed her eyes. Wake up. Wake up. Wake up. She opened her eyes. Nothing had changed. She turned slowly in a circle, trembling in the warm night air. Everything was so still. So empty. No street lights. No cars. Not even a breeze. Just the dilapidated house with its gaping mouth and the mountains rising in the distance. She closed her eyes once more. Help me. Please. Wake up. Wake up.

      She opened her eyes again, gaping at the creature before her, its translucent skin glowing in the shadows. Neoma swallowed her scream, her pulse pounding in her ears. It was a woman. Well, it had once been a woman. A snarl of dark hair obscured the creature’s face but not its pale limbs, not the arms that seemed too long for her body or her legs that were bent at strange angles, causing her to lurch forward, with hesitant, jerking steps.

      When the woman looked up, Neoma’s eyes went wide. This woman, this creature, was painfully thin, barely more than fragile paper pulled taut over jutting bones. She had hollow black eyes and lips that were a jagged slash of red on her corpse white flesh. The dragon. The zompire.

      When she spoke, the creature’s voice was a rusty hinge, grinding and raw. “Hello, little fae.”  Neoma couldn’t speak, couldn’t move. After each sentence, the woman took a heaving gasp, as if the air she breathed hurt somehow. She moved closer, her image fading, then growing stronger with each step. Neoma retreated, doing her best to keep distance between them. “Remember me?”

      Neoma’s breath hitched—a feeling like a thousand fire ants biting her at once—flooding her memory. The corn field. The people in black. They bit her. They fed off of her. There. In the center of that maze.

      “So, you do remember?” She closed the distance between them, trailing one long jagged nail along Neoma’s cheek. She sucked in a sharp breath at the sting. “Our connection’s growing stronger now. With each memory you recall, the easier it will be for me to reach through. To pluck you right out from under their noses.”

      Neoma jerked away, but the creature kept advancing. “Why? Why are you doing this to me?”

      “Oh, that’s right. The witch took your memories. I have your answers, little fae. I know the truth of your family. I know the dark deeds your precious Ezri thought you were too childish to handle. I can give them all back to you.”

      Neoma tripped, crying out as her ankle turned, sparks arching along her spine as she hit the ground hard. She kept moving though, crawling backward on her hands, dragging her sore ankle, another whine escaping her lips as the creature closed the distance between them. “Where are you going, child? Don’t you want your answers? All I ask for is your blood. I’m so hungry.”

      How much of it was real? Was this a dream? It didn’t feel like a dream. Neoma wiped at her cheek, feeling the warm sticky wetness of her blood. Was it a memory? It didn’t feel like a memory either. Beads of sweat formed along her hairline and upper lip. She didn’t want answers. She just wanted to go home. She wanted to be back in her bed with Tristin. She didn’t want whatever this thing was offering.

      “No,” Neoma managed, her tongue sticking to the roof of her mouth, her lips dry and cracking.

      “No? No?!” the woman screeched. “How dare you refuse me? I’ve never given another as many concessions as I’ve given you. I’ll have my blood.” The woman looked up then, tilting her head to the side, her eyes like vacant black holes. “Do you hear that? Do you?” Neoma didn’t hear anything. “Of course, you don’t. There’s nothing to hear. Nothing. Nothing. Nothing. Night after night, I offer up my treasures. Night after night, I seek his council and yet each and every night he refuses my gifts. When I offered your blood, he always listened. He would come to me. Would make me whole. But now he refuses me. Look at me. Look what you’ve done to me?”

      What could Neoma have done to her? She was crazy. Neoma kept backing away, her nightgown dragging in the dirt. Neoma didn’t want to believe any of it was real. People didn’t look like that. People didn’t move that way. This had to be a nightmare. “Leave me alone.”

      The woman made a noise of disgust. “Oh, but that I could. I wish I’d never set eyes on you. I wish that I’d never taken what the wolf had offered. He destroyed me. He tricked me. Him and that witch...Ruby. But I made them pay.” That raw, heaving laugh. “Well, I made her pay anyway. I can't take the credit for the wolf.”

      The creature’s image hiccupped, fading and strengthening once more, only this time, she held a large blade, the curved handle forming into her palm. The blade she’d used to kill the hollow people. “We don’t have to be enemies, little fae. Give me your blood freely, and we can go back to our arrangement before the wolf’s death. I’ll even keep hiding your scars.”

      Neoma shook her head. Remembering the pain of her bite, the feeling of fire pumping through her veins. “You hurt me.”

      The creature's mouth puckered. “Oh, just the once. It was necessary. For the connection. Once we were bonded, did I not let you go? Did I not return you to your pack? I assure you, the wolf was far gentler than any of the others would have been. It doesn't have to hurt. I could take your pain.”

      “Just leave me alone.”

      The creature hissed, revealing a mouthful of sharp, rotting teeth. “You’ve ruined me, but still I offer you mercy. I had hoped we could come to some arrangement, but you are being unreasonable. So, now, I’ll bleed you slowly, until your blood mixes with the magic in the soil. He’ll come then...he’ll have no choice but to hear me then...and he’ll devour you.”

      Neoma’s eyes widened, heart hammering in her chest, a tiny sob escaping. Maybe it was better that way. Without Neoma, the pack was safe. Without her blood, maybe the woman in black would just…disappear.

      The thing scoffed. “Such a martyr. Perhaps, I’ll use your friends? Would you like that? Hmm?”

      She waved a hand, and suddenly Rhys, Tristin, Kai, and Quinn stood there, wearing the clothes they’d fallen asleep in, blinking in confusion as they took in the scene before them. “Oh, yes. What a lovely offering this will make. I’ll feed them your blood, and then I’ll bleed them like pigs. Two reapers, a wolf and-” she cut off abruptly, turning hollow black eyes on Quinn, head tilting, repeatedly jerking, lip curling in a sneer. “What are you, exactly? Are-are you simply just human?”

      “Neoma?” Tristin asked, voice cracking, curling her hand protectively in Quinn’s, tugging him closer. “What’s going on?”

      “Leave them alone,” Neoma begged, ignoring Tristin’s question. Maybe if she didn’t acknowledge the others, she’d let them go. She needed the woman to let them go. This had started with her; it should end with her.

      Rhys looked at Neoma, frowning as he took in her torn, filthy nightgown and her swollen ankle. His green eyes glowed, teeth dropping, a low growl rumbling from his chest. The creature raised her hand, curling it into a fist, and just like that, Rhys was back in his human form. “Try that again, and I’ll see you permanently neutered, Dog.”

      Rhys was visibly trembling, hands clenched, white knuckled at his sides. Still, he stepped between Neoma and the creature, staring her down, gaze unflinching. Neoma knew he must be terrified. “We know what you are.”

      “Do you?” she hissed, before cackling madly, delighted by Rhys’s admission. “And what will you do about it? Do you think your pure enough to wield this blade? Oh, so brave. Such a little warrior. Yes, your sacrifice will please him greatly.”

      “Stay behind me,” Rhys told them without looking back, clearly unwilling to take his eyes off the woman.

      “Yes, line up single file, it will make this so much easier,” the woman taunted.

      Neoma clenched Tristin’s free hand and then Kai’s, letting them pull her to her feet. Neoma had no choice but to rest her weight on Kai, her ankle throbbing in time with her heartbeat. Neoma’s magic collided with an underlying pulse of electricity running through the twins, the current shivering through the four of them until Quinn hissed in pain, drawing the creature’s attention.

      “Oh, look at you children. Are you going to take me on? Here in my own little realm? That’s darling.” She flexed her hand again, and then she was holding two blades, one in each hand. “Last chance, little fae. Give me your blood freely, or give it by force after you’ve watched me drain every last drop from your friends. The choice is yours.”

      Neoma’s hands clenched around Kai and Tristin’s, testing the power she felt there. “Rhys, take Kai’s hand.”

      Rhys reached behind him. Kai gripped his hand until his knuckles were white. Neoma didn’t have a clue what she was doing, but she felt like it was right. She closed her eyes, opening her mind to her four friends. She felt their connection catch and flame, their magic flowing through her like a wave. “Rhys, hold out your hand. Now!”

      He did what she asked without question, gasping as lightning arched from his palm.

      Then the woman was just gone, and Neoma was sitting up in her bed, her hand still wrapped around Tristin’s. Tristin’s feet were dirty, and Neoma’s nightgown was still stained. Her ankle was purple and swollen. She could feel the sting on her cheek where the woman’s jagged nail had cut her.

      Neither spoke as they cleaned themselves up. When they were as clean as they could be without rousing the adults, they grabbed their pillows and Tristin’s blanket, heading for the door. Neoma didn’t want to be alone, but Gen and Hadley had told them to give Wren and Isa space—whatever that meant—so there was only one other place to go.

      Neoma knocked softly on Rhys’s bedroom door before pushing it open, not waiting for his response. He wouldn’t refuse them. He was already sitting up in bed, his hair a tangled mess, his t-shirt sweat-damp and clinging to his chest, one leg of his pajama pants pushed up as if he’d been struggling in his sleep.

      Tristin snagged the sleeping bag from Rhys’s closet, spreading it across the floor, helping Neoma sit before sitting herself, bunching the comforter around them.

      The door opened, and Kai and Quinn entered, pillows and blankets in hand. Quinn dropped his stuff near Tristin, not even bothering to spread out his blanket, just sinking to the floor like the weight of standing was too much for him.

      It was Kai who looked embarrassed, cheeks flushing as he looked quickly to Rhys. But Rhys said nothing as Kai laid out his comforter, choosing the space between Neoma and Rhys—the space closest to Rhys’s bed.

      Silence yawned between them, each fidgeting nervously. She could almost feel their questions, could sense their confusion. But she didn’t have any answers.

      “W-what was that?” Quinn finally asked, his voice a hushed whisper. “That was real, right? Was that the draugen?”

      Neoma nodded.

      “She was going to kill us,” Kai said, shuddering as if he was remembering. “That was her. The woman from my dream."

      “You dreamed of her too?”

      Kai nodded. “Yeah. I dreamed she hurt you.”

      “I dreamed about her too,” Tristin confessed quietly. “I think that was the vampire from my dream.”

      "I thought you said you didn't remember the vampire in your dreams?" Neoma asked, hurt. Why would Tristin lie?

      Tristin looked away. "I didn't...not until I saw her. Then I remembered everything. Everything she did to you."

      Rhys ran his hands through his hair. "What did you remember? Tell us everything."

      Tristin looked to Neoma. "You remember too, don't you? You remember what she did to you?"

      Neoma gave one stilted nod before she started trembling. She couldn't help it. She'd tried so hard to block the memory from her mind. Tristin curled her fingers around Neoma's, smiling encouragingly. "It's your story to tell, not mine."

      Neoma took a deep, shuddery breath. She tried not to remember how she felt. She just needed to remember the details. Pretend it happened to somebody else and she was just reporting what she'd seen. "Dylan and Ruby took me to the corn maze...that’s where she was…in the center of the maze…with the hollow people. She fed on me and then she gave me to the hollow people, and they fed on me too. And then she killed them all, one after the other. And they wanted her too. They lined up to be sacrificed. Everybody except Ruby. Dylan tricked Ruby into being the final sacrifice. Said it was an honor to feed the dragon.”

      “Quinn tell us what you know about this draugen.”

      "It's what Neoma said. It's a zompire. I deadened soul in a living body, feeds on blood to survive.”

      "How is that any different than a vampire?" Kai asked.

      "Origin, I guess. Vampirism is a virus passed through blood or saliva. The draugen is a curse passed on through a bloodline. A genetic anomaly."

      Something occurred to Rhys then. "I've never heard of a draugen...are there a lot of them?"

      Quinn shrugged. "I don’t know, but I doubt it. They are more common in Norway. I only even know about them because my father used to make me study which creatures truly exist and which are made up by humans. The draugen is real...but they’re not common."

      Rhys thought back to Neoma’s memory. Ezri’s story. “But Ezri’s mom knew of one in her village, and now there’s one following Neoma for her blood. That can’t be a coincidence. Especially not if it’s passed on through a bloodline.”

      “Who is Ezri?” Quinn moaned, clearly bewildered.

      “Hadley helped me remember a story Ezri told me. A story her mom told her about a zom-a draugen-that lived in her village in Norway,” Neoma said, by way of explanation.

      Rhys ran his hands through his hair. “No, Ezri told you a story about two witch sisters and how one of them became a draugen. It seems like an awfully bit coincidence that Ezri’s mother—a witch—knew of two other teen witches, one of whom became a draugen and now, we have a draugen that has attached herself to Neoma.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “What if the other witch, the one who helped kill her sister, what if that witch was Ezri’s mother?”

      Neoma sucked in a startled breath. “You think the witch…Malfred…you think that was Magna?”

      “I’m so confused,” Tristin whined.

      “It makes sense,” Rhys said, before correcting himself. “I mean, as much as any of this makes sense.”

      

      Neoma's heart slammed hard against her ribs. "But why would Magna want my blood? The zompire she talked about in her village drank from the blood of human children?"

      "Maybe she thought your blood would taste better cause you're an elemental?" Tristin supplied. "All kinds of supernatural creatures want to drink fae blood because it's magical."

      Kai looked to Quinn; his eyebrows scrunched together like he was thinking hard about something. "Can this draugen shapeshift?"

      Quinn considered for a moment, "I don't think so. Not in any lore I've ever read."

      Tristin's eyes lit up. "But demons can!"

      They all looked at her, surprised by her sudden enthusiasm. "You think the stag in the woods is a demon?" Kai asked, staring at his sister. "And this excites you?"

      Tristin rolled her eyes. "No! But think about it. We found that witch’s trap out in the woods, and it looked just like the stones in Neoma’s corn maze. The draugen is a witch. And she kept going on and on just now about how our sacrifice would please ‘him’ greatly. Get it. She’s trying to summon a demon."

      "My head hurts," Kai said.

      Neoma agreed. “Before she pulled you into my nightmare, she told me that he won’t come to her anymore. She said that I made her sick and ‘he’ made her whole but that he wouldn’t come to her anymore because she didn’t have my blood to offer. I think Tristin’s right. She’s trying to summon a demon.”

      “No, you’re all wrong,” Quinn said. When they looked at him, he flailed a hand. “She did summon a demon. A demon who’s wandering around Belle Haven?”

      “Wouldn’t a demon cause a lot more chaos and bloodshed,” Kai asked.

      “What about all the sick people? Even Alex and the coven is sick.”

      Rhys shook his head. “That’s because the draugen is feeding off of them. She’s feeding off them and stealing their blood trying to summon an entity that’s already here.”

      "Demon’s aren’t known for taking the shape of animals. Not unless they were already shifters when they were turned. That…thing…seemed far more powerful than your average demon. Besides, demons don’t heal, not even in exchange for a blood offering." Quinn asked.

      Tristin looked disgruntled. “If it’s not a demon, what is it?”

      “I think it’s a god.”

      “A god?” Rhys repeated.

      “That’s better then, right?” Tristin asked.

      Kai flailed his hands at his sister. “How is that better?”

      "I’m with Tristin. God trumps demon. Gods aren't necessarily bad. Demons always bad. Demons are big, big bads. Always. " Quinn promised.

      Rhys bit his lower lip, looking at Neoma for a while. “So, we think Magna became a draugen when she died and then she used Neoma’s blood to summon a god to heal her. That’s our theory?”

      “But she said Dylan tricked her. That my blood was supposed to make her better, but it made her worse. How could my blood make her worse?”

      “Maybe elemental blood is like kryptonite to zompires?” Quinn said.

      Rhys shrugged. “Maybe Dylan tricked her into drinking it?”

      Tristin flopped backward onto her pillows, looking up at each of them. “This is all bonkers. You know that, right?”

      Kai ignored Tristin, looking to Rhys. "You know we need to tell Wren and Isa what we know. Sneaking out is one thing, not telling them that there’s a god wandering around the woods is another. They have to know.”

      Rhys's gaze lingered on Kai before he nodded. “We'll deal with it tomorrow. Everybody get some sleep.”

      “No way am I going back to sleep to get butchered by a zompire,” Tristin said, crossing her arms, a look of defiance on her face.

      Rhys looked at Tristin like he just didn’t have it in him to fight. “I’ll stay awake and watch you. If it seems like you guys are having nightmares, I’ll wake you up. You need to rest.”  Rhys grabbed his phone, and soon the music of one of his games filled the air before he turned down the sound.

      The others settled into their makeshift beds, sleeping close enough to touch. Being sandwiched between Tristin and Kai’s body heat was comforting to her, almost as much as the knowledge that Rhys watched over them. Something occurred to Neoma then. A thought that seemed so true she had to stand up and limp over to Rhys. She grabbed his hand and leaned close. “You’re going to save me, Rhys, and your wolf will be at peace.”

      Then she turned and hobbled back to her sleeping bag, smooshing herself between Tristin and Kai once more, leaving the wolf to stare after her in shock.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

          Isa

        

      

    

    
      
        Day 5

      

      Isa woke to a shaft of light piercing directly into her brain. She dragged her pillow over her eyes before jolting upright, looking at the clock. Ten-fifteen? She hadn’t slept past seven in the last six years.

      Several things occurred to her in rapid succession. She hadn’t slept alone. There was still a dip in the pillow from Wren’s head, and half of her pillows were on the floor. She lifted the sheet covering her, looking down. She was naked. Her shirt was in the doorway between the bedroom and the bathroom, and her underwear was sitting on top of her dresser.

      Her night came back to her all at once. She looked at her shoulder. He’d bitten her. That happened. They’d claimed each other. Isa swallowed hard as she remembered the other things they’d done. Repeatedly. Her fingers trailed over her lips, her breath hitching at the memories.

      She flopped back down into her pillows, pulling her comforter over her head, wishing the bed would envelop her, so she could just disappear. What the hell had she been thinking? What had he been thinking? She groaned. They weren’t thinking. Their wolves had taken over.

      That's what she told herself anyway. They'd let themselves go, and now she and Wren were mated for life. Her stomach dipped and heat pooled low in her belly. He was hers forever.

      Isa finally stumbled into the bathroom, eyes widening as she looked at herself in the mirror. She couldn’t let the kids see her like this. Her hair was a tangled mess knotted at the back of her head, her lips swollen and her skin red from where Wren’s stubble had dragged across her body. There were tiny scrapes along her hips and thighs, where Wren’s claws had slipped. Fingerprint bruises marred her wrists and inner thighs.

      Isa flipped on the shower and then returned to the mirror, staring at the bite on her shoulder, rubbing the indentations repeatedly. She wanted to be mad. She hadn’t been herself last night, but then, neither had he. He’d told her he loved her. He’d meant it. Oh God, she’d told him she loved him too. She stepped under the blast of hot water, letting it wash away some of the aches of the previous night, trying—and failing—to not think about everything they’d done.

      She’d given all of herself to him. They were mated, claimed, bonded for life. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. How could she have been so stupid? Even as she thought the words, she knew she didn’t mean any of it.

      She ached to see him again. She wanted his arms around her. The need to hear his voice was almost pathological. Dammit. She needed to see him but was afraid to see him at the same time. A single thought bounced around in her head, a feeling like terror leaching into her bones and making her limbs heavy. What if the Wren she met today was nothing like the one she’d committed herself to yesterday.

      She stepped from the shower, wrapping a towel around herself before sitting on the toilet seat to try to work a comb through her hair. She closed her eyes, listening for the sound of the other six heartbeats in the house. She frowned. She could hear them, but just barely. They were outside.

      When she finally managed to get the knots from her hair, she dressed, pulling on a pair of worn jeans with holes in the knees and a long sleeved smoky blue shirt that hid her bite and her bruises. There was no hiding what they’d done from Rhys, but, hopefully, she could keep the others at bay for a while. Knowing that her baby brother would know she’d had sex was worse than any walk of shame she could imagine. She just wanted to curl up into a ball and die.

      Instead, she made her way downstairs just as a shriek cut through the air. Isa flew out the back door, claws extended and teeth dropping, heart in her throat, scanning for the creature that had caused Tristin’s scream. She stopped short, at the porch edge. Quinn was on his back, glasses skewed. Tristin stood over him, expression smug. Kai and Rhys stood off to the side, watching intently. There was no sign of Neoma, but Isa could hear her heart beating somewhere on the property.

      Wren laughed, reaching out a hand to Quinn, pulling him to his feet. “Nicely done, Tristin, but next time, plant your feet, or you’re going to hurt your back. Quinn, kid, you’re thinking too much. There’s a difference between anticipating your opponent’s next move and playing out the whole battle in your head. Don’t let that big brain distract you from what’s right in front of you.”

      Quinn nodded begrudgingly, fixing his glasses, his shoulders sagging as he moved to stand next to Kai. “Dude, she kicked your ass,” Kai whispered to Quinn, sounding awed. Wren ruffled Quinn’s hair. “You’ll get there.”

      Isa sank onto the porch steps, folding her arms around her knees, simply watching.

      “Kai, Rhys, you’re up next,” Wren said.

      “This is stupid,” Rhys muttered. “He’s not even a wolf. I’m going to hurt him and then my sister’s gonna kill me. Or maybe that’s your master plan.”

      Wren gave Rhys a sharp look. “Listen, your first instinct is always to let your wolf consume you. You need to learn to control your rage. A controlled wolf is an asset; a rabid wolf is a liability. If you're going to be this pack's left hand, you need to be in charge, not the wolf.” Wren looked to Kai. “And you, you’re too cocky. You have great instincts, but eventually, you’re going to come up against something bigger, stronger, and faster than you and then you’re going to have to outsmart your opponent.”

      “I predict this ends badly,” Quinn said to Tristin.

      “Yeah, thinking’s not Kai’s thing,” Tristin snarked.

      “Control isn’t Rhys’s either,” Quinn reminded her.

      Rhys cut his eyes at Tristin and Quinn. Quinn took a step back, but Tristin just raised her brows and flattened her lips into a disapproving line, staring him down. Rhys huffed his annoyance, giving one final withering glance to Wren before stepping forward.

      Isa watched, palms sweaty, as Kai and Rhys stepped into the fighting space, circling each other warily. She could smell her brother’s fear and his fatigue; could hear his pulse pounding in his ears. She could see his hesitation. He wasn’t ready for this. He had no control over his wolf, and there was no doubt that Kai was smaller than Rhys, both in height and mass. Her brother was pushing six feet tall, and he was only twelve.

      She glanced to Wren. He had to sense her brother’s panic and fear, but he didn’t acknowledge it. He stood back, arms crossed, alert, but calm. She should stop this. Quinn was right; this was going to end badly. Wren couldn’t possibly understand the history between her brother and the reaper. But still, she stayed where she was, something inside telling her to wait and see.

      Kai’s heartbeat was hummingbird fast, but he didn’t smell like fear, he smelled like…anticipation. His gaze was calculating; eyes narrowed, tongue darting out to lick his lower lip as he tracked Rhys’s movements. He was completely oblivious to Rhys’s terror, and to the anger boiling just under the surface.

      Isa knew Rhys was waiting for Kai to attack first. It was the smart move. Tactical. It’s what she would have done. But Kai had no formal teaching, so he didn’t understand the benefit of waiting for his opponent to strike first. Rhys’s fear and training had, in this one instance, given Kai the advantage. Isa held her breath as Kai charged forward without warning. Rhys froze. Kai went low, hooking an arm around her brother’s lower legs, upending him with little effort, causing Rhys to hit the ground hard. Isa’s blood turned to ice water as Rhys’s fear morphed into blind fury, his wolf overtaking his reason. She jumped to her feet as Rhys flipped Kai, pinning him to the ground, partially shifting faster than she’d ever seen, snarling and snapping razor sharp teeth at Kai’s throat.

      Wren’s voice was quiet. “Rhys, get it under control. He’s not your enemy. He’s pack. He’s family. Your wolf doesn’t control you.”

      To Kai’s credit, he wasn’t panicking. He loved every minute of this. He was laughing at Rhys, which Isa knew would only infuriate her brother further. He either had no idea how angry Rhys was or didn’t realize just how out of control Rhys was.

      Kai wrapped both hands around Rhys’s shoulders shoving hard, locking his elbows, preventing Rhys from breaking through the hold, barring the wolf’s teeth from closing on his throat. It was smart, but it wouldn’t keep her brother at bay for long, he was much stronger and, with Rhys’s body between Kai’s knees, the younger boy had no traction, no leverage. Kai’s arms would get tired eventually, and when they did, Rhys was going to rip his throat out.

      She was putting a stop to this. They weren’t old enough for this. Wren caught Isa’s eye and shook his head no. Isa stared at him incredulously. Was he giving her an order? His look softened into something pleading, and Isa rolled her eyes but stopped moving forward.

      Wren stepped closer. “Rhys, you can do this. I know you can.”

      Her brother snarled, but then she felt him gaining some control. He was still angry, but it wasn’t the blind fury from just moments before. This time when he snapped his teeth at Kai, it was for show. Grandstanding. He wanted to scare the boy.

      “Nicely done,” Wren said, before addressing Kai, the slightest hint of amusement in his voice. “Kai, he’s got you pinned, you better get out of there before he hurts you. You wouldn’t have this kind of time with an adult wolf. Think! You can’t beat his strength, so what can you do?”

      Kai seemed to think for a minute, then dropped his hold on Rhys’s shoulders without warning. Rhys fell forward, too surprised to catch himself. Kai doubled down on Rhys’s surprise, running his tongue along the boy's cheek. Rhys jerked backward as if burned, giving Kai enough room to plant his feet on Rhys’s hips, pushing himself out from under him, kneeing her brother in the face as he made his escape. Kai was on his feet and backing away before Rhys recovered.

      A roar tore from Rhys’s lips but, again, it was just for show. Kai grinned, dancing and making a come-on motion like he was ready for round two. Rhys bared his teeth at Kai, stalking towards him.

      Finally, Wren stepped between them. “Kai, nicely done, right up until the point where you decided to antagonize somebody who could rip you to shreds. I think that’s enough for your first day.”

      Kai blushed, but nodded, looking to Rhys. “Sorry.”

      Her brother grumbled something resembling, “Whatever.” before turning away from Kai.

      Wren looked at each of them before saying, “Why don’t you guys go inside and clean up? Rhys, hang back a minute.”

      Rhys scowled at Wren, but Wren wasn’t intimidated. Once the others were inside, Wren said, “Kai got the drop on you the first time because you were afraid of hurting him. As soon as he bested you, you took the easy way out and let your wolf take over. But you took back the control. That’s a win.”

      Rhys scoffed, “Yeah, except he still beat me.”

      Wren looked to the house to make sure there was nobody to hear what he said next. “I put you up against Kai for a reason. You obviously have feelings for him, and that’s okay but the more you deny it, the harder your wolf’s going to fight you on it. As long as you ignore how you feel, Kai will always have the advantage.”

      Isa’s eyes went wide at Wren’s acknowledgment of Rhys’s feelings for Kai. Her brother’s cheeks went red, and he sucked in deep breaths, blowing them out through his nose like an angry bull. Isa knew how he felt about Kai. She was almost positive everybody did…except maybe Kai. And possibly Rhys himself. It was impossible to ignore.

      Rhys was twelve, almost thirteen. His hormones were raging and, Wren was right, Rhys’s wolf did have control most of the time. It made for a lethal combination. Rhys looked like he was moments away from crying or maybe just shifting and bolting for the woods. He was giving off so many emotions—rage, shame, frustration—that it was pulling Isa’s wolf to the surface. He fought Wren’s hold, trying to look anywhere but at him.

      Wren wouldn’t let him escape. “Hey, look at me. Nobody’s judging you. Nobody. But the point of these exercises is to make sure that soldiers are ready for anything. You have to know your weaknesses. You have good instincts, but you only have two settings when it comes to Kai, fear, and rage. At some point, Kai is going to face something that wants to hurt him. You need to be able to trust that he can take care of himself and you need to know that you can control your wolf.” Rhys clenched his jaw until Isa was sure his teeth might puncture his bottom lip, but Wren wasn’t letting up. “I had the same problem at your age, only my trigger was my brother, and my weakness was a girl named Jaelle.”

      Rhys seemed to relax a bit, his gaze still guarded, when he asked, “How did you learn to control it?”

      “I started running. I channeled my wolf’s excess energy into something else. I used music as my tether. When the music stopped, it was time for my wolf to go back in his cage. Over time, it just became second nature. I learned control. My wolf only came when I called it. It just takes time…and discipline. Come for a run with me tonight. We’ll see if it works for you.” 

      Isa held her breath, waiting for Rhys to tell Wren to screw off and bolt for the woods. This time when he struggled against Wren’s hold, Wren let him go. “Fine, whatever,” Rhys muttered, practically running towards the house.

      She waited until the door closed before she turned on him, eyes bleeding red as she slapped him on the chest with both hands. “Do you have any idea how close Rhys came to ripping Kai’s throat out? Are you insane? They’re babies. Why are you out here inciting violence in my children when they should be at school?”

      Wren didn’t flinch, didn’t hesitate. “Because they aren’t just your babies, they’re your betas, and they need to be able to fight. Also because there’s a bloodsucking she-demon, vampire-like creature lurking in the woods who prefers to snack on children.”

      Isa’s face contorted, her hands going to her hips. “And you think you know what’s best for my betas? I don’t care what this bite says, you’re not the alpha,” she growled.

      Wren moved forward, his face inches from hers, growling right back. “The alpha’s job isn’t to train; the alpha’s job is to lead. It’s my job, as your mate, to train the betas. It’s my job to train your brother to be your left hand. They’re already behind on their training. Tristin and Kai have potential, Quinn’s hopeless and your brother…the only person your brother is going to hurt is himself. He’s so trapped in his own damn misery that his wolf’s running unchecked. I’m just trying to help you. Again, that’s my job.”

      “I don’t need your help. An alpha doesn’t need help,” she snapped.

      He snorted. “Do you even believe the bullshit you're spewing right now? An alpha with no help quickly becomes an omega. The point of a pack is to stand together. You’re still the alpha. You know this.”

      She scoffed. “Right, until you take over the Black Thorne pack. You can’t be an alpha to one pack, and a beta to another and your claim supersedes mine because your father has a much larger pack.”

      Wren made a frustrated noise, hands flying up in exasperation. “Only if I choose to take advantage of the claim. Which I won’t! I don’t want to be alpha, Isa. Not to the Black Thorne pack, not to the Belladonna pack. I’m a soldier. I don’t want to lead. How can I make you understand this? You’re the knight. I’m your sword. I was never meant to rule my pack or yours. That was my brother Dylan’s job; now it can be my sister Bronwyn’s job, at least until my father finds some bonehead for her to marry and takes it away from her.”

      Isa crossed her arms. “You say that now.”

      He turned, and Isa didn’t know if it was to pace or walk away, but suddenly he was turning back around, taking a deep breath and letting it out. “Look, you’re just having a meltdown because you woke up this morning and everything we did yesterday came crashing down on your head, and now you’re panicking.

      She refused to admit he was right. “You think you know me so well after four days.” It sounded childish even to her ears.

      He ignored her comment, wrapping his arms around her, leaning to rest his chin on the top of her head. She stiffened in his arms, not returning his embrace, waiting for whatever came next. “Dammit, you make me feel like a crazy person,” he said, sounding faintly amused. “I thought with everything that happened last night; we’d settled this.” Isa flushed, skin feeling hot at his acknowledgment of what they’d done. “I’m not hiding anything. I’m not trying to trick you. I’m exactly who you think I am. Are you going to fight me for the rest of our lives?”

      She deflated against him then, letting her head rest over his heart, eyes drifting closed. He was warm, and his arms were strong. When he spoke, the words reverberated through his chest. “Last night wasn’t some trick, and it wasn’t an accident. I meant what I said. I love you.”

      She concentrated, listening for the lie in his words. His heartbeat was steady, but still, she doubted his words…how could he not want to lead? It was all Isa had ever wanted, to prove she could be as good an alpha as her mother had been. He leaned back, cupping her face, gazing at her like she was the only thing in the universe. “Tell me you believe me.”

      

      Her hands flailed in a useless gesture, her chest tight. “I want to believe you.”

      “And I want to kiss you,” he said, tone conversational.

      She could feel her cheeks going hot, her hand drifting to the spot where she’d bit him the night before. Finally, she gave a great, heaving sigh, like his request was a huge imposition. “Fine, whatever,” she said, mimicking her brother’s earlier words.

      He laughed, and her stomach dipped, body tingling like his voice was connected to some string deep inside her, tugging a response against her will. She sucked in a breath as he lifted her off her feet, kissing her gently, once, twice. It wasn’t enough. Each time his lips left hers, she pulled him back, unable to stop herself, her mouth chasing his until he gave her what she wanted, his tongue slipping inside, deepening the kiss. Kissing him was intoxicating, addictive. “Are you going to pick me up every time you kiss me, Wren Davies?” she asked, sounding a little breathless.

      He pulled back, pressing his lips against the scar on her shoulder, not bothering to lift his head as he asked, “Do you plan to get any taller, Isa McGowan?”

      She glowered at the amusement in his tone. “No, I’m almost positive that’s not an option,” she snarked.

      He chuckled low, his mouth finding hers again. “Then get used to being kissed without your feet on the ground,” he said between kisses.

      She shivered at his words, her body fully on board with all the things Wren might do to her without her feet on the ground. He groaned against her lips, and she cursed his werewolf senses for the thousandth time. There were no secrets among wolves. She consoled herself with the knowledge that he clearly wanted her too. She didn’t need to be a werewolf to know that, but it helped. “What are you thinking about right now?” he asked, dragging his mouth along her jaw to nibble at her earlobe. “Could it be you and me in that big bed of yours upstairs?”

      She bit the inside of her cheek to keep from moaning, as his tongue slid over the sensitive skin just behind her ear. “I’m thinking that we are making out in the backyard where anybody could see us,” she countered, pushing against him so he’d release her. He dropped her to her feet, and she turned to go back into the house.

      He swatted her butt. “Liar.”

      She gave him a tight smile over her shoulder, hoping she looked steadier than she felt. “You’ll never know.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

          Rhys

        

      

    

    
      “Let me do the talking,” Rhys reminded them.

      They were all standing in the hallway just outside Isa's bedroom door. Wren and Isa’s bedroom now, Rhys reminded himself. He pulled a face, mentally cringing. He so did not want to think about Wren and his sister biting each other...or anything else they’d done to seal their magical union. He wasn't really in the mood to see either of them, his pride still stinging from his training that morning, but he didn’t have any choice. Genevieve had given him an ultimatum. Tell or be told on.

      She would rat them out as soon as they arrived for Neoma’s next session, which was in just a few hours. Besides, it was time to come clean about everything. Just because they knew how to kill the draugen, it didn’t mean they could. Plus, Rhys was pretty sure none of them knew how to send their red-eyed deer back to wherever it belonged.

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Tristin asked. “You’re more the point and grunt type.”

      Rhys huffed out a breath. “Yes, I’m sure. I’m the one who made the decision to take you guys out there; I’m the one who should tell them.”

      Kai fidgeted. “You asked me to come. I’m the one who brought the others. I should be the one to tell Isa. She never gets mad at me.”

      “I’ll do it,” Neoma volunteered. “I’m the reason this is all happening in the first place.”

      Quinn fixed his glasses. "I'm not telling anybody, anything. Just so we're clear."

      “Somebody better get in here and tell us something now,” Isa called through the door. “I don’t care which one of you wants to fall on their sword.”

      Rhys gave another long-suffering sigh. Maybe the omega wolves had it right. Solitude sounded awesome right now. He pushed open his sister’s bedroom door and stepped inside. Isa sat at her vanity table, perched on one of Wren’s knees as she put her makeup on. Rhys flushed at the strange intimacy of it. He’d never seen his sister so much as look in a man’s direction, and now there she was mated in less than a week. Thinking about it made it hard to breathe, so he just stuffed it down.

      Isa didn’t stop doing her makeup, but she did meet her brother’s gaze in the mirror. “What’s going on,” she asked, arching one perfect brow, her mouth already a flat line of disapproval.

      Rhys cleared his throat but kept looking her in the eye. “We need to talk to you about Neoma. We think we know what’s hurting her.”

      Wren and Isa exchanged curious glances. “We’re listening,” Wren said, voice guarded.

      Rhys crossed his arms over his chest. “Do you know what a draugen is?”

      Wren cocked his head to the side, a small smile playing at his lips. “A dragon?”

      Tristin rolled her eyes like she was so above this conversation. “No. Not a dragon. A draugen. It’s like a vampire but not a vampire.”

      Isa opened a long, black tube and began to cake the stuff on her lashes. “And why do you think this draugen is the creature after Neoma?”

      They looked to Quinn, but he shook his head quickly.

      Rhys stifled his urge to growl at the smaller boy. "In Neoma's memory, Ezri's mom said she first saw this thing in her village in Norway, right? A draugen is a Norse vampire. Plus, this thing can conjure...like a witch. It's a vampire that can conjure and Ezri's mother's zompire was a witch before she died and became a monster."

      Wren's smile disappeared, his brows dropping. "Wait, so you don't think it's a draugen, you think it's the draugen? The same one from Ezri's mother's village? That would have been years ago."

      Rhys shook his head. "No. We think it's another draugen from the same bloodline. We think the draugen is Magna."

      Wren's mouth fell open. "Magna? Why? Why would Magna hurt Neoma?"

      Neoma moved in front of Rhys. "I don't know why. But Dylan didn't start hurting me until after Magna died. Wouldn't it sort of make sense that Ezri would try to protect her mother by taking my memories but still try to protect me by warding her room from Dylan?"

      Isa was no longer doing her makeup, but she still hadn't turned around. "You think Magna and the original draugen are...related?"

      Rhys nodded, frustrated that this was so hard to explain but relieved that his sister believed him.  “We think that when Magna was talking about the two sisters, the younger sister was her, that she left Norway because she had to kill her sister. Same bloodline. Same curse."

      Wren looked to Isa, who shrugged but turned so that she could face Rhys. "Okay, you're making sense. So, let's talk this out. Magna dies, inherits the curse and then starts drinking Neoma's blood...why? The other draugen or zompire...whatever we're calling this thing. It didn't feed off the supernatural. So why did it choose Neoma?"

      "Dylan gave her my blood. She said it was supposed to make her better, but it made her worse.”

      Wren growled low, eyes flashing. “How do you know that?”

      Neoma’s cheeks flushed and she dropped her gaze to her bare feet. “She told me.”

      Isa’s eyes shimmered gold, finally turning to face them. “Who told you?”

      “The draugen,” Neoma all but whispered.

      Rhys could smell Wren’s fear and frustration. “When? When did she tell you this?”

      Tears welled in Neoma’s eyes, and Wren looked gutted. She didn’t answer Wren’s question directly. "She said Dylan had tricked her. That my blood made her sick somehow...but that my sacrifice was the only offering, he would accept."

      “He, who?” Wren asked, carefully displacing Isa to kneel before Neoma. "Is that how you got that cut on your face? Is that how you hurt your ankle? You said you twisted it playing outside."

      "I did...sort of," Neoma said, looking away from Wren again, tears trailing down her cheeks.

      Wren wiped at Neoma’s tears, pulling the little girl into a hug. "When did this happen? Why didn't you get me and Isa or Gen or Hadley? Why didn’t you say anything?"

      Neoma looked miserable. "I couldn't."

      Wren looked stricken. "You can tell me anything."

      "I couldn't tell you because it happened in my dream."

      Wren ran both his hands over his face before rubbing the back of his neck. "What do you mean, it happened in your dream. She hurt you while you were sleeping?"

      Neoma nodded. "The draugen...she's been talking to me...in here." She pointed to her head. "I hear her a lot since we got to Belle Haven."

      Wren looked horrified. "Why didn't you say anything?" Neoma only began to cry harder. "Don't cry. Just...why wouldn't you tell me she was talking to you?"

      Rhys shifted uncomfortably, noting tears were starting to well in Tristin’s eyes as well. Oh, God. Kai would probably start crying next. Neoma was full on wailing. "Because she said she would hurt you...she would hurt all of you."

      Isa was on her knees then, too. "Oh, sweetheart. You never have to worry about protecting us. We're the adults. It's our job to protect you."

      Wren frowned. "Who long? How long has she been hurting you like this?"

      Neoma moved closer to Rhys, and Rhys put a protective hand on her shoulder. This was the part where the adults were going to lose their minds. Neoma took a deep breath, her voice sounding stronger than just moments ago. "Only last night. She said that the more I remember, the deeper her connection to me gets and the easier it is for her to get me. She said she'll be able to pluck me right out from under your nose and you'll never even know she was there. She wanted me to go to her on my own. She said I owed her because my blood made her sick. When I told her no, that’s when she told me she would hurt the others.”

      Isa's gaze skittered to each of them before looking to Rhys. "What do you mean, the others?"

      Tristin looked to Neoma. Kai and Quinn looked at Rhys. None of them spoke. Finally, Rhys said, "She pulled us all in."

      Isa covered her mouth with her hand. "What does that mean? Pulled you into Neoma's dream...?"

      Rhys nodded. "Yes."

      “But we used magic to push ourselves back out,” Tristin said.

      Wren frowned. “Magic? Who’s magic?”

      Again, Neoma refused to look at Wren. “I channeled Kai and Tristin’s magic, combined it with my own.”

      Tristin nodded. “Neoma saved us. She made lightning arch from Rhys’s hand.”

      “How?” Wren asked, sounding exhausted. “How did you do that?”

      “Because I can do that. I can pull energy from the ground, from the sky.”

      Wren looked shocked; he shook his head like he was trying to put it all together. “Since when?”

      “Since always,” she said, chewing on her bottom lip.

      Rhys stepped closer to Neoma. “Don’t be mad at her. It’s not her fault. Magna bound her magic and Cain told her she wasn’t allowed to tell anybody.”

      Wren’s nostrils flared, and a low growl erupted, cutting off only when Neoma looked at him with wide eyes. “I’m not mad at you sweetheart. I’m mad at Cain.” Wren dug his fingers into his eyes. "I just don't understand. You saw the creature in your dream, right? Does she look like Magna?"

      Neoma shivered as she pictured the woman. "I don't know. She's so thin and…hollow. She looks sick. She doesn't look human."

      "So why do you think it's Magna? Just because she's seen one of these things before and the draugen from her village conjured?"

      This time it was Quinn who spoke, his voice hurried like he wanted to get the words out before he chickened out. "There's other things. Neoma said in her memory; the draugen left tokens for the children she fed on. She left dolls made of sticks and twine...we've seen those. Plus, somebody created a witch trap to summon a demon or a god, and they are doing blood magic to make it happen. Lots and lots of blood magic. The curse follows a bloodline and if draugen are rare than witch draugen have to be super rare. How many can there possibly be?"

      Isa's gaze sharpened. "Where did you see these things," she asked, voice dripping with suspicion.

      Rhys looked away. "In the forest."

      "When?" Isa said, her words wooden.

      Rhys licked his lower lip. "The first time I saw them was when I skipped school. The first day that Wren and Neoma came to the diner."

      Isa made a distressed noise. "Why didn't you say anything then?"

      "I didn't know it was important," Rhys said, hoping his heartbeat wouldn't give away the lie.

      "What do you mean, the first time?" Wren asked.

      Rhys's pulse beat wild against his throat. This was going to be the part that hurt. "We saw them again."

      There was a long moment of silence, and then Wren asked, "When?"

      Isa looked at each of them in turn as if she was trying to sniff out the weakest gazelle in the herd. Her gaze fell on Kai. His shoulders sagged. "Last night?"

      Isa's voice was eerily calm. "Are you asking me or telling me?"

      "Telling you," Kai said, barely registering above a whisper.

      "In your dream?" Wren asked, clearly trying to offer them a lifeline.

      Rhys shook his head.

      A low growl emanated from Isa. "Where, Rhys. Where did you see these dolls?"

      "In the woods, just off of Old Mill Road. Covered in blood. In the middle of a witch trap."

      Once again there was a yawning silence, then Isa was shouting, "You were out in the woods in the middle of the night? With that creature running around? What the hell were you thinking? What-"

      Wren held up a hand, and his sister fell silent, inhaling through her nose and exhaling through her mouth like she was trying to stop herself from shifting. Rhys wished they could have had this conversation on any day other than the day before the full moon.

      "Who's we?" Wren finally asked, picking up on Rhys's words.

      Rhys wanted to look away from his sister—his alpha—and the hostility with which she was looking at him. But it was almost impossible. After a minute, he managed to drag his gaze to Wren, deciding he was the more rational of the two. "I asked Kai to come see the stones."

      Isa made a distressed sound and Wren's eyes glowed blue, but his voice remained calm. "Why, Rhys?"

      Rhys shrugged. "Because he'd dreamed about them. He'd dreamed about the draugen, had seen it hurting Neoma. I needed to know if what I saw in the woods was the same thing he'd seen in his dream."

      "Was it?" Wren asked Kai. Kai nodded. "The stones were the same, but in my dream, they were in a corn maze like the one the draugen took us to last night."

      Isa scrapped her hands through her hair. "The two of you decided to go traipsing through the woods in the middle of the night, to see if this bloody pit was the same one from your dream? Are you two crazy?"

      "I brought Tristin and Quinn," Kai confessed, voice barely a whisper.

      Isa's eyes glowed red, her teeth sharpening. "Are you kidding me, right now? Rhys," she groaned. "You've got to be smarter than this."

      "I didn't ask them to come. I could've protected myself and Kai. I didn't think we'd run into anything in the woods. I just thought we'd look at the stones and go home." As soon as the words left his mouth, he knew he'd made a mistake.

      Wren flinched. "Wait. What? You ran into something in the woods?"

      Rhys nodded. "A deer."

      Wren and Isa both seemed to freeze, before looking at each other. "A deer?"

      Rhys flailed his hands. "A stag, really, but it was enormous...easily the size of an elk or a moose even."

      Tristin swallowed hard. "And it had glowing red eyes."

      "And black fur," Kai said, suppressing a shudder.

      "And sharp antlers, this wide," Quinn said, holding his arms far apart.

      "I know it sounds like we're making it up-" Tristin started, but Wren cut her off.

      "Tristin, we believe that you saw the deer."

      Isa took a deep breath. "And you think that this deer...this deer that you saw in the woods last night...you think it's the draugen?"

      Rhys shook his head. "No, we think it's what the draugen was trying to summon with Neoma’s blood."

      “Trying to summon a demon?”

      Quinn shoved his glasses up the bridge of his nose. "We think it's a god."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

          Wren

        

      

    

    
      Wren could hear Isa crashing about downstairs, taking her frustrations out on the cabinet doors in the kitchen, but he stayed where he was, sitting on the corner of Isa’s bed. They’d grounded the kids, which was the only way to keep them safe until he and Isa could come up with a plan. In the meantime, Wren sat staring at the phone in his hands, contemplating his next move.

      He’d known—from the moment he’d learned of Neoma’s scars—he’d known that somehow his father was behind it all, but he’d never imagined that Cain had conspired with Magna to bind Neoma’s magic, that he’d forced Neoma to lie to him about what she could do. How could Cain have put that responsibility on a child?

      He stood, pacing the length of the room. What else was Cain hiding? He always suspected his father’s construction business was just a way to launder money from some of his shadier business practices but he never really thought he’d involve himself in dark magic. Was his father selling body parts and blood on the black market? Was this the family he belonged to?  Was he helping Magna even after her death?

      He couldn’t take the theories running around in his head. The full moon was tomorrow. Inside, his wolf growled, as agitated as Wren was, maybe more. He needed an outlet for his frustration. Finally, he dialed the only number he knew from memory. His parent’s land line.

      His mother answered on the third ring. “Davies residence, who’s callin’.”

      His mother always answered the phone like she was their Irish housekeeper not an actual member of the family. It used to amuse him, but now Wren felt like it was a symptom of the disease that was his father, another way for his father to belittle his mother. “Put Cain on the phone,” he said by way of greeting.

      There was a startled gasp, and then his mother was gushing, “Oh, Wren, darlin’, We’ve been sick with worry. I knew you’d call. Where are ya?”

      “Put Cain on the phone,” he said again, steeling himself against the guilt trip he knew would follow.

      There was a pause before she asked, “What’s gotten into you?”

      His tone softened, but he didn’t waiver. “I’m not going to ask again, Alis.”

      His mother tsked. “Oh, Alis, is it now? I don’t know what you’re about, Wren Rhion, but I’m still your mother,” she said, before slamming the phone down on the counter.

      Wren could hear muffled voices and his father’s angry tone followed by a series of scuffling sounds before his father picked up the line. His Cain’s tone was somehow both upbeat and smug.  “Oh, well, if it isn’t Wren Davies, gracin’ his family with a phone call. Finally crawlin’ out from under your rock, ya coward?”

      The moment Wren heard his father’s voice his fury intensified. “I’m a coward? What does that make you? What kind of man binds a child’s powers and forces her to lie about it her entire life?”

      His father snorted. “Her entire life, the girl’s ten years old. Besides, I’m not a man; I’m a wolf. I’m an alpha. Your alpha, boy, and you’ll not be takin’ that tone with me if you ever plan on settin’ foot in this house again.”

      Wren clenched his fist, letting his claws bite into the flesh of his palm. “I have no intention of setting foot in your house. I didn’t call because I want to come home, I called because I want you to tell me what it is your hiding about Neoma.”

      “I don’t know what you’re goin’ on about, lad,” Cain said, but his tone implied otherwise.

      “You know exactly what I’m talking about. Why was Dylan stealing her blood? Did you put him up to it? Is that how he became a blood junkie?”

      “’ave you hit your head, boy? Your brother’s problems aren’t my doin’ but I’ll thank you to remember that I don’t answer to you. Everything I do is for the good of the pack.”

      “You don’t give a damn about your pack. You care about yourself. About your reputation. You care about power. You ruin everything you touch. I won’t let you ruin Neoma too.”

      There was a growl on the other end of the phone. “The next time you speak to me that way, we’ll be settlin’ this like wolves. Is that your intention, boy? Are you challenging me?”

      Wren said nothing, chest heaving. He didn’t even know now why he’d called. He was sure now, that his father was at the center of this, but he was also confident Cain would never admit to anything. He was too prideful.

      His father laughed. “That’s what I thought.” There was the familiar sound of his father cracking open a beer. “Wren, boy, I know your upset. Our pack has taken some hits. Now, is the time for us to come together as a family. Your ma’s a wreck, and your sisters think ye’ve died. You’re my only son, now. Let’s not fight. You and Neoma need to come home.”

      Wren couldn’t help his snort of derision. “I am home. I’ve claimed a mate.”

      This time it was his father who went quiet. “What’ve ya done? You defied an order from your alpha. The elders will see this as a challenge. I can’t save ya now.”

      “I simply fulfilled my obligation to my original betrothed. I’ve married Isa McGowan.”

      His father huffed out a breath then chuckled. “Ya think your smart, don’t ya, boy? The Belladonna pack was decimated six years ago. That gives me claim over you and your new pack. So, as your elder, I’m ordering you to bring me back what’s mine.”

      “Neoma was never yours!” Wren growled. “She’s always been mine. I left her with you because I trusted that you’d care for her. I should have known better.”

      “You’re all heart and no brains. You best pray that your new bride is smarter than you or she’ll be a widow before your honeymoon. I’ll be seeing you soon enough.”

      “You think I’m scared? I’m not running, old man, come and get me.”

      There was a loud crash of the phone hitting the cradle and then the call disconnected. Wren chucked his phone onto the bed wanting to smash something. Running was exactly what he needed to do. He pounded on Rhys’s door, and the boy wrenched it open, his expression a strange hybrid of aggravation and terror. “What?”

      “Put on something you can run in. Be ready in ten minutes.”

      Rhys’s face fell. “But-”

      Wren cut him off. “Don’t argue. Just do it.”

      Rhys sighed, eyeing Wren warily. “Yes, sir.”

      Wren went to his room, changing into his shorts and sneakers. When he made it to the kitchen, Isa gasped like he’d caught her in her underwear. Honestly, what she had on seemed so much weirder. She was wearing yellow gloves and a rubber apron, and she was wielding a bottle of something that looked like antifreeze but smelled like lemons and chloroform. She glanced at his clothes, before going back to her task of aggressively scrubbing the counters.

      He gave her a lopsided smile as he snuck closer, looking around cautiously. “Was there a toxic waste spill in here? Should I evacuate the children? Do we need to hire a hazmat team?”

      “Hardy-har-har, I married a comedian.”

      His heart skipped at her casual use of the word married, and he couldn’t help but lean down and kiss the top of her head, the only part of her not potentially covered in noxious chemicals. “You’re going to scrub a hole through the Formica. Not that these counters couldn’t do with some updating.”

      Isa stuck her tongue out before saying, “Don’t judge me. I clean when I’m stressed out.”

      “No wonder this place is always spotless.” He gripped her wrists, staying her hand. “It’s going to be okay. They’re all okay.”

      Isa made a distressed sound, her throat catching on a dry sob. “They were out there in the woods, with that…creature. I could have lost them last night.”

      “But you didn’t. They made it home.”

      “Barely. They could have been killed. They could have been hurt or killed, and I wouldn’t have even known because we were…” she trailed off.

      Wren gave a huge sigh, turning her to face him holding her arms out wide by her wrists to avoid the foul-smelling cleanser on her gloves. He couldn’t help but laugh. She looked ridiculous, like a put-out scarecrow in a chemical disposal plant. “This didn’t happen because we were together. We left them with responsible adults. They are just doing what kids do.”

      She scoffed. “What kind of idiot kids go chasing after a blood-sucking monster and accidentally run into a demon?”

      “Ours?” Wren said, with a grimace.

      Isa leaned her body closer, kissing the place over his heart, over the scar she’d inflicted.

      “You talked to your father, huh?” she asked his chest.

      He grimaced. “Yes.”

      “Feel better?”

      He snorted. “No. Not really.”

      This time it was her turn to sound faintly amused. “What did you think was going to happen? Did you think he was going to confess all his sins? Admit that he and Magna were hiding some huge secret about who Neoma is?”

      “No,” he admitted begrudgingly.

      Isa laughed against his chest. “Tell the truth. You just wanted somebody to yell at.”

      “Yes.”

      “You know he’s probably walking out the door as we speak. What are you going to do when he gets here?”

      Wren didn’t want to think about it, but he had no choice. He’d run because he’d known that his only other option was to fight his father. He wasn’t afraid of Cain killing him. Wren knew he could best his father in a fair fight. What he hadn’t been willing to face, was looking his mother in the eye after he made her a widow.

      He wasn’t afraid anymore. He would never attack Cain, but he had his own family to protect now and he’d kill anybody that threatened them, including his father. “Whatever I have to do, to get him out of our lives for good.”

      “You can’t kill your father, Wren.”

      Wren dropped her arms, taking a few steps back so that he could see her face. “That’s up to him. He can’t have Neoma and he can’t have this pack.”

      Isa gave a huge sigh. “One crisis at a time. Oggie will be here soon. Gen and Hadley will be back tonight. Let’s take care of the bitch in the corn maze and the deer god in our woods and then we’ll do our best to find a peaceful way to resolve our issues with daddy dearest.”

      Rhys plodded down the stairs with the enthusiasm of a death row inmate on his way to the electric chair. “Where are we going?” Rhys asked, wrinkling his nose at the bottle of cleaner in his sister’s hands. “That smells like death.”

      Wren clapped him on the shoulder. “You’re going to show me those stones you found in the woods.”

      Isa tilted her head back, worry lines forming along her forehead. “Wren…”

      Wren sighed. “What? I need to see this witch trap. Besides, if this draugen has been using blood to summon this demon or god, or whatever it is, I think we need to know whose blood she’s using. Don’t you?”

      Isa’s shoulders sagged as she gave in. “Yes. I guess so, but be careful, please?”

      Wren smacked a loud kiss onto her lips. “I always am.”

      Wren and Rhys didn’t go straight to Old Mill Road. He needed to burn off some of this anger before he did something stupid. His wolf was too close to the surface. Besides, he wanted to push Rhys a little, wanted to see if he could tire out his wolf. He was surprised at Rhys’s stamina. He kept up with Wren’s brutal pace without complaint, even passing him a few times, making Wren run harder to catch up.

      They were both tired and sweaty when Wren finally let Rhys lead him to the clearing off of Old Mill Road. The stench of blood was enough to make him recoil. There were no other animals for miles. The smell had probably scared them away.

      “Is it the same as when you found it a few days ago?”

      Rhys shook his head, keeping his distance from the stones. “No. That blood is new. The first day there was hardly any, last night there was more, but it had been there awhile. That blood must have been put there last night.”

      Wren squatted next to the circle, leaning in. He picked up one of the dolls, holding it to his nose. The scent of smoke and ash was almost enough to overpower the blood soaked into the wood. Almost. He scraped at the doll, trying to remove some of the soot.

      “Whatever you do, please don’t put that in your mouth,” Rhys begged.

      Wren frowned at him. “Why would I do that?”

      Rhys shrugged. “Ask Tristin. Is it witch blood? Human?”

      “It’s not human. She’s probably siphoning blood from the witches. It’s why they’re getting sicker.”

      Wren stood, dropping the doll back in the pit before taking a deep breath, wiping his brow with the hem bottom of his t-shirt. There was no trace of the scent he’d caught the other night. “Let’s head back. I think this is a dead end.” Rhys turned on his heel, but then Wren stopped him. “Hey, you haven’t said much about your sister and me…” Wren trailed off unsure of how to phrase his question.

      “…getting werewolf married?” Rhys finished. “What’s there to say. It’s already done.”

      Wren knew the boy wanted to drop the subject. Wren understood. He didn’t want to have the conversation either. It was awkward. But there were things he needed Rhys to know, things Rhys needed to hear. He needed to know that Wren didn’t have any hidden motives. “I love your sister. You know that, right?”

      Rhys gave a stilted nod, before he fell silent, kicking at a pine cone with the toe of his sneaker. “Does this make you the alpha now?”

      What was it with the people in this family and their trust issues? “No. Your sister is still alpha.”

      “Oh, okay.”

      Wren frowned, unable to miss Rhys’s baffling disappointment. The boy had fought him at every turn, had told him in a million different ways he wasn’t welcome. Why would he be disappointed that his sister would remain alpha? Understanding dawned, then. While Rhys claimed he didn’t want Wren as his alpha, Wren had treated Rhys as the pack’s left hand and campaigned to get Isa to acknowledge him as such. Finally, Rhys said, “Your sister loves you, you know?

      Rhys just shrugged, picking at invisible lint on his black t-shirt.

      “Seriously. She worries about you all the time. I know it comes across as nagging or disappointment, but it’s because she’s not very good at expressing her feelings.” He looked pointedly at Rhys. “Like somebody else I know.”

      Rhys’s face flushed. “Yeah, okay, whatever.”

      Wren put a hand on Rhys’s shoulder. “Look at me.” Rhys did, though begrudgingly. “You will be the pack’s left hand one day, Rhys.”

      “Yeah, sure,” Rhys said. “Can we head back now. This place gives me the creeps.”
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      Isa scraped off her gloves and removed her apron, taking one last look around. Once satisfied she’d scrubbed everything, she placed her supplies back in the cabinet in the hall. She glanced at the clock for the tenth time, trying not to contemplate why Rhys and Wren still hadn’t returned. She shouldn’t have let them go back out there. It was too dangerous.

      A door slammed above her and then Kai and Quinn were pounding down the stairs, wide-eyed and panting. She snagged each of them by the collar as they attempted to fly past her. “Hey, no running. What’s gotten into you two?”

      “Uh, there’s a Viking in our driveway,” Kai said.

      Isa blinked at the two boys. “What?”

      “There’s a giant Viking in our driveway,” Quinn said louder in case Isa’s hearing was suddenly failing.

      Kai nodded. “He looks like Hagrid. Can we go see him?”

      Isa frowned at them. “No. You stay here.”

      Once outside, she stopped short at the bottom of the front steps, shielding her eyes from the sun as she took in the sight before her. Whatever thoughts she’d had about Wren’s bear shifter friend did not do the man justice. She couldn’t help but stare. The boys were right. He did look like Hagrid. He had to be seven feet tall, and everything about him was broad, from his shoulders to his jaw. The man was enormous.

      She could see why the boys thought he was a Viking. He had long ginger hair that was graying at the temples and a fiery red beard that he’d decorated with two braids and various colored beads. He wore cream colored hiking boots, green Army pants and a utility jacket that looked better suited for a winter camping trip than a summer day in Florida.

      Isa gave a small wave as he trudged towards her, a huge smile splitting his face. When he was close enough, she could see he had bright blue eyes, a broad nose, and a ruddy complexion. Isa liked him instantly. “Oggie?”

      He gave a loud booming laugh. “Aye. You must be Isa?” The gravel in his voice matched his size, but not necessarily his personality. “You’re just as pretty as I thought you’d be, and tiny as a kitten to boot.”

      Isa frowned. She had no idea what to say to that assessment, so she just said, “Thank you.”

      She held out her hand, but he swept her up into a hug that would have crushed any human.

      “Woah. They look just like when the giant ape picks up the woman in King-Kong. Remember?” She heard Kai say from behind her.

      Quinn laughed. “Totally.”

      Thankfully, Oggie set her back on her feet, turning his attention to the boys. “And who might you be?”

      Kai pointed to himself. “I might be Kai, and he might be Quinn.”

      The bear gave another booming laugh. “Well, nice to meet you, boys. I’m Oggie.”

      “What’s an Oggie?” Quinn asked.

      

      “Yeah, what are you?” Kai asked, sounding awed.

      Isa groaned. What was she going to do with him? “Kai, how many times have I told you that you can’t just ask people what they are?”

      Kai dropped his gaze. “Sorry.”

      “S’alright. I’m a bear.”

      “Cool,” both boys echoed in unison.

      She shook her head with a laugh. “Come on in. Wren should be back any minute. He went for a run with my brother.”

      The man ducked as he entered and Isa had this sudden irrational fear that her furniture might crumble beneath him. She pushed the thought away as she ushered him into the living room, gesturing to the sofa, which seemed like the sturdiest furnishing at her disposal.

      “Can I take your jacket?”

      “Thank you,” he said, shucking off the oversized coat, revealing a t-shirt and a long-sleeved button-down flannel.

      “Aren’t you warm?” she asked.

      “Nah, I’m fine,” he said, waving her off as he settled on the sofa.

      “Can I get you a drink?” she asked, suddenly unsure how to behave in her own house.

      “Do you have any chocolate milk?”

      Isa wasn’t sure why she was surprised at this point. “There’s five kids in this house. We’ve always got chocolate milk. Kai, will you get our guest a drink.”

      Kai nodded. “Sure.”

      Quinn followed behind the boy noting, “I didn’t know bears drank milk, did you?”

      Kai scoffed. “Totally.”

      Isa stifled a laugh. There was the sound of footsteps on the stairs, and then Tristin and Neoma were leaning down from the sixth step, trying to sneak a peek at the man without actually showing themselves.

      “Girls, get down here. Don’t be rude.”

      Tristin entered first, dragging Neoma behind her. They’d clearly been playing dress up. Neoma was still sporting a purple feather boa, and a garish shade of bright red lipstick that clashed with her lime green dress and Tristin wore a white sun hat and a long strand of fake pearls over her red sundress.

      “Is that you, Neoma? Why you’re practically a grown up. I haven’t seen you since you were a baby.” Neoma blushed, looking away with a smile. “Still a shy one. What about you. Who are you?”

      Tristin walked right up to the man and thrust out her hand. “I’m Tristin.”

      Oggie laughed again, engulfing her tiny hand in his. “Nice to meet you.”

      The front door opened and closed and then Wren was entering the room. He was drenched in sweat and smelled like the woods. “Oggie, man, glad you’re here.” Wren shook the man’s hand. “I trust introductions have been made.”

      “Aye.”

      Wren gestured to Rhys, who stood, hovering in the doorway. “This is Isa’s brother, Rhys. He’s the pack’s future left hand.”

      There was no way her brother could see the look exchanged between Wren and the bear, but Isa did. At Wren’s words, Oggie stood with effort, walking to Rhys with his hand extended. “Oh, well, this is an honor. Pleased to meet you, Rhys.”

      Isa wanted to cry at the way Rhys stood a little straighter, shaking the man’s hand firmly. Wren had done that. With one gesture, Wren had solidified Rhys’s place in the pack, something she hadn’t managed in six years.

      For the next twenty minutes, Isa and the children made small talk with Oggie while Wren and Rhys took their showers. She learned that Oggie and Cain had met as teens when Oggie was traveling through Europe hunting something called the Black Shuck, which Oggie likened to a hellhound, only not as nice.

      When Wren returned, he took the chair beside her, reaching for her hand and intertwining their fingers, before launching into everything that had happened over the last five days. When he finished, he said, “Oggie, I hope you can help us.”

      The older man scrubbed a hand over his beard and Isa tried not to smile. It was the same thing Wren did when he was stressed. “Well, the thing of it is, I can only tell you what I’ve learned over the years from your mother. She may hate Cain, but she’s still loyal to a fault. You know that.”

      Wren deflated against the back of the chair, but Isa sat forward. “Anything you can tell us might help.”

      “Well, I can tell you that it was a birthmark on Neoma’s hip that made your mother call for Cain the day you found Neoma.”

      Wren frowned. “I’ve never seen a birthmark on Neoma.”

      “No, you wouldn’t, would you. Your father had the witch hide it.”

      “Hide it? Why?” Isa asked.

      Oggie looked at the children before turning back to Wren. “There are things I know for sure, and things that are pure speculation but I’ve had my suspicions for some time now.”

      Wren swallowed hard. “Which are?”

      Oggie shifted his weight forward, dropping his elbows to his knees and clasping his hands together. “What do you know of the fae?”

      There was an excited gasp from Tristin whose hand shot up. When nobody acknowledged it, she waved it around. Oggie chuckled, but Isa sighed. “Yes, Tristin?”

      “The fae world is separated into three realms and two factions: the dark and the light fae. All fae blood is magical, and the fae used to be our friends until the witches started hunting them so they could use their blood in spells. The fae closed the door between our worlds eight years ago, but nobody knows why, but it’s probably cause of the witches.”

      Oggie nodded. “Smart girl.”

      “What are you saying, Oggie?” Wren asked.

      “About seven years ago, your father came to me with a business proposal. Said he’d come into a product and he wanted to sell it. He knew my work gave me connections all over the globe, and he wanted me to help him set up a supply chain. When I asked him what this product was, he was sketchy, but when I told him I wasn’t risking my reputation on fantasy, he told me he’d come into possession of some pure fae blood and had a line on how to get more.”

      “That’s a crime,” Quinn whispered.

      Oggie nodded, voice grave. “Aye. I told him he was crazy. That even possessing fae blood was a crime and a capital offense. If we were caught, it would be a death sentence. He said it was worth the risk, and that the blood he had was not just fae blood but the blood of a fae royal. Witches would pay him anything he asked for even just a drop, he said. I tried to reason with him. I even went to your mother. I thought she could reason with him. But I was wrong.”

      Isa could feel Wren’s palm damp against her own, smell his dread and anger, but she didn’t know how to comfort him. “What happened?” she asked.

      “A year later, I heard through a friend that Cain was making a name for himself in the underground. He wasn’t just selling fae blood; he was selling rare ingredients, even bodies. He’d used this fae blood to barter with magic dealers overseas for items rarely seen over here. Dried dragon scales. Basilisk venom. Witches were paying your father top dollar for him to negotiate on their behalf. I confronted him, but he denied everything. I knew he was lying. So we parted ways. I couldn’t spend my days fighting monsters and my nights drinking with one.”

      Isa sensed the truth in Oggie’s story. It was too similar to the rumors she’d heard from Alex. She’d told Wren what she’d heard, but it wasn’t the same as hearing it confirmed. “Did you hear anything else after that?”

      “This I heard from your mother, so this I can tell you is fact. Things came to a head when you were overseas. Your mother didn’t know about your father’s secret life as an underground dealer, so she couldn’t know he had Dylan running product, acting as a go-between. But then Dylan met a girl; a witch named Ruby. Alis didn’t trust the girl from the start, but Cain said she just hated witches. But your mother was right; she just didn’t know it at the time. Ruby was a blood junkie. That’s how they met. She turned Dylan into a junkie too. Had him so twisted up over her, that he started stealing from your father’s customers just to get his next hit. And then one day he got greedy and shorted the wrong people.”

      “What happened?”

      Oggie sighed. “Cain’s customers demanded satisfaction. They gave your father an ultimatum. Magna or Dylan.”

      Wren squeezed Isa’s hand. “What about them?”

      “They told him to make a decision. One of them had to die.”

      Wren rubbed the back of his neck. “And my father chose Magna?”

      “Your father refused to choose. So they chose for him. Dylan was in the wind, so they killed Magna. Your father was so distraught; he confessed everything to Alis. Everything except where he got the blood.”

      “What does this have to do with Neoma?”

      “Well, this is where the speculation comes in. It seems to me; it’s an awfully big coincidence that you found an elemental in the woods alone and a year later your father suddenly comes into pure fae blood.”

      “You think Neoma is a pureblood?” Wren asked, voice raw.

      “You think Neoma is fae royalty?” Tristin whispered, looking at Neoma with wide eyes.

      “That mark your mother found…Every fae born will eventually bear the mark of their tribe. It dictates their status. Nobody knows more about the fae than your mother. She studied them for years before the Grove revoked access to the books on real magic.”

      Isa tried to wrap her head around it. “But, hiding a pureblood is a crime. Why would anybody risk that?”

      Wren sat quietly for so long, Isa wondered if he’d gone into shock. “My father would risk it if he saw the bigger picture. If he realized what he could get from her.”

      Isa had to ask, “Do you really think your father was selling Neoma’s blood?”

      Wren nodded, looking at Neoma with sad eyes. The girl, for her part, didn’t look any more distressed having heard the news. If anything, she seemed relieved. “Do you remember the holes in Neoma’s arms. The ones that Hadley said were the oldest scars, the ones that had been used repeatedly? My father could have been bleeding Neoma almost from the beginning and, with Magna’s help, nobody would have known…not even Neoma.”

      It was Rhys who spoke then. “If Magna is our draugen, she’d probably be pretty pissed at him after she died. The draugen said Dylan tricked her, maybe she went after him, and he offered her Neoma’s blood in exchange. It’s magic, right? Maybe Dylan told her it would heal her?”

      Isa picked up her phone. “I’m going to call Gen and have her close the restaurant. We need her and Hadley over here so we can find out if Neoma’s pureblood status was one of the memories that Ezri took from her.”

      Wren just nodded. He looked wrecked. “Okay.”

      She grabbed his hand. “Hey, she’s never going back there, okay? I promise. One way or another, this ends tonight.”

      Oggie smiled. “You found a good one, boy.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

          Neoma

        

      

    

    
      “Neoma, do you know what we’re trying to accomplish today?”

      Neoma nodded, taking a shaky breath. “You want to know if Ezri ever said anything about me being a real faery.”

      Hadley smiled, cupping Neoma’s face with soft hands. Neoma closed her eyes. She liked the witch’s hands and the way she smelled like vanilla and sugar. “Normally, I wouldn’t try to guide you through this, but today I’m going to see if we can find a particular memory. Just try to remember that none of what you see is actually happening. Okay? It’s just a memory.”

      “Okay.” She glanced at the others sitting in her circle. The whole house was sitting on the floor with them, even Oggie. “Is everybody going to remember with me?”

      Wren squeezed her hand. “Yes, sweetie. We are all going to be right here with you.”

      Neoma looked across to Tristin who smiled at her with excitement. “This isn’t going to be scary. It’s going to be cool. You get to find out where you came from.”

      Kai nodded encouragingly. “Yeah, this is like your origin story. You’re like a superhero.”

      Neoma smiled too. Superheroes face scary things every day. “Okay. I’m ready.”

      Hadley nodded. “Everybody hold hands and close your eyes. We’re going to do this just like last time. Okay, Neoma?”

      “Yes.”

      “I want you to focus on your breathing. Breathe in for five seconds and breathe out for five seconds. Try it with me. Ready? In.” The room took a collective breath. “One, two, three, four, five. Out. One, two, three, four, five.”

      Neoma gasped, her vision swimming before her eyes. She was no longer in the living room but running up the path to Ezri’s house.

      She hadn’t heard Dylan coming this time. He’d surprised her. Her heart slammed against her ribs as she ran. She wasn’t going to make it to Ezri’s house before he caught her. Not this time. Why couldn’t he just leave her alone? She should have known he’d come for her. There was nobody home to protect her. She should have gone to Ezri’s right away but she’d found the most perfect stone, and she’d wanted to spend just a few moments feeling it’s warmth and energy. Now it was too late.

      She could feel him closing in. She could hear the sound of his panting as he ran. He was so much faster than her.

      Hadley’s voice interrupted, echoing in Neoma’s head. “He can’t hurt you. This is just a memory.”

      Hadley’s words didn’t help. It didn’t quell the terror crushing her lungs as she ran. She shouldn’t have looked, but she couldn’t help it. She had to know how close he was. She didn’t see the root across her path, only felt herself falling. But she didn’t hit the ground. Gentle arms enfolded her, pulling her tight against the wall of the old shed, whispering, “Don’t move.”

      Neoma froze in Ezri’s arms. Dylan would find them. Ezri’s caramel hair stood out against the peeling white paint. No matter how still they held, he could see them. The sun was still out.

      “Forsvinne.”

      Neoma didn’t understand the young witch’s word, but it carried weight, displacing the dirt and dust at her feet in its wake, just as Dylan broke through the trees, partially shifted, scanning the two houses, eyes narrowing as he looked right at the two of them. Ezri’s hand slipped over Neoma’s mouth, cutting off the whimper that escaped.

      “Neomaaaa...” he taunted. “I can smell you. I can hear your heart beating. I can hear two hearts beating. Is that you, Ezri? You can’t hide her from me forever, little sister. I’m doing her a favor. Do you hear me, Neoma? I’m doing you a favor. I know you don’t want me to take you back to her.”

      Neoma’s mouth tasted like copper, tongue sticking to the roof of her mouth as she tried to quell the shaking in her limbs. Ezri was shaking too. Dylan was getting closer. Neoma buried her feet in the dirt, wrapping her hands around Ezri’s. The older girl understood immediately, threading their fingers together as she added her power to Neoma’s, and they did their best to mask their scent and their heartbeats from the wolf.

      Neoma pulled that power up through the souls of her feet, while Ezri whispered a spell in her family’s native tongue. When Neoma opened her eyes, Dylan was right in front of her, back to her, staring at his father’s house just next door. “Where are you, you little bitch?” he muttered to himself.

      Ezri kept whispering, and Neoma did her best to supply her with the energy needed to complete the spell.

      Dylan kicked a crushed tin can in front of him. “I’ll find you!” he shouted.

      Neoma smiled. He didn’t know where they were. He was blind to them. He stormed off in an angry huff. Only when they were sure he was gone, did Ezri take Neoma’s hand and lead her inside.

      The moment Neoma was inside, she relaxed. This was the only place she was ever truly safe.

      “It’s never going to stop, is it? He’s going to keep taking my blood.”

      “Not if you tell Wren.”

      “I can’t. If I tell, she’ll come for me. She told me she’d kill him. She’d kill the girls. She just wants me.”

      Ezri didn’t ask who she was; she knew all about the monster in the horned mask. Neoma didn’t like to talk about her. She knew the demon was in her head, always listening, always waiting for an opening to talk to her. She had to keep her mind quiet, keep the things she loved hidden from the monster.

      “Tell me the stories about the Valkyrie again.”

      Ezri sighed, crawling onto her bed and patting the spot beside her on the comforter. “How about I tell you a different story? A story about the fae.”

      “Faeries?”

      “Yes. But you can’t tell anybody else this story, okay? Not Dylan, not Cain. They can never know this story.”

      “Why?”

      “Because if they heard this story, they’d know that the one my mother told them eight years ago was a lie and they might get angry.”

      “Okay.”

      Ezri stretched her legs out and plopped a pillow in her lap. Neoma laid her head on the pillow. Closing her eyes as Ezri stroked her forehead. “There’s a world that exists just beyond ours, a world that consists of three realms and two ruling classes. The Seelie: the light fae, and the Unseelie: the dark fae. The two classes have warred since the beginning of time, fighting to rule the three realms.

      “Years ago, a fierce warrior named Cathal Morganach of the Ohrenthral clan, took the throne and for a time peace reigned in the three realms. The Seelie King was a just and fair king and his bride, Sorcia, was not only fair of face but fair of heart, equally loved by their people.

      “But the Queen had a twin sister, Etain, who shared her fair face but not her pure heart. Etain’s heart was black as night, filled with envy, coveting everything her sister had. But Sorcia could not see her sister’s black heart. She loved her sister as fiercely as her sister hated her. Etain lived within the castle walls, enjoying all the spoils her sister provided. The finest fabrics. Jewelry. Decadent foods. But still, she wanted more. She wanted it all. She wanted to be Queen.”

      Neoma shivered. Ezri looked down at her and smiled. “This isn’t a happy story.”

      “Keep going,” Neoma begged.

      Ezri nodded, letting her eyes drift closed. “Within the castle walls, lived a man named Amandan. Amandan was a trickster, a dark fae living among the Seelie as the court’s fool. But Amandan was no fool; he was a monster in disguise. A monster with a beautiful face and lightning in his hands. A monster who could kill with a simple touch. Amandan was known for his expensive gloves, made of the finest black leather, and embroidered with threads of pure gold. The others at court mercilessly teased him for his vanity, not one realizing those gloves were the only barrier between them and the gruesome death of his touch.

      “Amandan, like Etain, coveted all that the King and Queen possessed. He befriended Etain, seduced her, convinced her that the kingdom could be theirs. And so, they hatched a mad scheme. Amandan would help Etain murder her sister so they might swap places. She would become the Queen, desolate upon learning of her dear sister’s death. All Etain had to do was fool the king long enough to become with child, once the royal heir was secured, should the King meet with an untimely demise, the Queen was free to marry whoever she desired. She would rule until her death, at which time her son would take over.

      “For months, she watched, studying her sister’s gestures, voice, mannerisms, everything she needed to fool the king. When Amandan declared Etain ready, she lured Sorcia into his clutches, delivering her a painful death when all Sorcia had ever done was love her. Etain became her sister, slipping seamlessly into the king’s life and his bed. But, in all her studying of her sister, she’d failed to notice one important detail...Sorcia was already pregnant.

      “Etain panicked. The king was leaving; he would be gone for months. She would have to feign a miscarriage, trick her new husband into believing she’d lost the baby. But Amandan had another idea. He would put his baby inside her, fooling the king and accelerating their timeline. Once the child was born, the king would befall the same fate as his beloved wife, and Etain would marry Amandan and together, they would raise their child as the false king of the three realms, ruling by his side.

      “Etain did become pregnant quickly with the help of a witch who ensured they would birth a boy child and when the king returned, he was none the wiser. Etain’s pregnancy went as planned and months later she gave birth to a healthy baby. A baby girl. While Etain was distraught, the king was pleased and named the child Sorla, after his mother.

      “Amandan was infuriated, he hunted down the witch and slaughtered her without a second thought, feeding enough current through her that blood seeped from her eyes and ears. Etain and Amandan were in agreement; they couldn’t dispatch the king until she delivered a male child. But by this time, Amandan was insistent that Etain have his son, not the kings. A girl child was of little use to him. He wanted the heir to be his, not the king’s, even if the only people who knew were just the two of them. But Etain had grown tired of Amandan and his scheming. Each day she was with the king, she only wanted him more. Yet, Amandan was dangerous, so she did what was necessary to ensure no child would come from any union she had with him, all the while ensuring that she spent each night in the arms of her king.

      “But Etain had made yet another mistake. In her attempts to attain an heir, she forgot that she was playing a role, she forgot that her sister would never ignore her child to chase the dream of an heir. She didn’t realize the King was playing a role too. That of a devoted husband. While Etain ignored Sorla every day, the King was enthralled by her. Her fair hair and sky blue eyes were exactly like her mother’s, but the king suspected that her mother was not his beloved Sorcia but her sister, Etain but he couldn’t let on until he was sure. A situation like this would breed unrest, and his enemies always had eyes on him, watching for any opportunity to upset the peace he’d created after years of turmoil.

      “When Sorla was barely two years old, a mark appeared, the mark of Sorla’s people. A mark that should have declared her a member of the Ohrenthral clan. But the mark she bore was the mark of the Dubshlaine: the dark tribe. Sorcia and Etain had been from the sea tribe, the Muirenn. The king had long suspected Etien was her mother, but he’d never doubted that Sorla belonged to him. He loved the Sorla just as he would have loved a child of his blood. But Etien had to go.

      “While the king plotted to quietly remove his wife’s imposter from his kingdom, there was another who had grown suspicious of Etien and her motives. Amandan was not a fool; he knew Etien had fallen for the king. She was lying to him, playing with him, attempting to manage him until she could find a way to dispatch him for good. But Etien had no idea who Amandan truly was. Had no idea that he was the son of the clan leader of the Dubshlaine. He’d been exiled by his father and now intended to use his child as a bargaining chip, offering her up to his father to force the king to step down.

      “Amandan sent a message to the dark tribe. He professed that the king was a fool and that the woman the three realms called queen was not the Queen at all but her sister and that the child the king doted upon wasn’t his but Amandan’s and bore the mark of their tribe as proof.

      “When word of the scandal broke throughout the three realms, Etien couldn’t live with her shame; she threw herself from the tower room into the sea below. The kingdom turned on the fair and just king. A king who could allow such things to happen under his nose without suspicion was not fit to rule. War erupted as clans of the three realms went to battle for the throne.

      “Amandan came for his child, his once useless progeny, only now useful for the mark she bore. But when he arrived in the nursery, he found his child missing. In his final heroic act, the king had taken the child, a child he loved as his own, and brought her to the doorway between their world and ours, sending her through the portal before sealing it shut forever and inadvertently banishing his false child to a life of misery. For though the king’s intentions were good, no pure fae child belonged on this side of the veil. Their blood was pure magic and a beacon for supernatural creatures everywhere, creatures who would use her for their own nefarious purposes.”

      Ezri fell quiet and Neoma craned her head up to look at the girl. “But what happened to the little girl? What happened to the king? What happened to the fool?”

      Ezri smiled. “Neoma, that little girl is you. You are Sorla Morganach, the false heir to the Ohrenthral court.”

      Neoma felt a heaviness in her chest. “My real parents were liars and murderers.”

      “That’s who they were…that’s not who you are. The King saw you for who you were. He risked everything to save you.”

      “How do you know all this.”

      “My mother was a witch. Your story is well documented in the Grove’s archives. They’ve been looking for you for years, but there was no way to know which door he sent you through. You were out there alone for seven months before Wren found you. Nobody knows how you survived. You just…did. Alis recognized the symbol as a fae clan, but my mother knew the whole story, a story which she lied about to get your father to keep you.”

      “Why?”

      “Because my mother realized your true value. She thought that Cathal might one day reclaim the throne and the window might reopen, and if that was to happen, you were her golden ticket into the fae world. She didn’t know that Cain wanted to sell your blood and nothing she did, short of killing him, would stop him. She tried to make it as painless as possible. She’d feed you a tea to make you sleep; she’d take your blood, hide your scar and you’d never know. It was only after my mother died that Dylan became involved.”

      Neoma tried to speak, but everything grew hazy, just as before and then she was back in the living room, swaying as she tried to reorient herself. The first faces she saw were Tristin, Kai and Quinn’s. They stared at her, mouths gaping.

      Finally, Oggie cleared his throat. “Why don’t you kids go upstairs and give the adults a few minutes to talk.”

      Rhys had been completely silent up until that moment, his face contorted. “But why? We already know everything. Shouldn’t we know the plan?”

      “This isn’t personal. That creature is squatting in Neoma’s head. She’s pulled each of you in at least once. If you know the plan, there’s a very good chance that she’ll know the plan. It’s best you let the adults chat.”

      Neoma didn’t want anybody else fighting over her. “It’s okay. Let’s go upstairs. I don’t think I want to know anymore anyway.”

      As she stood, Wren snagged her hand. “Listen. Ezri was right. Just because your parents weren’t good people, doesn’t mean you’re not. In fact, you’re pretty close to perfect.”

      Neoma nodded giving no indication of the voice that echoed in her head.

      You’ll never be free, little fae. The supernatural world will hunt you for the rest of your days. You endanger everyone of them just by existing in this world. The best thing you could do for them is die.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

          Rhys

        

      

    

    
      Rhys took the others to his room. He didn’t know what else to do. It was like they’d come from a funeral. Everybody was emitting this strange aura of fear and shock. Neoma was oozing sadness out of every pore. It was driving his wolf insane. It was too close to the full moon. His wolf wanted to break free, wanted Rhys to give up control so it could keep watch over the others.

      Nobody spoke. What were they going to say? Being a pureblood was probably the worst possible thing you could be in the supernatural world. The Grove wanted to imprison you. The witches wanted to bleed you. Supernatural creatures of every sort tended to gravitate towards you like a beacon. Truthfully, it wasn’t that much different from being a resident of Belle Haven.

      As soon as they’d entered the room, Neoma had placed her hand on the wall beside his door, like she was feeling for…something. Rhys sat on his bed, snagging the small navy blue and gray pillow that lived smashed between his other real pillows, clutching it to his chest. The twins collapsed onto the floor with Quinn, who snagged Rhys’s math textbook, thumbing through it like he just needed to keep busy.

      Neoma didn’t move at first. She just stood, hand on the wall, a vacant expression on her face. Then she began to walk, slowly, carefully, circling the room, fingertips never leaving the wall. When she reached Rhys’s bed, she only stepped onto his mattress, walked the length and then stepped down on the other side. She didn’t acknowledge the others in any way. Rhys wasn’t even sure she knew the others were even still there. She just kept walking. Maybe she was having some kind of breakdown. He wouldn’t blame her if she were.

      “Who’s she talking to,” Tristin whispered, narrowing her eyes at the girl.

      Rhys just shrugged. Neoma wasn’t talking to anybody. No actual words were coming out, but her lips moved like she was in a silent movie. A strange shiver of unease rolled over him.

      On the second pass, Quinn set down the textbook, shoving his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “What’s she doing?” he asked hesitantly.

      Kai shrugged, again looking to Rhys before saying, “I honestly have no idea.”

      “She’s freaking me out,” Tristin whispered.

      When she stepped onto the bed the third time, Quinn scrunched up his face, eyes closing like the day they were in the woods, like he was trying to recall some information just out of reach. Just as Neoma’s hand was about to land back at the beginning, Quinn’s eyes flew open. “No! Stop her.”

      Rhys tried, but it was too late. He didn’t know what Neoma had done, but he felt that pulse, that wave of magic that makes a person feel like they are in a vacuum, ears popping, the staticky smell that happens after a lightning strike. The energy of a spell completed.

      Tristin looked around, fear creeping into her voice. “What just happened?”

      Quinn was staring at Neoma like she was a monster, face contorted. “A barrier spell. Three full circles widdershins—counter-clockwise.” He said, almost as an afterthought.

      “What does that mean, Quinn?” Tristin asked.

      “It means we’re trapped in here.”

      Rhys scoffed. “What?” He walked to the door, turning the handle. Nothing. It wouldn’t budge. He yanked on the door, rattling it on its hinges but nothing happened. He banged with his fists, yelling. There was no sound of quickening heartbeats. No sound of five adults running to their rescue.

      There was no sound at all.

      Tristin made a distressed sound as she looked to Neoma who stood in the center of the room, arms extended, palm out, staring at the ceiling. “What is she doing?”

      Neoma looked straight at Tristin, her left hand snapping closed tightly.

      Tristin exhaled like somebody had ripped the air from her lungs, clawing at her chest. “I can’t breathe,” she gasped.

      Kai crawled towards his sister. “Tristin, what’s happening?”

      Neoma’s head listed to the right as her right hand shut and Tristin screamed, the hands that were clawing her chest, moving to cover her ears. The adults had to hear that. Isa had to hear Neoma’s screaming. But nobody came.

      “Make it stop. Oh, God. Please. Make it stop!” Tristin was rocking, mouth contorting as she clutched at her ears, tears rolling down her cheeks.

      But it didn’t stop. He had no idea how to help Tristin. Her eyes looked bloodshot, and there was blood rolling down her throat, but Rhys couldn’t tell if it was from her nails or whatever was attacking her. “Grab her arms before she really hurts herself.”

      All they could do was try to hold her arms and legs to keep her from tearing at her skin as she thrashed against them, screaming loud enough to call Rhys’s wolf to the surface. There was no fighting his shift, his claws extending, bones shifting under his skin as his teeth broke the surface of his gums. Kai and Quinn exchanged worried glances but said nothing, doubling their efforts to keep Tristin still as Rhys let go. He couldn’t risk cutting her. He looked to Neoma, who still stared straight ahead, pupils dilated, head lolling on her shoulders like a broken doll and one thought echoing on repeat in his head…they were all going to die in there.

      Neoma opened her palms. Tristin’s body went limp, her head falling against Kai’s arm as she gave a sharp sob, clearly still reeling from the attack. Neoma’s head snapped upright, blank expression morphing into one of terror, her chin quivering as she whimpered. “I didn’t do that,” she whispered. “That wasn’t me.”

      “Neoma, what’s happening?” Rhys asked.

      She looked to Tristin, now curled on her side. “She wants you to bring me to the stones. All of you. She says if you don’t, she’s going to take turns torturing each of you until you do. She says I’m hers.”

      “Why is she doing this?” Quinn asked, petting his hands through Tristin’s sweaty hair. “What does she want?”

      Neoma looked miserable. “Me. She just wants me.”

      Rhys growled low. “She can’t have you.”

      Tristin groaned, curling into the fetal position, guarding her stomach. “No, no. Please, no more.”

      “She’s not going to stop, and she’s not going away. Just take me to her, and she’ll let you go.” Kai and Rhys exchanged worried glances, but Neoma wasn’t finished. “She says you have sixty seconds before she starts melting Tristin’s insides.”

      Rhys didn’t know what to do. He didn’t get what she was trying to prove. She didn’t need them to bring Neoma to her. She clearly could get to her and them anytime she wanted. So, what was her end game? What did she want with them?

      Neoma started counting. “Ten, nine, eight…”

      Rhys hated this feeling of helplessness. What was he supposed to say? “Fine. We’ll do it,” he snapped, claws biting into his palms as he fought the rage coursing through him.

      “But we can’t just hand over Neoma. She’ll kill her,” Quinn said.

      Neoma looked to Quinn. “You need to let me go.”

      They all looked at Neoma like she was crazy. “What?” Tristin whispered.

      “When we get there, you need to let her have me. If I’m dead, this whole thing is over. Cain can’t sell my blood. The Grove won’t try to take me away. The draugen will move on, and the rest of you are safe. I was never supposed to be in your world.”

      Rhys shook his head. “Neoma, that’s not true. None of what you’re saying is true. You’re supposed to be here. We’ll figure all the other stuff out later. It’s going to be fine.”

      Neoma shivered. “Just take me to the stones…and go.”

      Rhys had no intention of doing that. There was no way he was going to leave her to die but what Oggie said earlier was right. The worst thing he could do was tell Neoma his plan. “Okay. If that’s what you want.”

      “What? No!” Kai and Tristin said together.

      Rhys held up his hand, giving each of them a long look. “It has to be this way. If this is what she wants…then we’ll do it.” They each looked at him cryptically but nodded. “You guys need to go get dressed, quietly. We’ll meet in Tristin’s room in ten minutes. Go.”

      They each stood. Kai carefully helped Tristin to her feet. Quinn tested the door knob timidly. It turned without issue.

      When the others left, Rhys opened his closet, shoving his legs into his baggiest jeans and snagging his blue flannel shirt off the hanger. He dropped to his knees, rifling through the clothing littering the floor and displacing his shoes until his hands closed around what he was looking for, a thin oversized nylon bag.

      There used to be tons of them lying around the house. Isa had used the bags for a promotion at the restaurant last year. There was nothing particularly interesting about the bag. It was black with the restaurant’s logo in yellow and two little strings that allowed you to cinch it closed and wear it like a backpack. Rhys couldn’t imagine ever using such a thing, so he’d thrown it in the closet, where it sat forgotten, sitting among his Star Wars collectibles and dirty clothes until just then.

      He grabbed the bag and the shirt and headed towards his sister’s room, sneaking along the hallway like a criminal. He turned the knob on her door slowly, opening it an inch at a time before easing inside. One misstep could spell disaster. The item he needed lay at the very back of Isa’s closet, on the top shelf. If it was still there. He prayed it was still there.

      He made it into Isa’s room and then into her closet without doing anything stupid like tripping over a shoe or knocking over her hamper. He let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding when he saw the long, intricate wooden box on the top shelf. It was still there. He stood on tip-toe and winced as he slipped it carefully from its home, walking it to the bed before he opened it.

      Inside was a huge knife with a wicked sharp blade, and a carved wooden handle. It had once belonged to his mother. He had no idea what its purpose was or what his mother had used it for. To Rhys, it looked like a really expensive machete, but he didn’t care as long as it could sever the head of a draugen. He was almost positive his mother wouldn’t have minded.

      He slipped the blade inside the nylon bag and pulled the strings over his shoulder before slipping on his flannel shirt. He turned to look at himself sideways in the mirror. It wasn’t completely inconspicuous, but it was dark out, and there would be a lot going on, and there was no place else to hide it.

      Rhys wished he’d had time to practice. It would have been nice if Wren’s training session that morning had been less about life lessons and more about how to properly kill an evil bloodsucking monster. He had no idea how to chop off somebody’s head, but he had to believe having a giant ass knife couldn’t hurt. The backpack didn’t make the weapon easy to access, but they didn’t have any other options.

      He met the others in Tristin’s room. Her window was already open, but they stood by, waiting for him to lead them. Tristin leaned against the wall, her arms crossed over her chest, eyes still red and swollen. She didn’t look hurt, but she was still shaken up. Neoma stood away from the others like she was no longer one of them. This was a mess.

      “Are we ready? I just want to get on with it,” Kai griped, moving to hook his leg over the window sill.

      Rhys grabbed Kai by the arm and Kai looked at him, staring at the wolf’s hand. “Come here for a second.”

      Kai let Rhys lead him to the other side of the room where he stared up at Rhys in confusion. “I hope you aren’t dragging me over here to, like, apologize for all the times you’ve been a total dick because then I know we’re going to die out there.”

      Rhys rolled his eyes. “Don’t make jokes. This is important. I need you to go last.”

      Kai started to get angry. “Why are you always trying to protect me? I kicked your ass earlier.”

      Rhys’s nostrils flared; his wolf so ready for a fight—any fight—but Rhys pushed it back down, relieved when his wolf relented. “Just shut up and listen. Neoma’s ankle is still healing. Tristin’s still freaked out. Quinn is…well, Quinn is Quinn. I need you to help them down from up here in case I need to catch any of them if they fall. Four out of the five adults in our house have supernatural hearing. Remember?” Kai’s shoulders sagged. “I also need you to walk at the back of the line because that demonic deer is still wandering around out there and somebody needs to watch our backs.”

      Kai nodded. “Okay.”

      “Okay.”

      Rhys was about to walk away when Kai said, “We’re going to be alright, right?”

      Rhys was grateful Kai couldn’t hear his heartbeat as he lied. “Yeah, we’re all going to be fine. I promise.”

      Once the five of them were standing outside Tristin’s window, Rhys realized they would never make it down the trellis without making a sound. Instead, he climbed to the edge, letting himself hang for a moment before dropping to the ground. From there it became a matter of Kai helping the rest of them over the edge and Rhys lowering them down. It felt like it took hours, but was probably only minutes.

      Overhead, there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. The moon looked huge, full but for just a sliver. For once, Rhys was grateful that his wolf was lurking just under the surface. He had too much adrenaline firing through his system to feel much emotion. Instead, he focused on his senses. His eyes glowed, pupils blown, allowing him to see much farther than his human eyes. If he tipped his nose into the air, he could separate and catalog even the faintest of scents.

      He kept Neoma close by, not only out of fear but necessity. Hadley had managed to take away some of the pain and swelling, but she was still walking with a limp from their encounter with the draugen. Rhys had no plan. He just had a weapon. If this monster gave him an opportunity, he had to take it. If something happened to him, he had the greatest chance of survival. Being a werewolf didn’t make him indestructible, but he would heal faster, and he was much harder to kill. He just needed to make sure the others walked away.

      “You need to go as soon as we get there,” Neoma said. “If you try to attack her, she’s going to hurt you or the others. She says it will be painless if I don’t fight.”

      Rhys’s stomach churned. He wanted this thing out of Neoma’s head. It was poisoning her brain. She sounded…not happy, exactly, but content, like this had been the only inevitable outcome and she’d just made peace with it. “Neoma, you can’t stop fighting her. You can’t let her have control.”

      Neoma sighed. “She’s always had control. I just didn’t know it because Ezri took it from me.”

      Rhys frowned. “What do you mean?”

      Neoma shrugged. “I remember everything now. All of it. It hurts…in here.” She tapped her chest.

      “What do you remember?”

      “I did something bad. Really bad. I’m more like my parents than anybody knows. If Wren finds out, he’ll never forgive me. It’s better this way.”

      “Stop saying that. There’s nothing you could do that would make Wren not forgive you. He’d do anything for you.”

      “I don’t deserve it.”

      Rhys shook his head, opening his mouth to say more when he caught a familiar scent. The smell of death and rot. The deer. It wasn’t close enough to harm them, but it was roaming, close enough to raise the hairs on his neck. “Stay close. We’re almost there.”

      “Like we’d run off?” Quinn muttered, moving nearer to Tristin.

      Just before they arrived at the clearing, Rhys could taste the scent of blood on the air. As they reached the trees surrounding the clearing, Tristin made a startled sound, “Look!”

      The dolls, the draugen’s totems, hung from branches around the clearing, soaked in blood, spinning frantically each time the wind blew. Rhys hesitated, suddenly wishing his sister was there.

      A voice echoed from nowhere and everywhere. “Come, come, children, don’t be shy. I’ve been expecting you.”

      Then she was just there, standing in the clearing, with her snarl of dark hair and her chalk white skin.

      He took Neoma’s hand and stepped into the empty space, silently praying his sister noticed they were missing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

          Wren

        

      

    

    
      Wren helped Isa in the kitchen, pouring coffee into cups as she set out cream and sugar on the dining room table. It was all very civilized for considering they were planning what was, essentially, an assassination. He felt numb. In the last five days, he’d learned so much more than he ever wanted to know about his family. In trying to solve one problem, he’d created a hundred more, and he didn’t have a clue how to fix a single one of them. He set the coffee pot down, rubbing his eyes.

      Neoma was heartbroken. He could see it, He could smell it. She was cracking into pieces, and he didn’t know how much more trauma she could handle. They weren’t going digging around in her brain anymore. They knew what they needed to know about her past and about the draugen. If she remembered more, so be it, but he couldn’t keep putting her through this.

      He didn’t realize he was just standing there until he heard Isa come in from the dining room. He cleared his throat, making to pick up the coffee pot to continue filling the cups.

      Isa’s hand covered his, lowering the pot back to the counter. “None of this is your fault, you know?”

      He sighed. “It sure feels like it is. Did you see her face? She’s devastated.”

      Isa rubbed his arm. “Yes, but she’d have been crushed at any age. She’s more resilient than you think. How are you holding up?”

      He nodded, lacing his fingers through hers, pulling her near. “It’s funny, I’ve known my father was a terrible person my whole life and yet he still managed to be so much worse than I thought he could be.”

      “None of us ever want to see who our parents really are.”

      “At least your parents weren’t child-torturing murderers.”

      Isa eased herself back, licking her bottom lip. “My parents weren’t perfect.” She turned, then, checking to see where the others were before she lowered her voice. “I never told you how I ended up with Kai and Tristin and it’s probably something I should have disclosed before I bonded us for life.”

      Wren felt a small shiver of uneasiness, but he tucked it away. There was literally nothing she could have told him that would have kept him from making her his for life, nothing…not even murder. “I bit first,” he reminded her, relieved when she gave a half-hearted smile. “But go ahead, tell me how you ended up with the twins.”

      She took a deep breath and let it out. “I was sixteen, and my parents had been dead less than a week. I was in shock. Numb. Allister showed up at my door. He said that we needed to talk and then he explained that my parents…my mother…had signed a treaty with the Grove.” She paused looking up at him from beneath her lashes like she was waiting for him to gasp in horror. When he did nothing, she continued, “He said that they’d agreed to use Belle Haven as a sort of supernatural holding cell. He stated that, because of their agreement, from time to time, I might be asked to hunt, imprison or question anybody if Allister, and by extension, the Grove, saw fit. He said the druids essentially owned the Belladonna pack.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I didn’t know what to do. I was barely sixteen. I didn’t do anything. I didn’t say anything. He just dropped that bombshell and left.”

      Wren smoothed his hands over her cheeks. “But he came back.”

      She nodded, her hands playing with the buttons on his shirt as she spoke, “The next day. He showed up with Kai and Tristin in tow. They were so small. I knew who they were. Our parents were all on the council together—back before the council consisted of only witches—but I didn’t really know them. They didn’t talk, just stood there with their dark hair and those huge violet eyes. They looked so scared. Allister sent them off to play with Rhys. When we were alone, he told me that they were prisoners of the Grove and that it was my duty to watch them, care for them, and report to Allister immediately when one or both of them came into their powers.”

      “They couldn’t have been more than…what, five? What could they have done to warrant them being imprisoned by the Grove?”

      “That was my first question. He wouldn’t answer me. He told me it was none of my business. He said we weren’t partners, that I was an employee. So, I asked him how I was supposed to take care of three little kids when I was a sophomore in high school. He said I had a trust fund and that my parents had left me more than enough money to take care of my brother and me—and anybody else, really—for several generations. He said the Grove would provide a nanny, a housekeeper, anything I needed and then he offered to help me sell my mother’s restaurant. He said anything I needed would be mine, all I had to do was raise the two of them along with my brother and keep an eye on this town…just like my parents had.”

      “I’m assuming you said yes, seeing as how they are still upstairs.”

      “Not right away. I had a million questions that he refused to answer and, no matter how much money my parents left me, I still couldn’t fathom how I was going to take care of three kids.” She sighed. “But then he said that if I refused, they would go to the Grove’s facility where they would be treated as prisoners, raised practically in cages, subject to any number of the Grove’s inquisitors. What was I going to do?”

      Wren kissed her then. He couldn’t not kiss her. She was one of the most selfless people he’d ever known. When he pulled away, he pushed a strand of hair from her face. “You did what any decent human being would do. You did exactly what Allister knew you’d do. You saved two kids from a life of misery.”

      “But you don’t get it. By marrying me, you’ve now signed yourself to that same treaty my parents signed. The Grove owns us.”

      “Has the Grove ever asked you to do anything other than take care of the twins?”

      “Just protect the town’s borders. Keep out the monsters that wander into town.”

      “Have you ever wondered if maybe Allister made the whole thing up?”

      Isa chewed her bottom lip for a moment before shrugging, “Maybe, but not enough to take the chance. Besides, the last thing they wanted was for me to marry you. Your father is going to try to ingratiate himself into our pack. He’s going to expect us to answer to him as an elder alpha.”

      Wren hugged her close. “Let’s not worry about Cain just yet.”

      Gen entered the room then, clearing her throat loudly. “Sorry. Just letting you know I spoke with Allister.”

      Isa made a face at Wren, muttering, “Speak of the devil.” She looked to Gen. “And? What’d he say?”

      “He said if we can kill the draugen it should break her hold over the coven, allowing Allister and Alex to put our creepy, deer friend back in his world, where he belongs.”

      “Well, that’s one bit of good news,” Wren said.

      Together the three of them carried the coffee back into the room. Hadley and Oggie were mid-conversation. “I keep thinking about what Ezri told Neoma,” Hadley said. “That only somebody with a pure heart can wield the blade. Do you think that part is fact or just lore?”

      Oggie snorted. “Well, I hope it’s just lore because I can’t think of a single one of us that is that pure of heart. Well, except maybe this one.” He wiggled thick eyebrows at Hadley before kissing her hand. The witch rolled her eyes before seeking out Gen and winking at her.

      “Wren, I think your friend is trying to steal my wife,” Gen joked, before tilting her head and listening intently. “Does anybody else think the kids are too quiet? I’m going to go check on them.”

      Wren had thought about that too. Magic was tricky. There was always a loophole. Some good. Some bad. “Here’s what I can’t stop thinking about. The draugen said my brother had tricked her into drinking Neoma’s blood by promising her it would heal her. I’m a little behind on my fae knowledge, but I thought pure fae blood could heal almost anything. So why didn’t it work?”

      Oggie shook his head. “Nothing can cure death. Seelie blood may have sustained her longer, helped her look more human, but it could never cure her. But Neoma doesn’t have Seelie blood. She bears the mark of the dark fae, the Unseelie. Her blood is essentially poison.”

      “Wait. If Neoma’s blood is poison, how could Cain sell it like a drug?” Isa asked.

      Oggie shrugged. “Any drug in large enough quantities can kill. Cain—that greedy bastard—was selling Neoma’s blood a drop at a time. Rare royal fae blood. Think of it like the Belladonna plant. In small quantities, it can be therapeutic, in medium doses, it’s a psychedelic, but take too much, and it will kill you.”

      Something just kept scratching at Wren’s brain. “This whole time, we’ve been assuming that this draugen had to be Magna. That it was her sister, Freyja who had been the original draugen, the one killed in Norway, but that doesn’t make any sense. Magna is the only one who knew Neoma’s whole story. She’s the only one who would know with certainty that Neoma’s blood couldn’t heal her. So, why would she take it?”

      They all stared at him, dumbfounded until Isa finally said, “Do you think the children misunderstood? I mean, the draugen follows a bloodline. There’s no other person it could be.”

      And just like that, Wren realized that Isa was wrong and it froze the blood in his veins. They’d all been wrong. “That’s not true.” He slammed his hands down on the table, causing coffee to slosh out of cups onto the wood. “Dammit. It’s not Magna. God, I’m so stupid.”

      They all stared back at him, bewildered. Finally, Oggie said, “Well, who is it, boy?”

      Wren swallowed thickly, heart heavy. “Jaelle.”

      Isa’s eyes went wide. “Jaelle’s been dead for what? Sixteen years? How could she survive?”

      Wren was shaking his head. The how didn’t matter. “It’s her. It’s Jaelle. It has to be. It all makes perfect sense, really. Every time any witch spoke against my father, they’d be overcome with a mysterious illness. Just like the people in this town. Magna had to know it was Jaelle. Maybe she was using her as a personal attack dog.”

      Isa nodded. “That’s what Alex said. He said that so many witches got sick in Watcher’s Bend they started calling it Witches’ End. You think that Magna would do that?”

      “Magna was no saint. She helped my father bleed Neoma for years just on the off chance that one day she might be able to use Neoma like some golden ticket into the fae world. I’m right about this. Jaelle is the draugen, and she’s been lurking in Watcher’s Bend this whole time.”

      Gen bounded down the front steps, red-faced, and hair a mess. In her hands was a large, empty box. “They’re gone.”

      “Who’s gone?” Isa asked, face looking like she already knew the answer.

      “The children. They’re gone, and they took whatever was in this box.”

      Isa looked to Wren, eyes flashing gold. “Oh, God.”

      “Where would they have gone?” Oggie asked.

      He knew where they were going. “They went to the clearing off of Old Mill Road. They went to confront her themselves. What the hell were they thinking?”

      “I think, by now, we’ve established that our children rarely think,” Isa muttered. She sounded angry, but Wren could smell the panic coming off her in waves.

      Gen looked to Wren and then Isa. “What’s the plan, boss?”

      Isa looked at Wren. “Chop off her head, rip out her heart, and retrieve our stupidly brave kids.”

      Oggie pulled his keys from his pocket, dangling them in the air. “Well, if that’s the plan, we’re going to need supplies from my secret stash.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

          Neoma

        

      

    

    
      Neoma remembered everything. Those memories beat against her brain like the wings of an insect, loud and biting, until she could think of nothing else. She remembered every conversation she’d ever overheard between Dylan and Ruby, every argument. She remembered every time he’d sliced her with his claws or cut her with his blade. She remembered the million times she’d run from Dylan and the one and only time she fought back. She remembered the blood leaking from his nose and ears.

      She’d been in the draugen’s presence only twice, but she’d lived in Neoma’s head for years, whispering to her as she laid in bed at night, telling her she belonged to her and no one else.  Standing there in this clearing, hearing her voice, not in her head, but spoken out loud, shook something loose inside Neoma, pulling her from her memories. She didn’t want to die, but she couldn’t bear to watch this monster hurt her friends.

      “Let them go home,” Neoma said. “You promised.”

      The draugen smiled, revealing those rows of sharpened teeth. “All in good time, little fae.” She looked worse than the last time Neoma saw her the night before. Large clumps of the draugen’s dark hair had fallen out and even where her hair still clung, Neoma could see her rotting scalp below. It was like she was decomposing. Her chest was sunken, eyes hollow, the thin black shift she wore hanging from shoulder bones that jutted through the barely-there skin. Could she be dying? “I’m already dead,” she said, reminding Neoma that her thoughts were never just her own. “You can’t kill what’s already dead.”

      Neoma knew that wasn’t true, but she kept the thought to herself. The draugen could hear it anyway. Rhys stood beside her, refusing to leave her side. He kept his hand on Neoma’s shoulder like he expected her to bolt, and he kept the twins and Quinn directly behind him. Neoma knew it was useless. Any premonition she’d had about being saved died the moment her memories returned. There was nothing anybody could do for her now. He couldn’t save them all. He needed to let her go. It was either going to be her death or all of their deaths.

      The draugen held out her arm, beckoning Neoma forth with spindly fingers and broken, blackened nails. “Come, child. Let us not delay. We must do this while the moon still waxes.”

      Neoma tried to do as she demanded, but Rhys held firm. “No. Don’t go,” he whispered. “We just have to try to stall her until Wren and Isa notice we’re gone.”

      “The little warrior can’t save you, child. Wren’s not coming to save you. Nobody is coming to save you.”

      That’s what Dylan had said to her, right before she’d…

      Neoma moved, but Rhys forced her back once again, his whisper panicked. “Neoma, please…”

      “I’m growing tired of the games, child. I’ll have your blood, or I’ll have theirs. The choice is up to you.”

      “Take my blood then,” Rhys said suddenly. “Take mine.”

      “No!” Neoma cried. Rhys needed to let her go. “I’ll do it.” He had to understand that this was how it was always supposed to be. She looked at him, his green eyes wet with unshed tears. “It’s okay. You have to let me go.”

      The draugen hissed at Rhys. “You clearly need a reminder of my capabilities. Very well.” She looked to Kai, Tristin, and Quinn in turn. “Eenie, meanie, miney…,”—her finger landed on Rhys— “Moe.”

      Rhys’s hand disappeared as he collapsed on all fours behind her, his hoarse shout echoing in the silence. Neoma watched, hand over her mouth as his facial features began to slowly shift, forehead furrowing, nose elongating, hair sprouting from his pores. She watched in horror, powerless to help, as each of Rhys’s bones began to splinter starting with his fingers. His screams knifed through her, echoing through the quiet of the woods again and again. It was like time had slowed, grinding and dragging out every second of Rhys’s torture. “Stop! Stop it!” Neoma cried.

      The draugen ignored her, speaking only to Rhys. “Do you feel that? Did you ever wonder what happens in that split-second shift from boy to wolf? Very few shifters get to experience the exquisite pain of their shift, so I slowed it down for you. I thought you’d like to see for yourself.”

      Kai dropped to the ground beside him, “Rhys, what can I do?”

      Rhys stopped screaming as soon as Kai touched him, but the tiny, broken sounds he made were almost worse, like his agony was so great that his brain couldn’t even process how to scream anymore, so he just lay there, whimpering, as his body betrayed him.

      “Get-get away from me. I can’t control this.” Rhys snarled at Kai. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      The draugen laughed. “Maybe when we’re done, I’ll have you hunt and eat each of your friends? Wouldn’t that be fun?”

      Neoma could make this stop. She could make it all go away. She forced herself to take a step and then another. “See, I’ll come. I’ll come willingly if you stop hurting him.”

      The draugen stared at Rhys for a moment longer, before she said, “Fine. But don’t think you can trick me. There’s still two more of you I haven’t played with.”

      Rhys curled in on himself, his now human hands clutching at Kai’s leg, as he sucked in great heaving breaths, shivering despite the heat.

      Neoma kept walking, concentrating on just putting one foot in front of the other, heart beating so fast it made her dizzy. When she was close enough, the draugen offered her hand. Neoma stopped to look back at her friends—her family—steeling herself for what came next, knowing what she did was for them, then she faced the draugen and took her hand.

      “Step within the white stones.”

      Neoma swallowed. There was no mistaking the blood staining the stones. Tears sprung to her eyes, but she tried to blink them away. She had to do this. She had to do it for everybody else to be safe, but dread sat heavy on her shoulders, making her movements sluggish.

      She stepped inside. She didn’t know what she’d expected, but there was nothing. She didn’t feel any magic, there was no shock of a spell, no energy pulsing beneath her feet. There was only dried blood over dirt and dead leaves. Somehow that made it worse, like maybe this was all for nothing. Maybe this god would never answer the draugen’s call, and Neoma would just become a part of the forest, the ground swallowing her blood just as it had the draugen’s other sacrifices.

      The draugen spun Neoma, resting those gnarled hands on her shoulders. Neoma could see the others now. Rhys was back on his feet, but Kai and Quinn were holding him up. Tristin was crying. Neoma tried to smile, but her mouth just wouldn’t cooperate. Her stomach was in knots, her palms sweaty.

      Neoma sucked in a startled breath as a blade pressed against her throat, the edge cutting just enough to sting. “Do you give yourself to me? Do you willingly offer up your blood in sacrifice? Will you give him your life for mine?”

      “What?” Neoma’s heartbeat went wild in her chest, tongue feeling too big for her mouth.

      “I cannot take your life, you must give it. You must offer me your throat, profess your willingness to bleed. A sacrifice to a god must be given freely. You must recognize it for the honor it is, or he will not come.”

      Neoma’s chest felt tight, her limbs heavy. She didn’t know if she could do that. She’d die to save her friends but to have to tell this monster—this thing—that she would bleed willingly…she just didn’t know if she could do it.

      “I-”

      “Jaelle, stop.”

      Neoma sagged at the sound of Wren’s voice, a choked sob falling from her lips against her will.

      When Wren entered the clearing, he held his hands high as if to show he carried no weapon but his claws. The draugen’s—Jaelle’s—nails dug into Neoma’s skin, the blade cutting deeper.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

          Wren

        

      

    

    
      “Wren Davies.” Neoma felt his name like any icy wind against her cheek. “Where is your mate? Your beloved?”

      Isa was in the woods with Gen and Oggie waiting for his signal, but she didn’t know that.  “Waiting at home for the children.”

      Wren had a hard time reconciling this creature standing bore him with a girl he’d once loved. He didn’t know how much of that girl was left, but he had to try to reason with her or at least keep her talking, whatever it took to keep her attention off Neoma. He wanted so badly to look at his little girl, to reassure her that he was going to save her. He was going to make this right. He would keep her safe at any cost. But he couldn’t risk drawing Jaelle’s attention beck to her.

      Jaelle’s gaze flicked to the kids standing just at the edge of the clearing. “Oh, you can have the others, but this one…this one’s all mine.” She wrenched Neoma closer, and Wren’s jaw tightened at the whimper that left her lips. He was going to tear this bitch apart.

      Wren looked at the kids. They looked pale and exhausted, but otherwise intact, at least physically. He caught Rhys’s eye. “Take the others back to the house and stay there. No matter what. Everybody’s waiting for you. Do you understand?”

      Rhys looked to Neoma, and Wren could feel the boy’s fear and sadness, could feel him fighting his instinct to not abandon his pack. Finally, he dragged his gaze back to Wren, giving a sharp nod, before putting a hand on Tristin and Quinn, steering them towards the trees. “Let’s go.”

      Wren didn’t stop holding his breath until the four of them were out of sight. Gen was out there, he reminded himself, waiting in the woods to take the kids back to the house where she and Hadley would keep them safe.

      He turned his attention back to Jaelle who still held her blade against Neoma’s neck. She was terrified, trembling, but she held still, trusting that Wren could save her. She looked so small, so delicate, even compared to Jaelle. His wolf was fighting him, trying to force him to shift, to fight. But he needed to stay in his human form. Somebody had to take her head. They may only get one chance.

      “Jaelle, you need to let her go. You don’t have to do this.”

      Her laugh was raw, like two sheets of paper rubbing together. “Jaelle died a long time ago. This is all that’s left.”

      “That can’t be true. Some part of you has to be in there somewhere.”

      She bared her teeth, and Neoma cried out as the blade dug deeper. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      He took a step forward, making sure to keep his hands in the air. When she didn’t stop him, he moved closer, slowly, hoping to distract her with his words. He could smell Isa and Oggie, they were close, but not close enough. “I remember everything you went through. I saw what Dylan did to you. I know he broke your heart, and I understand why you would think he tricked you into drinking Neoma’s blood, but it’s not true. Summoning this god isn’t going to heal you. There’s no cure for death. Your mother must have told you that?”

      Jaelle paused, tilting her head. “Magna? What does she have to do with anything?” Her gaze snapped to Wren’s feet, still moving. She tightened her grip on Neoma. “Don’t come any closer or I’ll slit her throat, consent or not.”

      Wren stopped moving, trying to piece together her confusion. “I know Magna forced you to kill for my father. To make them sick. All those witches. I know that was her doing.”

      She wheezed, each word sounding painful. “Forced? I’m not that girl you remember. That sickly, sad girl. Death was a kindness for that girl. She was weak. Do I seem like somebody who can be forced to do something? I made those people sick because I knew it would throw suspicion on Magna, put her on the Grove’s radar. I thought for sure they’d see her burn for turning on her own kind.”

      Wren processed that bit of information. “Why would you want to see her burn?”

      Jaelle’s face contorted. “This is all her doing. She did this to me. All of it.”

      Wren hesitated. He didn’t want to make her angrier, but he didn’t understand her rage at Magna. “What did your mother do to you?”

      “Don’t call her that. Don’t ever call her that. She wasn’t my mother. Freyja was. Did she not mention that to little Ezri when she spun her tale of two tragic sisters? Did she leave out the part where my mother died with me in her belly? Did she forget to include the part where my father chopped off my mother’s head while my aunt carved me straight from her body? Where she literally forced her breath into my dead lungs until she heard me cry? I was never meant to live, so I was granted only half a life. She did that to me.”

      Wren paused. He could hear Isa moving in from the South and Oggie coming in from the North. Somewhere out there. He prayed the children had made it to Gen. “But Magna, she loved you. Wasn’t she only trying to save you?”

      The hand that grasped Neoma closed, squeezing until Neoma cried out, trying to wriggle from her grasp. “Magna loved my mother. Couldn’t bear to lose any part of her. She never expected that I’d be sick. She never loved me. She hated that I was weak. She hated that I was this half dead, half living thing, nothing like my powerful mother. Why do you think she was so angry when she found out I was pregnant? She said I would only go on to infect another with our curse…so she drugged me, slit my wrists and left me to bleed out in a bathtub. I could do nothing but lay there waiting to die…I couldn’t save myself, but I managed to save my child.”

      Wren stopped listening to the sound of Isa and Oggie prowling closer, giving Jaelle his undivided attention. “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying I was a much better witch than my mother ever was. I spelled my child into her womb knowing that while she’d sacrifice my child, she’d never give up her own. She thought Ezri was hers…hers and Cain’s…but Ezri was mine. I watched and waited, baiting the Grove, hoping to get rid of Magna once and for all. When that never happened, I went with a different approach. I placed Ruby in Dylan’s path. I knew he’d never resist a witch. Just like I used her grandmother to get you here to this town pulsing with magic.”

      Wren blinked, Jaelle had brought him here? “So it was all you. From the beginning? Even Ezri? Did you kill Ezri?”

      “The Grove killed Ezri, but I nudged them in the right direction. The Grove inquisitor was easy enough to manipulate. They’d been dying to punish your father for years…bring him down a notch or two. Send him a message that he wasn’t their equal. Burning a child at the stake drove the point home for him and any other shifter stupid enough to contemplate lying with a witch, don’t you think?”

      Tears stung the back of his eyes, voice raw as he asked, “Why? Why her? Your own child?”

      There wasn’t an ounce of remorse as she shrugged. “She was working against me. Hiding Neoma, protecting her, even after what she did.”

      Wren was fighting to keep up, but none of this made any sense. “Neoma? What did Neoma do?”

      Jaelle paused. “Oh, that’s right. You don’t know. Tell him, little fae. Tell him what you did.”

      Wren couldn’t help but look to Neoma. “What does that mean?”

      “Tell him, little one. You don’t want to die with a guilty conscience.”

      When Neoma spoke, she dropped her eyes to the ground, voice shaking. “I killed Dylan.”

      Wren felt like his breath had been punched from his lungs. “What?”

      Jaelle grinned. “She put her hands to his head and shot about thirty thousand volts through his brain. A little trick she picked up from her real daddy.”

      Wren closed his eyes, his fury almost instantaneous. Dylan was lucky he was dead. How could he have put Neoma in that position? Wren knew what it was like to have to take somebody’s life to save your own. But Neoma…she was a baby. She should never have had to make that choice. Dylan robbed her of everything. Her innocence. Her childhood. He’d stolen her ability to feel safe. He wanted to revive him so he could kill him again, slowly.

      When he opened his eyes, Neoma looked stricken, tears rolling down her cheeks. “Neoma, honey, I’m not mad at you. I’m mad at him. I’m mad at Dylan. He did this.”

      “This is touching, but we’re out of time.” She snagged her bony fingers in Neoma’s hair yanking her head back. “Tell me you give me your blood freely.”

      Wren felt like his heart stopped beating, his words sticking in his throat. “Neoma, don’t do it.”

      Neoma looked at Wren. “I’m sorry.” She closed her eyes. “I give my blood freely.”

      “Yes,” Jaelle hissed.

      “No!” Wren shouted, but it was swallowed by the snarl that ripped from Isa as she launched herself at Jaelle, fully shifted, eyes glowing red. She hit Jaelle hard, jaws closing on her wrist, knocking Neoma to the ground. Neoma crawled away, trying to protect herself.

      Wren ran towards Isa and Jaelle, looking to Neoma. “Run. Go! Find Gen, she’s waiting. Find the others.”

      She gave him one long look and then bolted for the trees.

      Wren picked up the knife Jaelle had dropped, testing its weight. “Isa!” was the only warning he gave but it was enough. She relented, releasing Jaelle and bounding away. Wren swung the blade. Nothing happened. He’d made contact. Struck home. He’d felt the resistance. But still, she stood.

      “You’re not pure enough to kill me. None of you are. You all have blood on your hands.”

      Isa attacked once more, going for Jaelle’s throat just as Oggie broke through the trees, swatting at the draugen with one massive paw. Wren weighed his options. Isa and Oggie were holding their own, but they couldn’t last. Should he shift and try to help or take his chances with the knife once more?

      There was the faint snapping of a tree branch to his left. Wren saw him then, crouching just beyond the tree line. Rhys. In his hand, was the blade he’d taken from Isa’s closet. Could Rhys do it? Should he let him try? He might be their only shot. Wren didn’t doubt Rhys’s pure heart, but he didn’t know if Rhys’s aim would be true. It took a lot to swing a blade that size; it took strength and force to sever a person’s head from their body.

      Isa yelped and Wren snapped his head towards the fray, his wolf breaking free as he saw Isa crumpled at Jaelle’s feet, blood oozing from a wound on her hind leg. Isa tried to stand, but stumbled, whimpering. Jaelle was free. She raised a hand, closing her fist. Oggie yowled, his limbs moving strangely like he couldn’t stand.

      Wren ran at Jaelle, claws out, hoping to break whatever hold she had over Oggie, but she was too quick. She forced him to his knees at her feet. “You were the good one, Wren. You were always too good for that family. It’s a shame.” He could feel his throat tightening like some invisible noose around his neck as she stared at him with those fathomless black eyes. He could feel Rhys, could sense him prowling closer, but he knew that there was no way she wouldn’t hear him coming. He wanted to tell him to stay away, to run, but no words would come.

      Wren froze as Neoma’s voice rang through the clearing. “Stop!”

      Jaelle’s head jerked up, a smile spreading across her face. Wren didn’t stop to think, he just drove his hand through her chest, gripping her rotting heart in his hand. There was the sound of sneakers bounding over the ground and a forced exhale.  Wren could just make out Rhys swinging the blade, hands choked on the grip like a batter at home plate.

      There was the sickening sound of flesh slicking over flesh, and then Jaelle’s head hit the ground with a dull thud. Wren ripped her heart from her chest, dropping it from his hand almost immediately, ensuring the thing was dead before running to check on Isa.

      Oggie shifted back into his human form, looking down at the carnage before him, chest heaving and laughter in his eyes. “I didn’t think that bitch was going to go down. That was something.”

      Rhys crouched next to his sister, while Wren checked her over. There was a deep laceration over her hip, but it hadn’t hit an artery. He just needed to get her home and cleaned up. Rhys nudged Wren, pointing to Neoma who still stood, hovering at the edge, finger in her mouth, eyes unsure. Wren’s heart twisted. “Stay with your sister.”

      Wren closed the distance between him and Neoma, crouching before the little girl both relieved to see her and annoyed that she hadn’t listened. She could have been killed. “I told you to run.”

      Neoma shrugged, eyes still on the corpse in the clearing. “I did…but then I ran back.”

      Wren wrapped his arms around her, hugging her until she squeaked, before picking her up and carrying her back to the others.

      Oggie came out from the woods, fully dressed. “I’ll take care of the cleanup. You tend to your family.”

      Wren didn’t have it in him to argue. He just nodded.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

          Isa

        

      

    

    
      
        Day 6

      

      Isa refused to stay in her wolf form, despite her injury. She needed to talk, to speak, to wrap her arms around the children. She did concede to letting Wren carry her home, though begrudgingly. Rhys and Neoma didn’t say much on the walk back, but she couldn’t help but smile when she saw Rhys holding the little girl’s hand. He was a perfect choice for the pack’s left hand. He’d done exactly what was needed, even though she knew he must have been terrified.

      The last thing Isa expected to see when they returned home, was a large black SUV sitting in their driveway. Wren immediately tensed, arms tightening around her. “Rhys, take Neoma in the house. Use the backdoor. Don’t unlock it for anybody but me, Oggie or your sister. Do you understand?”

      Rhys’s eyes widened, looking from Wren to the vehicle. “Yes, sir.”

      Two men stood on their front porch, in the middle of a heated debate, clearly unaware of their approach. She recognized the first. Allister. He stood, arms crossed, a smug smile on his face. She didn’t know the other man, but she knew based on Wren’s body language this must be his father.

      He looked much like Wren, same height, build, coloring. Unlike Wren, his hairline had receded, and he’d let himself go a bit in the middle. He wore khaki’s and a button down shirt and was much angrier than Allister.

      When his father spotted him, his eyes flashed blue. “Well, look who’s here.”

      Wren set Isa down gently on the porch swing before turning to his father. “Cain? What are you doing here? It’s the middle of the night.” Wren said, voice wary.

      Cain was red-faced and sweating, clearly infuriated as he glanced at Allister. “I told ya you’d be seeing me soon. I came here to talk to my own son. Instead, I’m being blackmailed.”

      Isa’s heart tripped looking at her mate. He was exhausted. There were bags under his eyes, and his face was drawn. If Cain challenged Wren, Isa would have to intervene, and Wren would never let her do that for him, not with an injury.

      Allister smiled at the other man. “This isn’t blackmail; this is a gift. You knowingly harbored a pureblood in your home for eight years. You used that child’s blood to supply countless witches with fae blood for the purpose of using blood magic. Each offense on its own carries a death sentence. Yet, the Grove has agreed to let you keep your pack and, most importantly, your head. In exchange, you forgo all rights to the child. You agree to never set foot in Belle Haven again. You relinquish all rights to the Belladonna pack. The Grove has been more than generous. But, if you feel this is an unfair request, I can simply have you arrested and put before the conclave.”

      A shiver rolled over Isa at Allister’s words. What was he saying? Would he try to take Neoma? Would he turn her over to the Grove?

      Cain stared long and hard at Allister before turning his eyes to Wren. “I knew you were a coward, but I never thought I’d see the day a son a mine would let a witch fight his battles for him.”

      Wren sighed, shaking his head. “Go home, dad. We’ve all had a really long day, and I just don’t have it in me to waste any more energy on you.”

      His father’s lip curled in disgust. “You’re banished. I’ll have you brought before the elders. I’ll make sure you never inherit the Black Thorne pack.”

      Everything went quiet, all eyes turning to Wren, to see his reaction. But Wren only looked at her, a smile playing at his lips. Isa couldn’t help but smile back just a little. His father didn’t get Wren at all. “Go home, Cain. We’re done here.”

      The man’s already red face went purple at his son’s casual dismissal. He stood there for a long moment and Isa’s pulse thudded heavy, muscles tensed as she waited to see what the man would do. He lifted his hand like he was going to strike Wren but then dropped it. “You’re not worth it,” he growled before storming from the porch and slamming his car door with enough force to rattle the glass in the windows.

      With one threat taken care of, Isa turned to the other. “You can’t have Neoma. I’m too injured to fight you, Allister, but believe me when I tell you. You’ll never get her from us.”

      Allister shook his head, tsking, “Isa, what kind of man do you think I am? Don’t answer that. I would never take a child from her family. She’ll stay right here, in this town—in only this town—just like Kai, just like Tristin. Do you understand? Everything will continue on as it’s been. Agreed?”

      Isa looked to Wren. His jaw flexed, and Isa watched him swallow hard before he nodded.

      “Agreed,” Isa confirmed.

      “Excellent. Now, I’m off to check on my coven so we can go…deer hunting. Have a wonderful evening.”

      As soon as they were alone, Wren fell into the swing next to Isa. “Well, after the week we’ve had, that seemed almost a bit anti-climactic,” he told Isa, tone conversational.

      She kissed his shoulder. “Let’s go inside.”

      Hadley and Gen waited in the living room with the kids, who were all chattering excitedly, talking over each other. Isa and Wren took turns hugging each of them, doing their best to listen as they each tried to recall their own experience of the events that transpired, none of them getting it exactly right, but close enough.

      After a while, Gen waved the two of them off. “We’ve got the kids. We’ll keep an eye on them.”

      Once upstairs, Wren led Isa into their bathroom where he undressed her slowly, almost reverently, placing open mouthed kisses to each part of her as it was revealed to him. He was making her crazy, her body responding to his maddening torture in as pain sizzled along her flank. She was sweaty and covered in dirt, but that was not deterring Wren in the least. She hissed in pain as he slipped her jeans and panties down her legs, lifting one and then the other to rid her of the final remnants of fabric. He skimmed his lips across her belly, kissing each of her hipbones in apology. Isa’s hands clenched spastically in his hair, not sure if she wanted to pull him up or push him lower.

      Isa shivered as Wren stood. “I think we need a shower,” he murmured, already reaching inside to flip on the water. Just his voice had her body aching with need. “You know, to clean that cut on your hip.”

      She swallowed hard but smiled, her hands reaching for the button on his jeans. “Why, Wren Davies, if I didn’t know any better, I’d say you’re trying to seduce me.”

      Wren grinned, clearly remembering their reading session. “Why Isa McGowan…whatever do you mean?”

      When the water was the right temperature, he finished undressing with a quickness Isa found amusing and then he was walking her backward into the water, keeping his strong arms around her for support. As the liquid worked over their bodies, Isa couldn’t help but let her hands and her mouth roam over his chest. When she ran her tongue over one flat brown nipple, he moaned, turning her away from him but not before giving her a disapproving look. “We can’t. You’re hurt.”

      She might have taken it personally if the evidence of his arousal wasn’t pressed against her ass. She reached behind herself, gripping his thighs, dragging him against her until he groaned. “I’m not that hurt,” she whispered.

      She moaned as his lips brushed across his mark on her shoulder before he gripped her hair in his hand, pulling her head to the side to bite along the column of her neck. “You’re going to be the death of me,” he muttered as he released her and stepped back. Isa’s shoulders sagged with disappointment, but it was short lived as rough soapy hands began to work over her body with a thoroughness that had nothing to do with hygiene. When his hand slipped between her thighs, she gasped, pushing herself into his touch.

      A low rumble escaped his lips and suddenly all the panic, all the fear she’d faced an hour ago, came rushing back. She could have lost him. He could have died. They could have died, and she’d never see him, never touch him, never hold him again.

      “I was so scared,” she whispered suddenly, leaning back against him, gripping his arm tight.

      Wren’s growled at her words, then he was turning her, lifting her like she weighed nothing, his body sliding into hers in one graceful motion that had her crying out. There was nothing gentle or hesitant this time. She could only cling to him, her hands clenched in his hair and her legs around his waist as he drove himself into her deeper, harder, like he was on a mission, like he somehow needed to prove to himself that they were both still alive, still safe, still whole.

      He was panting against her neck, his voice raw as he said, “Me too. Me too. When a heard you cry out, I thought…” He didn’t finish, his mouth finding hers in a bruising kiss.

      “Your mine. Only mine. I thought I was going to lose you, lose my family,” she babbled, suddenly desperate to tell him everything, now that she still could. “I love you. I can’t picture life without you. I can’t ever lose you.”

      “I love you too, so much,” he pressed the words into her skin, teeth closing over his mark on her shoulder. Then there were no more words, just the two of them clinging to each other, using their bodies to remind each other that they’d survived.

      She didn’t speak again until they were both sated and out of breath. Wren placed her back on her feet gently, his arms still locked around her, mindful of her injury. She clasped his face in her hands, looking him in the eye, heart clenching in her chest as she asked, “So this is it? You and me…for life?” He’d said it so many times before but she needed to hear him say it again. She needed his words.

      His gaze went soft, and he smiled, shaking his head. “Yes. For life. You…me…and five crazy kids,” he agreed.

      She smiled too, picturing a child with her dark hair and his light eyes. “Well, five for now. Who knows what the future holds?”

      He dipped his head, groaning against her neck. “I predict a house filled with kids and more chaos than either one of us could ever imagine.”

      She sighed. “Sounds like a perfect life to me.”
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        The Arctic cold isn’t the only thing with a bite.

      

      The V V Inn has a ghost problem. When the lurking specters draw the attention of Constantine, head of Grim Reaper Services, he calls in the only local who can return the remote resort to its former tranquility, Lisa Carron--resident Alaskan reaper.

      Still new to the death gig, Lisa accepts the job. After all, how much trouble could one ghost be? Once at the hotel, she learns that not only is the inn full of the dearly departed, she'll also be working for vampires. Throw in Asa, a young vamp hot enough to melt the Arctic ice, and Lisa realizes she's way out of her element.

      Asa didn't know what to expect when told a reaper would be working on the property, but Lisa certainly wasn't it. Blond and curvy, she's very easy on the eyes. Tasked with helping her, Asa soon realizes that not only can she provide the dead a peaceful passing, but offer him solace in a way no other woman can.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Lisa

        

      

    

    
      I stare at Constantine, certain I heard him wrong. “What do you mean I have to do this reap alone?”

      He continues to scan the green blips on the radar. I still haven’t gotten used to the idea that those dots are people who are about to die. “Nate is on another assignment and this reap needs to get done—ASAP.”

      Reaping, that’s my job. I’m an Angel of Death, a grim reaper of idiotic spirits for GRS, Grim Reaper Services. People who die in stupid ways are my clients. Lucky me. Nate, my partner, reaps violent criminals. Way more impressive than my job, and more dangerous. Admittedly, I’ve grown to depend on Nate and the thought of doing an important reap on my own is daunting. “Where am I going?”

      “North of Fairbanks, near Coldfoot.” Constantine straightens and looks at me. “These are...special clients. I’m trusting you’ll get this done quickly and quietly.”

      “Special? As in particularly stupid?”

      “Far from it.” He steps past me and heads toward a desk. “The inn you’ll be traveling to is owned by a friend of mine.” He tears off a sheet of paper from a small tablet and hands it to me. “Finesse and discretion are mandatory.”

      I give an unladylike snort. “I’m sorry, have we met? Finesse is not my greatest skill.”

      He places his hands on my shoulders and slowly rubs. Sparks of electricity shoot down my arms. “I have faith in you, Lisa.” My heartbeat quickens. I’ll admit I’ve imagined Constantine and me in a few hot and heavy positions, but I’ve never told anyone. Not even my best friend Vella. There are two problems with my fantasy about Constantine. First, I’m not sure he’s human. Secondly, if he’s not, getting jiggy with him might be like supernatural crack. What if he ruins me for other men? It’s not a chance I want to take. Plus, he’s never offered.

      A sigh slips from me and my shoulders slump. “I’m not getting out of this, am I?”

      He lowers his hands. “Nope.”

      I look at the paper. “The V V Inn. Never heard of it.”

      “It’s very upscale. Only the most elite clientele stay there,” he says.

      I’ve lived in Alaska all my life. There are a lot of expensive remote lodges that serve the wealthy, but I’m surprised I’ve never heard of this one. Not even a mention. “When do I leave?”

      Constantine hands me another sheet of paper. “In three hours.”

      My mouth drops open when I look at the electronic ticket and charter flight information. I give a huff of protest. “I’ve got to make arrangements for the kids. I can’t just drop everything.”

      My argument falls on deaf ears. Constantine stares at me with his beautiful, but unwavering, silver eyes. “You’ll figure it out.”

      When I agreed to be a grim reaper they told me there would be village travel. But I didn’t think I’d be venturing out so soon—and so alone. “I’ll see if my mom can watch the kids.” I fold the flight information and shove the paper into my pocket. “I got this.”

      He gives me a soft punch in the arm like we’re buddies. “I knew you’d come through for me, Carron.”

      “Yeah,” I grumble. “That’s me—reliable.”

      With only three hours until my flight I walk to the elevator, the list of things I need to do already swirling in my mind.

      “Lisa.”

      I glance back at Constantine.

      “Remember, discretion.”

      My brow furrows. “Yeah, I got it.”

      What does he think? I’m going to tell my mom I have souls to reap so I’ll need her to watch my kids? Hardly. When my parents found out I took the plunge and got a job at GRS after my husband died, they weren’t all that thrilled. What would they say if I told them I was actually an angel of death and not a case manager at an employment agency? Either I’d be medicated and committed, or my mother would be. Lying by omission was the best course of action.

      On the way home I call Vella and make arrangements for the kids. I also pull into a convenience store and buy some junk food. It’s a guilt purchase. Yes, I’m not above bribing my kids into compliance.

      By noon I’m sitting on the jet, trying to relax. For some reason this job doesn’t feel right. Why such a rush? Why me? And who are these special clients? I hate not knowing what I’m getting into. Hopefully Constantine’s request for discretion is because the spirit is rich or famous. Maybe I’ll be reaping a sheik or a movie star. My mind delves into all sorts of possibilities. Maybe I’ll be reaping Elvis. Now that would be cool.

      The flight to Fairbanks is uneventful. The airport is packed from all the tourists and I have a hard time locating the charter service I’m to take to the inn. I stare at a small glassed-in kiosk in the far corner. There’s no discernible marking to indicate this is the company I’m to use, or that it’s a charter service at all. But from the vague directions on my instructions this has to be the place.

      I stop in front of the glass. “Hi.”

      A young guy looks up from his book and smiles. “May I help you?”

      “Yes.” I drop my carry-on bag and hold up my sheet of paper. “I’m supposed to catch a charter to the V V Inn. Is this where I do that?”

      His eyes widen slightly and then travel down my torso and back to my face. “Are you sure you’re going to the V V Inn?”

      This pisses me off. Maybe he’s used to wealthy clients that aren’t dressed in capris and flip flops. “Lisa Carron.” I stare at him, as if my name should answer all his questions.

      He checks his computer and then looks back at me, his smile tight. “Yep, you’re on the schedule.”

      No shit, Sherlock. “Great. What now?”

      He opens the door next to the glass and ushers me in, relieving me of my bag as I pass him. “I’ll take you to the lounge and the pilot will get you when it’s time to board.”

      “Thank you.”

      The corridor he leads me down is narrow and rather dark. After a minute he stops at a smooth wooden door and opens it. “You can wait in here.”

      To say I’m surprised when I step inside is an understatement. What I thought would be a utilitarian waiting area turns out to be a plush lounge. So this is how the other half lives.

      Leather furniture is arranged in groupings, making conversation easy. I zero in on the snack bar—mainly the beverages supplies. Everything from bottled water to wine.

      “Make yourself comfortable.” The guy sets my bag on a luggage rack. “There’s snacks and drinks.” He points to a computer. “You’ve even got free internet access. The only thing you can’t do is watch porn.”

      I cock an eyebrow. “Oh darn, how will I spend my time?”

      He smirks and I realize he was joking. Funny. He glances at his watch. “It will probably be about forty minutes until you board. Remote for the television is on the table. Bathroom is behind you. And if you have any questions just pick up the black phone and hit one. It’s a direct line to me.”

      “Thank you,” I say again. I won’t lie, I’m anxious for him to leave so I can enjoy the room. Rarely do I get time alone. Never in such a posh environment. I nod. “I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

      “I’ll let them know you’re here.” He leaves, shutting the door behind him.

      For forty minutes I bask in the luxury of the lounge. Strawberries, honey roasted peanuts, and chocolate wafers. I try to open a cabinet labeled coffee, but it’s locked. No matter, I’d rather have a glass of wine.

      Too soon I’m ushered out the room and onto a plane by a stoic, heavily bearded pilot. He looks more like a lumber jack but in Alaska that’s not unusual. With as few words as possible he gets me settled in one of the eight seats. Besides the pilot, I’m the only passenger. There’s no safety briefing beyond buckling up. I ease forward to look out the window. I don’t love small planes and I send up a silent prayer that we won’t crash. Maybe being a grim reaper on the job gives me added protection—at least I hope it does.

      My stomach does a little flip when the nose of the plane lifts, pulling us into the sky. Fairbanks isn’t a huge place and within minutes we’re beyond the city limits and flying over bush Alaska. Rivers wind across the county side. While still at a low altitude I scan the ground passing below us. Even though they’re tough to spot, I catch a glimpse of two moose in a stand of trees. They look like brown dots and I probably wouldn’t have seen them if one hadn’t been walking.

      But soon we’re too high to make out details so I relax. The flight is just over an hour, maybe two depending on the winds. On a map, Coldfoot doesn’t look that far, but Alaska is a lot bigger than people think.

      The drone of the engines eventually lulls me to sleep. I must have been more tired than I thought because I wake up when the plane banks left, into a pass. I scoot forward to look out the window again. Cabins dot the landscape but when we enter the pass any sign of people disappears.

      The mountains rise on both sides of the plane. Thin waterfalls pour out of cracks in the rock face, dropping hundreds of feet. My stomach lurches slightly and I feel the plane nose downward. I press my face to the window, trying to see where the pilot plans to land.

      A couple minutes later the narrow pass opens to wide tundra. Groves of trees spot the landscape and a river branches to the right. The beauty of the area takes my breath away. I’ve lived here all my life but I never get tired of the scenery.

      I glance down, my eyes rounding. Below the plane is a pack of what looks like wolves. No way, they must be huskies. Maybe somebody at the inn runs a team. They appear a lot bigger than any huskies I’ve ever seen though, but it’s hard to tell from this height. When the pilot banks the plane I glimpse the inn.

      At first I’m not sure what I’m seeing. The place is huge. In the middle of nowhere, sat a long main building with a wing off the back. Dozens of buildings litter the area. Some look like cabins. Others are bigger, maybe apartments. It’s like a hidden wonderland. If this is how the rich and famous live, sign me up.

      As the plane approaches, I wonder what my room will be like. I could handle a few more days of luxury accommodations. We touch down on a wide gravel strip and taxi to a hangar. Several vehicles are parked and I see a man standing near a black SUV, obviously waiting for the plane.

      He’s hot. Not just good looking, but rugged and sexy in flannel and jeans. Just the way I like them. It’s nice to know that even though I’ve been a widow for over a year I’m not dead inside. I appreciate a nice tush or rock hard abs as much as the next gal.

      The plane stops and the engines power down. I stand, slightly hunched and sidle between the seats to the door. After a minute it opens and the Alaskan sunlight streams in. I glance at my phone. It’s nearly seven p.m. That’s another thing I love about summer here, twenty four hours of daylight above the Arctic Circle.

      As I exit the plane the hot guy offers his hand. “Watch your step.”

      I attempt an easy smile and accept his assistance. The last thing I want is to end up face down on the ground. “Thanks.” His hand is hot. Not sweaty, ick hot, but the kind of warmth that seeps into my skin. I ignore the shiver that ripples through me. “I’m Lisa Carron.”

      “Yeah, we heard you were coming.” He let’s go of my hand. “I’m Jon.”

      “Nice to meet you, Jon.” From his tone I get the impression he’s not thrilled about my arrival. Is that because I’m a reaper? I’m not sure how to broach the subject so I just dive in. “So, do you know why I’m here?”

      He picks up my bag from the ground where the pilot set it and walks toward the black SUV. “Yep.”

      I take a couple of skipping steps to catch up with him. “What were you told?”

      “That you were here to take care of our ghost problem.” He pulls the back door open and tosses my bag on the seat. Then he turns and looks at me. I skid to a stop. His eyes, though a beautiful hazel, are unwelcoming. “That you’re some kind of grim reaper.”

      The fact he knows surprises me. “Not some kind of grim reaper. I am a reaper.”

      His brow furrows and he nods. “Okay, you are a reaper.”

      “I know it’s hard to believe but it’s true.”

      “Get in.” He opens the driver’s door and slides onto the seat, shutting it in my face.

      “Okay.” Jackass. I circle the SUV and climb in. We’re silent for a few seconds as he shoves the car into gear and edges onto the road. Tension zings between us. Always one to try and fill an awkward silence I start to ramble. “You may not believe this but the supernatural world does exist.”

      He snorts and looks at me like I’m a complete idiot. “Really?”

      “Yeah, really. I don’t expect you to understand.”

      “Do you even know where you are?”

      I’m not sure what that has to do with anything, but I give him my sweetest smile. “An Alaskan resort for the most—” I lift my hands and make air quotes. “The most elite.”

      He gives me a look crossed between confusion and wariness. After a few seconds he focuses on the road. “Okay, because for a second I wasn’t sure you understood the scope of this.”

      “Don’t worry, Jon, I get it.” I cross my arms over my chest and nod. “Discreet and quick. Those are my orders.”

      We don’t speak again until we reach the inn. It takes all my effort not to gawk and gush at the sight of the building. The place is bigger than I thought, like a ginormous plantation mansion in the middle of bum frickin’ nowhere. Despite the bright sun, the place has an ominous feel. As I exit the SUV I notice the windows are draped or sealed in some way. Maybe it’s closed for the season, which would be weird because summer is prime tourist time in Alaska.

      Maybe the ghost I’m to reap has caused so much havoc they had to shut down the place. I follow Jon up the steps to the sprawling front porch and into the inn. It takes a few seconds for my eyes to adjust, but I see the interior is impressive. Soaring ceilings, wood everywhere, definitely a hangout for the wealthy.

      “Why is it so dark in here?” I ask.

      Jon snickers but doesn’t answer my question. “Asa, this is Lisa.” He drops my bag on the ground. “Seems she’s a reaper and… she’s all yours.” He walks to the registration counter and leans against it, scowling at me.

      “Ignore him,” a male voice says from my right. I turn to see another guy walking out of the shadows. “Jon’s a little short on manners.”

      Wow, he’s drop dead gorgeous. Young, buff, and all Vin Deisel-ish, I think my panties just caught on fire. “Hi.” My voice comes out a little too breathy. When he gets closer I see he’s in his mid-twenties. Suddenly I feel like a cougar. Down girl. “Asa, is it?”

      “Yes.” He strides toward me in a way that makes me think military. Maybe it’s his straight posture. Maybe it’s the fact that he’s sporting a shaved head and wearing dog tags. Stopping next to a wall, he flips on a switch for an overhead light and I get the full effect of the inn’s interior—and him. Both are impressive. “So you’re going to rid us of our ghost?”

      My eyes are drawn to the others in the room. Not people, but spirits. Three that I can see. “Ghosts.”

      “Excuse me?” he says, as if not understanding.

      I take a deep breath. “Do you know you’ve got a lot of dead people walking around here?”
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      She couldn’t have said we have a lot of dead people walking around, right? I glance around the room and then back to the curvy blond. “I’m sorry, what was that?”

      Lisa smiles at me like I’m a simpleton. “That’s why I was sent.” She turns away. “Gorgeous but dumb, just my luck.”

      Even though she mumbles the last part I hear her perfectly. A spark of interest lights inside me. This one’s a firecracker all right. She might be a little older than me, but there’s something about her that’s different from anyone I’ve met in a long while.

      Not like you get out much to socialize up here in the wilds of Alaska.

      Yeah, there is that.

      She speaks slowly, with a hint of humor in her voice. “You. Have lots. Of dead people.” She motions in big circles with her arms. “Walking around.”

      “Let me get this straight,” I say, stifling the urge to snap a comeback that I am indeed more than just a big dumb guy. “You’re saying we have ghosts on the premises?”

      She shakes her head and a tiny snort escapes.

      My gaze travels over the full-figured woman, wondering if she laughs in bed, too. I wouldn’t mind a little laughter in my life these days. I haven’t been with anyone since Joanna last year, and this woman appears ripe and ready. Like she knows what she wants.

      Get your mind out of the gutter. You’ve got a job to do.

      Damn conscience. Shut up.

      Lisa catches me staring. Her cheeks flame red as she glances away and motions jerkily with her chin across the room. Jon and I look in the direction she’s indicating.

      Nothing.

      “The tiny Asian lady leaning against the front desk? She’s got long black hair and looks as fragile as a porcelain doll.” Lisa steps deeper into the mammoth lounge area in the center of the hotel. “There’s a creepy guy with a short white goatee staring at us from near the fireplace.” She gestures with one hand.

      Whirling to her left, like she hears something, Lisa faces the hallway of the north wing. “And you’ve got a serene-looking Indian guy heading toward us from the hall.”

      No freakin’ way.

      My mouth drops open and I glance at the werewolf across from me. Yup. Jon’s jaw is gaping like a caught fish, too.

      Jon recovers first. “Am I smoking crack, or is she describing Emiko, Ivan, and Vikram?”

      Despite the disbelief coursing through me, I can’t think of any other logical answer. Vivian, one of the owners, wouldn’t be playing some long-distance joke on us, would she? Like using her vamp mental skills to project dead people’s images that only this human could see? Nah. Wouldn’t make sense. If she was going to mess with me or Jon, she’d want a ring-side seat while the prank unfolded.

      Viv did say a reaper was coming, but I didn’t have a chance to think about what the hell that really meant.

      “So… you’re able to see three dead people who were killed here this past year?”

      Lisa slowly turns and faces me, her complexion paling. “Did you…” With an unsteady step she walks to the sofa and lowers herself to a deep cushion. She audibly swallows and stares at the floor. “Kill them?”

      “No… no.” I rush to reassure her, moving to a chair across from her. She jumps slightly in her seat. I raise my empty hands in a slow-down motion. “Calm yourself. I’m not going to hurt you. I didn’t kill any of them.” Remembering my time with Emiko in the bowling alley I add, “And one of them seriously kicked my ass.”

      Jon walks to the fireplace, taking a deep sniff of air. “Nothing here, man.” He looks over his shoulder at me. “Are you sure she’s telling the truth?”

      Lisa glares at him and the fire I saw earlier returns. “Now why the hell would I lie, jackass? What do I have to gain?” She shakes her head, disbelief and annoyance clear on her face. “Typical guy. You can’t see it or understand it, so it must be a lie.” She settles back against the couch. “Reminds me of my partner, Nate.”

      Jon’s eyebrows shoot up his forehead and he opens his mouth to retaliate. I shake my head once. It’s not worth it. It’s unclear how much she knows about us or how much she’s likely to believe. But Vivian said she was here to do a job and we needed to support her. That’s what I damn well will do.

      I reach for my travel mug filled with bloodcoffee, using the cup as a prop for casual intro to conversation. “So… how long have you seen dead people?”

      Lisa barks out a laugh. “Cute. Haven’t heard that line outside of a movie.”

      “Okay,” Jon announces. “I’m out of here. It’s your turn to handle the weirdness. Call me if you need me.” The temperamental werewolf strides across the lobby and disappears into the dining area. He’s temporarily moved into Rafe and Vivian’s apartment while they’re tying up loose ends in Argentina.

      It’s been a long summer so far and I can’t wait for the vampire master and her husband to come home. Their arrival will signify a return to normalcy as well as the beginning of fall at our remote resort. Personally, avoiding the sun and traveling through the tunnels gets old.

      “All kidding aside,” I say to Lisa. “I’m serious. I never knew there were reapers in the world.”

      “Isn’t there an old saying about what man doesn’t know about his world could fill the largest library ten times over?”

      I shrug. “No idea. Sounds about right, though. Are you going to answer me about how long you’ve seen ghosts? I am truly curious.”

      Lisa glances into my eyes, uncertainty showing in the dazzling blue depths. “Normally I can’t discuss that.” She hesitates, but apparently sees something in me that encourages her to go on. “I guess I was born with the trait. Another reaper died, my husband as a matter of fact, and I kind of fell into the job. It certainly wasn’t my choice. Then I found out I’d be reaping stupid people. So really not my choice.”

      I lean forward and rest my elbows on my knees. “Fascinating. And what does ‘reaping’ entail?”

      “Well, it depends on the soul. People who die in violent ways are more resistant than happy souls. Sometimes I have to chase them down. Sometimes they go to the afterlife willingly.”

      “So there is an afterlife? I’ve always wondered.”

      “Er… um… yeah. There is. But I really don’t know much about it. I make a point of not getting too close to my porter. He has a tendency to take anybody who gets within reach on a joyride to Hell.” She nervously looks around the lobby. “Why is it so dark in here? And you didn’t cover who actually did the killing of those ghosts I spotted.”

      I stand and motion to the front desk. “Why don’t we get you checked into a room? Neither of those questions has a quick answer.”

      Lisa follows me and listens quietly to Tommy’s directions on where her room is and on some of the inn’s facilities. Thankfully he catches himself and doesn’t mention the protocols on blood donors and the sex-toy basket our paying guests normally receive.

      Jon had carried in Lisa’s bag, so once she’s handed her room key card I grab the luggage and lead the way upstairs.

      “Wow,” Lisa says, eyeing the floor to ceiling book cases encircling the landings that overlook the lobby. “Someone sure likes to read.”

      “The owners collect first edition books. Sure fills up the time during the long Alaskan winter.”

      A tense laugh escapes her. “I prefer indoor target shooting with a .22 pistol. Especially under the influence of alcohol—it’s good for a laugh.”

      Her words sink in and I glance over my shoulder with a raised eyebrow. “Isn’t that dangerous?”

      We arrive at the top and she shrugs. “Only if you’re stupid.”

      I escort her to the largest suite on the second floor, room three. The inn is dead this week—no pun intended. Our busy time is winter and after the botched first attempt of a werewolf hunt earlier this summer we’ve reverted to the normal off-season skeleton staff of thirty. Less people around should make it easy for Lisa to do her ghost-hunting task.

      I stand to the side, allowing her to open the door with her card. A low whistle issues from her pink lips. Such soft-looking pink lips.

      Don’t go there, man. You know it will only end badly.

      “This place is really high end.” She steps in and gazes around at the dark wood and heavy fabrics done in shades of gold. Her attention is drawn to the windows. “Why are there metal shutters?”

      “Do you understand what this place is?”

      “It’s an elaborate—and remote—resort for the wealthy, right? There’s a bunch of places like this scattered all over the state.”

      “Um… Well, not exactly. We cater to a very specific clientele.”

      A smile lights up her face, transforming her from attractive to down-right hot. “OooOoo… that sounds mysterious. Do you need the shutters to make sure they don’t escape?” That cute snort is back. “You know those things are a fire hazard?”

      Momentarily taken off guard by the impulse to kiss her, I stutter my response. “Er…uh…” I point inanely to the ceiling. “There’s a sprinkler system and shit.”

      “‘And shit?’ How old are you? Twenty?”

      I stand straighter and try to look menacing. “Almost twenty-seven.” I wisely don’t add that I look younger due to my condition. “Served five terms in Iraq and Afghanistan.”

      “I can tell.” She smiles again, this one softer with a hint of kindness I haven’t seen in years. “You’ve got ‘bad-ass’ written all over you.” Lisa tilts her head toward the windows. “Still doesn’t explain the severe storm-ready decor. Especially when it’s gorgeous outside.” She moves toward the shutters and pulls back a drape. “Can I open them?”

      Reacting on instinct, I dart forward to grab her wrist as she reaches for the control knob. “No! I can’t be in the sun.”

      She looks down at my wrist, a pointed look on her face. “You’re quick. But do you mind? I didn’t invite the touching.”

      I drop her hand as if scalded. A muttered “sorry” escapes me before I retreat to the door. What the hell was I thinking? She must think I’m a total nut job.

      Rubbing a hand over my shaved head, I’m unsure of what to do or say. I’ve got to tell her what I am so she understands about the sun. She’s a supernatural, too. She must know about all this stuff already, right? “Look… I’m like you. Different than normal humans.”

      “Whoa!” Her attention is drawn to an empty corner. “Sorry, I didn’t notice you there.”

      “Are you talking to me?” I ask.

      Lisa waves a hand at me to be quiet. Frustration bubbles inside as I watch.

      “Was this your room?” She’s silent for a few seconds. “Well, you know you’re dead, right?”

      “Or undead.” I interject. “Depends on how you look at it.”

      “What?” Lisa turns back to me. “Did you just say ‘undead’?” Her head whips back to the corner. “Excuse me?”

      “You see, I’m a vam—”

      “You’re joking. They’re real?” Lisa says in the direction of the armchair. “And what about you?” She gasps. “Oh, no. He did not!”

      “Lisa,” I call her name, hoping to get her attention. Turning her head, she looks at me, wariness in her beautiful blue eyes.

      She opens her mouth to speak exactly as I do. “Do you know someone named Joanna?”

      “I’m a vampire.”
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      I wasn’t sure I heard what I think I heard. My gaze bounces between the female ghost named Joanna and Asa. “Did you just say ‘vampire’?”

      They both nod.

      “Yeah,” Asa says. “I thought you knew.”

      The ghost continues her rant, drawing my attention again. “We were one big happy family.” She paces along the wall. “Vivian’s puppets.”

      I don’t know who Vivian is and at the moment it doesn’t seem important. I’m still trying to wrap my head around the whole vampire thing. “Let me get this straight, you both are vampires?”

      Asa answers. “Yes, but you don’t have to be afraid of me.”

      “Like—” I look at him. “Dracula vampire? As in drink blood, turn into bats, sleep in coffins type of vampires?”

      His brow furrows. “I don’t turn into a bat or sleep in a coffin. But yeah, the blood thing is true.”

      “Oh,” is all I can manage. Sure, why not vampires. I mean, I’m a grim reaper. Plus, I’ve seen guardian angels and an elevator to the afterlife. So of course vampires could exist. Suddenly I feel like the main course on the menu. “Everybody here is a vampire?”

      Asa takes a step toward me. I mirror his action and back up. “No, there are humans and…” He hesitates. “Werewolves.”

      A slightly hysterical laugh slips from me. “Of course, where there’s a vampire there has to be werewolves.”

      “Lisa.” He takes another step toward me but I hold up my hand, halting him. “I know it’s a lot to take in.”

      I want to be cool about the whole paranormal mess I’ve landed in, but I’m not pulling it off. Why would Constantine send me into a den of vampires without telling me first? “Just give me a minute.” I turn back to Joanna. She’s frantic, like a caged animal needing to get free. The urge to grab her is nearly overwhelming, but I’ve never reaped a supernatural being before and have no idea what will happen. “Joanna, do you realize you’re dead?”

      She stops and glares at me as if I just said I am going to stake her. I wonder if that really works on vampires. Since I have no intention of trying, I let that random thought drift away without being voiced.

      “What did she say?” Asa asks.

      “Nothing.” I glance at him. “I don’t think she realizes it.” Impulsively, I reach up to my neck and grip the raven charm dangling from my necklace. Given to me by my familiar, Fletcher, a raven that adopted me, the charm has kept me safe against the effects of my porter’s compulsions. I hope it has some magical properties against the paranormal crazy swirling around the room. “Do you understand me, Joanna? You’re dead.”

      Blunt, but at this point, I’m making shit up as I go along.

      “Dead?” She shakes her head, her short blond hair swinging around her face. “I’m dead?”

      “Yes, but your soul is trapped here.” I inch toward her. “I can help you.”

      Joanna’s attention focuses toward Asa and she points. “He killed me.”

      I stop. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “He killed me after we had sex.” A sob hiccups from her. “He did it…he did it…”

      She appears unable to string coherent thoughts together. I take a deep breath and look at Asa. “Joanna says you killed her.”

      “Fuck.” He places his hands on his shaved head, his eyes wide. “Fuck.”

      “Is that true?” From his reaction I know it is, but I have to ask. “Did you kill Joanna?”

      His shoulders slump and he lowers his hands. “Yes.” Our gazes lock for a few seconds. “But I had to—at least I thought I had to.”

      My gig is reaping people who are already dead. Actually killing somebody has never crossed my mind. Well, except for the cable guy who never shows up when he says he will. Asa’s confession is a lot to process and it takes all my willpower not to run screaming from the room.

      “Okay. Okay.” I blink several times trying to not completely freak out. Vampires, and one of them was a murderer. I am so killing Constantine when I got back to Anchorage. “I have to deal with Joanna first.” The whole reason I’m at this vampire hotel is to reap the souls. I focus on that. Having a purpose is the only thing keeping me sane at the moment. “Joanna.” I edge toward her until I’m within reach. She bares her teeth at me and hisses, just like in vampire movies, but I hold my ground. “I’m not going to hurt you. I want to help you.”

      Her eyes follow my hand as I reach for her, but she doesn’t attack or run. The second my fingers connect, her body relaxes.

      “What are you doing?” Asa says behind me.

      “Joanna and I are going to have a little talk.” I smile at her. “Nothing more.”

      She focuses are me and her gaze is more lucid than before. “I didn’t mean it,” she says.

      “Didn’t mean what?” I have no idea what she’s talking about but I don’t want to alienate her now that I’ve got a hold on her.

      “I wasn’t myself.” She glances at Asa. “Tell him I wasn’t myself. I wouldn’t have harmed her. Well, maybe I would have at the time.” Her confused eyes meet mine. “I feel better touching you.”

      Without looking at him I repeat what she says. “Joanna wants me to tell you she wasn’t herself.”

      A few seconds of silence pass before he answers. “I know.”

      Drawn by the utter desolation in his tone I look at him. “What’s she talking about?”

      “Vivian used Joanna for a time and she—Joanna—went a little nuts. Talked about draining Vivian.”

      “And that’s why you killed her?” Going completely on instinct and what I’d seen in the movies, I suspect Vivian is the head honcho of vampires. Of course Asa would protect his master if she was threatened. The explanation makes sense and gives me the peace of mind I need. At least now I know I’m not in the room with a cold-blooded killer. “To protect Vivian?”

      He nods. “But I shouldn’t have. I should have trusted Vivian to take care of the situation.” He swallows hard, his gaze boring into me. “Tell Joanna I’m sorry.”

      My heart actually hurts for him. There is no doubt he’s been living with a lot of guilt. All I have to go on is my gut reaction, so I decide to trust what he’s telling me. I look at Joanna. “She can hear you.”

      Joanna takes both my hands in hers, gripping them tightly. “Tell him I would have done the same thing and that I’m sorry.”

      A buzz of energy ripples along my skin. Wow, these supernaturals have way more ectoplasmic juice than a human. The sensation hums through my body, giving me a jolt of pleasure and at the same time feels like it’s draining me.

      “She says she’s sorry too and that she understands.” I take a deep breath and exhale. I’m not sure how much longer I can handle the energy she’s pouring into me, or maybe sucking from me, so I decide to move the reaping along. “Hal.”

      “Who are you talking to?” Asa asks.

      “My porter.” I grip Joanna’s hands tighter. “He’ll take Joanna where she needs to go.” I glance around the room but there’s no expanding light that indicates his arrival. “Hal.” The damn porter is so contrary. Showing up when I don’t need him. Not making an appearance when I do. Clearing my throat, I look at the ceiling and holler. “Hal Lee Lewya, get your ass up here!”

      I say up because I always assume he’s mucking around in Hell. It seems to be one of his favorite hangouts. And he’s made it quite clear he’d like to take me for a spin around the ninth circle of Hell just for fun. That’s why I keep my distance. Hal’s last reaper ended up in a mental institution after experiencing one of Hal’s hellish joyrides.

      Five feet from us a thin line of pink light stretches. “About frickin’ time,” I mumble.

      “Is he here?” Asa looks around the room. From his expression I can tell he’s skeptical.

      “You might want to come and stand by me, Asa.” Hal doesn’t seem to have any effect on humans, but vamps might be a different story. “Just to be on the safe side.”

      Asa’s eyes narrow, as if deciding if I’m serious. After a few seconds, he strides to where I’m standing. “I’m not saying I believe you, but—I’m not saying I don’t.”

      “You don’t have to believe me.” I give him a humorless smile. “Doesn’t affect my job one way or the other.”

      The light expands, dims, and an elevator door slides open.

      “What the hell is that?” Joanna asks.

      “That is Hal Lee Lewya, my porter.”

      “Lisa, so nice to see you again.” He bows, tipping his orange leopard top hat at the same time. When he straightens his gaze skates to Joanna. “And what do we have here?”

      Unlike the other times I’ve had a soul ready for him, Hal doesn’t sound all that pleased. “This is Joanna.”

      “I didn’t ask who.” His upper lip curls in a partial sneer. “I asked what.”

      Oh shit, was he seriously going to raise a stink about transporting a vampire? Maybe I was supposed to call a different porter, somebody who had experience with supernaturals. I decide to play it cool and act like I know exactly what I’m doing. “You know what she is so why are you asking?”

      “I don’t do vampires.”

      I would have propped my fists and my hips and scowled at him but I didn’t want to let go of Joanna. So I paste on my best glare. “You’re going to transport this vampire and whoever else I have for you.”

      “Says who?” His yellow eyes peer at me over the top of his tiny round glasses, challenging me.

      “If you don’t take these reaps I’m going to tell Constantine.” My smile spreads and I shake my head. “Never mind. When Constantine hears you wouldn’t transport the souls—souls he specifically sent me up here to reap, I’ll get a new porter. Which is great with me. So, bye-bye.”

      Hal harrumphs and looks at the ceiling. There’s many layers to Hal, more than I could unpeel in my lifetime. But I’ve learned to read him in our short time together. One thing is certain. He’s afraid of Constantine.

      “Fine.” He snaps open a black feather fan and waves it in front of his face. “I’ll reap your vampires, but it’s going to cost you.”

      “Cost how?” No way am I giving up my soul or even touching him.

      “Gold, sweetie. I do this as a specialty, but the ferryman isn’t so accommodating. He requires payment.”

      “I’ve never had to pay before.”

      “You’ve never reaped a vampire before.” He levels his gaze on Joanna. “They take special handling.”

      “What’s going on?” Asa asks.

      “Hal wants to be paid—in gold.” I look at him. “You don’t happen to have some gold bullion on you, do you?”

      “No.” His hand dips inside his pocket and pulls out a circular piece of metal. “All I have is my challenge coin.”

      My dad has a similar coin from his time on the police force. “Is that for serving in the war?”

      “Not really. It’s a symbol for my battalion, the 503rd Infantry Airborne. It’s awarded for excellence. I carried it with me throughout my tours in Afghanistan.” His thumb rubs the embossed face for a second and then he hands it to me. “Maybe this will work.”

      “No.” I can tell it means a lot to him. “We’ll figure out something else.”

      “Take it.” He shoves it at me again. “It’s fitting that I use it to help Joanna.”

      I hold onto the ghost with one hand, but reach with the other and lay it on Asa’s wrist. “Are you sure?”

      Hal’s says, his interest piqued, “What is the young man offering?”

      Asa stiffens and slowly turns. “Holy shit. I see him.”

      “You can?” Nobody but the souls I reap have been able to see Hal. I feel the least I should do is introduce everybody. “Asa, this is Hal, my porter.”

      Hal straightens, and tosses his shoulder length curls over his shoulder. What a peacock.

      “It’s an army coin. Kept me alive and focused while I served.” Asa clutches the small disc to his chest. The action is overdramatic. “Now that I think about it, I don’t want to give it up.”

      I suspect his resistance is all show. This vampire is smart, zeroing in on Hal’s true nature. If he can’t have something, the porter wants it all the more.

      “No, no, you offered and you can’t rescind on our bargain.” Hal leans out the elevator door but is unable to go any further. “Toss it here and I will transport the young lady to her destination.”

      Asa hesitates just long enough to make a good show of it, then tosses the coin to Hal. The porter catches the enameled metal easily. He examines it for a few seconds and smiles. “Yes, this has value because it means something to you.” He looks up, his pleased expression disappearing. “But from here on out I require gold. Charron doesn’t deal in trinkets such as these.”

      I have no clue where we’re going to find gold. Maybe Asa has an idea because I’m not giving up the few pieces of jewelry I own for this job. “Thank you, Hal. I appreciate your cooperation.”

      “I don’t want to go with him.” Joanna yanks against my grasp. “I’m staying here.”

      My body jerks and I nearly lose my balance, but Asa catches me. “Joanna, calm down.”

      She lurches again. “You can’t make me.”

      “What’s happening?” Asa wraps his arms around my waist, holding me steady.

      “Wow, she’s really strong and doesn’t want to go.” I almost lose my grip on Joanna, but tighten my clasp. The pleasant buzzing I’ve been feeling turns to a raw burn. My legs start to quiver and I feel like she’s sucking the life out of me. “Joanna, please stop.”

      Her gaze becomes unfocused and I can tell her lucidity is slipping away. “You can come with me.” She smiles and my blood turns to ice. This is not a woman I’d ever want to be alone with. Suddenly I’m glad Asa is with me. “We’ll go together.”

      “No!” She jerks me out of Asa’s arms and launches us toward Hal. I’m off balance so I can’t stop our forward momentum. Thoughts of being sucked into the elevator send a wave of panic through me. Though I try to regain my footing, she’s too strong. “Joanna, let go!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Asa

        

      

    

    
      I grab Lisa firmly in both hands and yank. It’s as if she’s being drawn forward by an unseen force. With one more tug, she stumbles back against my chest. The freaky door to I don’t know where closes while we watch. My arms wrap around her as I scan every corner of the room. There was no mistaking the panic and fear in her voice, something certainly had her in its grip a moment ago, even if the only thing I saw was the weirdly-dressed guy with the gold eyes.

      “Thanks. That was a close call.” Lisa’s hands are pinned in front of her. “You supernatural types are certainly a challenge to reap.” A nervous giggle escapes her as she flattens her palms against my chest. My slow heart beat picks up, sending blood to areas I haven’t used in quite a while. Good to know all of me isn’t undead.

      “Wow,” she croaks out. “You’re really built.”

      Satisfied the threat has passed, I glance down at the tempting woman in my arms. Her blue eyes stare at me from under spiky blond hair. Do I respond? Damn, she’s cute when she’s flustered. A slow smile spreads across my face.

      “Is that a gun in your front pocket?” she asks, innocence dripping from her tone.

      My fangs itch to descend and I tense. I can’t believe I’m sporty a woody the first time her body connects with mine. Might as well go with it, it’s not like a little harmless flirting will lead to anything.

      “No, darlin’. My gun is strapped to my right thigh.” God, it feels so nice to be touched. “On the outside of my leg.”

      “Oh!” she squeaks. Her hands jerk on my chest and a blush spreads across her cheeks.

      Damn, that just makes me want her more. My canines elongate and Lisa reacts, a shudder traveling down her back.

      Maybe it’s too much for her. I unwrap my arms and step back, putting distance between us. A depressed sigh leaks out of me. “Joanna told you what we are. You’re a reaper, who are you to judge?”

      “Judge? Is that what you think I’m doing? What, a girl gets a little apprehensive when the guy snuggled up next to her has growing fangs and all of a sudden she’s judgmental?” She adjusts her shirt, drawing my eye to her luscious boobs. Lisa catches my look and clears her throat. “Hello? My eyes are up here.”

      I glance to the corner where the glowing door disappeared. Why does this shit have to be so hard? I’m crazy to think a normal woman would want anything to do with me. I mumble “sorry” and sit in a club chair by the shuttered windows, adjusting my semi-hard state absently with one hand. “I don’t blame you if you were judging. After all, I did kill that woman you just reaped.”

      “Hold on now. Joanna said she left you no choice. Was that true?”

      I shrug, and stare at my hands on my thighs. “Vivian didn’t think so. She was pretty pissed.”

      Lisa’s tone sounds contemplative, “She’s the head vampire, right?” At my nod she continues. “Well, it sounds like she acts as a parent to all of you here. I see why she’d be a little bent when one of her charges dies. My daughter was in a car accident last fall and ‘bent’ doesn’t begin to describe how I felt. More like distraught and borderline suicidal. Cut the old gal a break.”

      A grim smile curves my mouth. “I bet she’ll be interested to hear that we truly do have souls.”

      “Was that ever in question?” I glance at her sharply and it’s her turn to shrug. “Hey, how would I know? Who am I to question who has a soul or not? Sure, I’ve read books and watched movies about the ‘undead,’ but what does that term really mean anyway? How are you guys—for a lack of a better word—‘made’? It’s obvious if you have a soul. You were human once, right?”

      Once.

      I wish I still was. There’s so much I’ll never get to have or do now that I’m like this. No family, no children, just me… alone… forever.

      Buck up. You have Eric. And your dad is alive, so is your aunt.

      Yeah, for now.

      I steel my thoughts and push the old issues away. This existence here in Alaska is better than living with my aunt in Manhattan and I know I could be much worse off. My thoughts drift to Afghanistan and my face hardens. Yes, there could always be worse times.

      “Whoa, now.” Lisa pulls me back to the present. “Your face got all spooky distant. Did I say something wrong?”

      I stifle the urge to lean forward and hold her hand. There’s no way she’d want some blood-sucking fiend like me touching her. “It’s not you. I was thinking about when I was turned.” I meet her eyes and see something directed at me I haven’t seen in a long while—compassion.

      “Can you tell me? I’d like to hear how it works.”

      “I was serving my fifth term in Afghanistan.” Hesitation and uncertainty grip me, I haven’t spoken of my ordeal with anyone. “It was… hell.”

      Lisa leans forward in her chair, reaching out a hand and dropping it at the last instant. “What happened?”

      I shake my head, unsure how much I want to relay. “Some parts are a blur. After three weeks in the field, we were on our way back to base camp. All I could think was how much I wanted a hot shower.” The smell of Wet Ones leaps into my mind. “We had to conserve water on those trips and the baby-wipes didn’t cut it for bathing.” My lips turn up at the corner. “My Aunt Cali used to send them by the case. We used the pre-moistened towelettes for everything—from cleaning our guns, scrubbing dust off the windshield, to wiping our—” I catch myself in time. “You get the idea.”

      I risk a glance over at Lisa. She’s listening raptly, no judgment or fear on her heart-shaped face. “It was really dark that night, when we walked into the desert.” The night comes back to me, crystal clear, the memory chilling my slow-beating heart. “We stopped to relieve ourselves, each of us wandering into the darkness twenty feet or so from the humvee.” God, what idiots we were. Thinking we were safe so close to base camp. “I was jumped from behind. It happened really fast. I thought for a second one of my buddies—piling on as a joke.”

      Lisa’s warm hand rests on mine, her hesitant touch more kindness than I expected. I stare at her soft, pale skin, basking in her warmth. “When I woke I had no idea how much time had passed. Some god-awful stench of body odor and rotting meat surrounded me.” The young mother’s hand tightens on my own, encouraging me to keep going. “Worse than mine and my buddies stench, if you can believe that. There was pressure on my chest. And at first I thought maybe I’d been mistaken for dead and was under another corpse, awaiting transit.”

      I quickly meet Lisa’s eyes and glance away, shamed by my fear of that night. “But then the body moved. It took me a moment to realize something warm was trickling down my neck… then I heard a gurgling sound and the shadows came together and I knew. Something was at my throat… feeding on me.

      “I screamed and screamed, my arms flailing at whatever was on top of me. It pulled off my neck and stared into my eyes… and everything went dark again.”

      “Oh God. How awful.” Lisa swallows and tugs my hand away from my lap to hold it in both of hers. “What happened next?”

      I shake my head. “I’m not really sure. It wasn’t until later I learned how a vampire was made. You must be drained to the point of death, with your heart about to give out, then fed blood straight from a vampire for the ‘change’ to occur. Later that night I woke again, this time alone, miles from camp. I had all my gear with me and my chest was covered in dried blood. I checked and had no injuries, even the wound on my neck I thought I had was gone. I used my equipment to stagger in the correct direction toward camp.

      “Eventually, a couple of soldiers on watch found and took me to the infirmary. I was quickly stripped of my clothes while they checked carefully for any wounds. They questioned me and I couldn’t think of anything to say that made sense—who would believe me? It happened to me and I wasn’t even sure what the hell really happened. I was given a bed and told not to leave, they wanted to observe me until my memory came back.”

      Lisa’s thumb rubs over the back of my hand, soothing my jangled nerves. Has any woman cared enough to touch me in comfort since my aunt?

      I want to rush through the rest, and gloss over the details, unwilling to share the agonizing moments when I almost fed from my comrades. That twist of a sickening hunger in my gut for something so disturbing—I wanted to die. If I hadn’t left when I did who knows what would have happened. No, I won’t share those parts.

      I stand, pulling my hand from hers and run the warmed skin over my shaven head. “Once I realized what I was, I left. I didn’t want to kill anyone or risk accidentally turning them into a soulless creature of the night.”

      The reaper cocks her head at me. “You’re being hard on yourself. My husband died in a car accident almost two years ago, which unfortunately left me alone, almost penniless, with our three kids. I don’t know specifically what you’ve experienced, but I understand the pain and confusion of loss. And you’re not so soulless from what I witnessed. Doesn’t that count for something?”

      A new peace fills me at her observation. The same sense of purpose that filled me when I joined the Army almost a decade ago creeps across my awareness. “Yeah, maybe it does.”

      Before we have a chance to say anything else, my phone rings. I dig it out from my pocket and see it’s Vivian.

      “I have to take this,” I say to Lisa. “Why don’t you get settled in?”

      She nods, her big blue eyes so filled with emotion I have to turn away before I give in to the urge to wrap my arms around her again.

      I step into the hall, closing the door behind me, and click answer on the tiny screen. “Yes?”

      “How’s it going so far?” The calm cool voice of Vivian reaches me. “Has she reaped any ghosts?” A note of disbelief colors her question.

      “Oh, yeah. Turns out we do have souls and we’re a little more hard to ‘reap’ than an average human.”

      “Really?” she sounds excited and slightly doubting. “That’s absolutely fascinating. Are you sure? Did you actually see her reaping a vampire soul?”

      “No, I didn’t. I did see the doorway though. But there’s no way she was faking her conversation with Joanna. She said stuff even that John Edwards guy from Crossing Over would never have known.”

      “Who?” she asks.

      Before I have a chance to answer I hear Rafe’s voice in the background. “TV show, liebling. Psychic medium who talks to dead people.”

      “Is that like the Bruce Willis movie you made me watch, ‘I see dead people’?”

      “Yes, dear.”

      Vivian snorts and returns her attention to me. “Okay, so she says we have souls. Good to know. Now what made the ‘reaping’ different than with a human?”

      “Apparently we’re stronger and don’t want to let go.”

      “Figures. Greedy in life and greedy in death, too.”

      “Oh, that’s not the half of it,” I say.

      “How so?”

      “There’s this porter to the afterlife who shuttles the souls to their destination.”

      “Like Charron and the River of Styx?”

      I have no idea who she’s talking about. “What’s that?”

      “The minion from the underworld who used to ferry the dead between the worlds.”

      “Uh, yeah. That sounds about right. Well, he requires payment for supernatural souls. Says we’re more work.”

      “And did you pay him?”

      “I used a battalion coin that I’ve carried since the war. He said it would do, for now. But next time he wants something ‘of value.’ He specifically asked for gold.”

      “I can’t decide which is more amazing—that vampires have souls or that the ferryman is squeezing us for cash. Nope, I got it. Definitely more amazing that we have souls. I’ve always wondered…”

      I hear Rafe laughing in the background. He’s much more used to dealing with my boss’s quirky sense of humor and violent mood swings than I am.

      “This guy won’t take cash, of that I’m certain. Do we have any valuable coins on site, Vivian? I haven’t said anything to Lisa yet, but we’ve had a lot of people die here recently.”

      “Oh yes, good point. There’s a hollowed-out book in the bookshelves on the second floor landing with a few gold coins in it.”

      Who the hell keeps gold at their home? Oh yeah, my crazy vampire boss, that’s who. “There’s got to be several thousand books on the second floor. Can you narrow it down a little?”

      “Hmmm… Let me see… In the reading loft, not on the landings exactly. Black spine in the second bookcase, at the top, on the right wall. Think the book is ‘The Art of War’ and it’s written in French.”

      “Okay, I’ll get it before she does any more reaping.”

      “Good. And Asa?”

      “Yes, ma’am?”

      “You stick to that woman like glue. If she learns anything she shouldn’t, you need to carefully remove the knowledge from her mind before she leaves. Can you do that?”

      The image of staring into those big beautiful blue eyes comes to me, causing a lump in my throat. I will not fail in my job. “Yes, ma’am.”

      A blood curdling scream rips from the room behind me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Lisa

        

      

    

    
      My body slams against the far wall in an effort to get away from the approaching spirit. Creepy doesn’t begin to describe this guy. He’s the one I saw in the lobby, but he looks much more menacing now. White hair and goatee, lanky, and slinking toward me in a way that says he’s got one thing on his mind—taking a sip of Lisa.

      With no knowledge of what vampire ghosts can and can’t do, I try to escape, but he has me pinned in my room and I can’t get to the door. I could run through him, but only as a last resort. A violent criminal passed through me once and I swear I still feel his taint on my soul. No telling what residual effect a vampire would leave.

      He closes the distance and I lunge to the side. Before I can get around him, the spirit grabs me around the neck and slams me against the wall again. I don’t get paid enough to put up with this crap. Instantly his hand tightens.

      “No.” I squeak out. My breath stutters with each painful bit of pressure. “What do you want?”

      A feral smile spreads across his thin lips. “You.”

      My body lifts from the floor. I kick my feet but they go right through the ghost. Now I’m eye level with him. His eyes hold a kind of crazy I’ve never seen. Unlike Joanna, my touch doesn’t seem to have a calming effect on him. Another minute like this and I’ll pass out and crazy vamp will have his way with me. Being a reaper was bad enough. Being a vampire reaper—well that would totally suck.

      I scream as loud as I can. Before I form a coherent plea his mouth covers mine. It’s worse than when creepy Tony kissed me in seventh grade. All tongue and spit. The spirit’s kiss feels like he’s climbing inside me, trying so possess my body. I’m completely helpless. Unable to get free. Unable to breathe.

      Relief washes through me when the door slams open and Asa charges to my rescue. The ghost releases my mouth and cranes his head to look at Asa. He bares his fangs at the intruder, but I’m fairly certain Asa can’t see him.

      I gasp, drawing in a full breath. “He’s trying to possess me.”

      With speed like I’ve never seen, Asa races across the room and yanks me to him. “Who? Where is he?”

      I’m panting, not in a I’m being held by a sexy vamp way, but in a sustaining consciousness way. “White hair, goatee.”

      “Shit.” Asa’s gaze scans the room but obviously he doesn’t see the spirit. “It’s Ivan.”

      The ghost growls and starts toward me again. “He’s coming. Kiss me?”

      Asa’s eyes round. “What?”

      “He’s trying to gain possession of me through my mouth. Kiss me.”

      Without hesitating he drags me to him and lowers his mouth to mine. Sweet vamps that’s nice. For a few seconds I forget about the encroaching danger. Asa’s lips are soft and extremely skilled. I open my mouth slightly to try and speak but his tongue delves inside. Whatever I was going to say can wait.

      My eyes drift closed and his hand slides down to rest against the curve of my butt. I can feel his arousal and for the first time in well over a year I want nothing more than to explore what other tricks this vampire has up his sleeve—or in his pants.

      A cold burn slashes through my arm and I gasp again. The creepy old vampire has a hold of me. Remembering why I’m at the inn, I pull back slightly and speak against Asa’s mouth. “I need to get him to Hal.” I circle my arm and grip the ghost’s wrist. “But we need gold.”

      “Vivian told me where we can find some,” he replies, not letting our lips part. “But we need to get to the correct bookcase to find it.”

      I give a little nod and wrap my free arm around his neck. “We can’t stop kissing or he’ll try to possess me.”

      Beside me the spirit chuckles. “What are you?” he asks.

      I shift my eyes to look at Ivan. “I’m a grim reaper.”

      “Is he talking to you?” Asa asks.

      “Yes.” My lips are still pressed against Asa’s delicious mouth. “He wants to know what I am.”

      “Crazy fuck.” Asa turns us and takes a step toward the door. “Keep a hold of him.”

      I nod and let him guide me out of the room, pulling Ivan with me.

      “You can stop kissing him. I promise I won’t try to possess you.” The ghost’s grip loosens on my arm but I still keep hold of him. “Tell me more about being a grim reaper.”

      I don’t trust the spirit for a second. No way do I want Ivan wearing a Lisa suit, running around the inn killing people. Plus I didn’t want to stop kissing Asa, so I ignore him. We maneuver our way along the hall and toward a reading area.

      “She said it’s a black book. ‘The Art of War.’” Asa stops in front of a towering bookcase. “French version.”

      “I don’t read French.” I angle my body and scan the hundreds of books. “Do you?”

      “A little.” His gaze skates along the collection and then he points. “Up there, but I can’t reach it.”

      “Really, child, this is ridiculous,” Ivan says. “You have my word as a gentleman. I won’t possess you.”

      I don’t trust the ghost but we need the coins. “Okay.” I look into Asa’s eyes. “Grab them—quickly.”

      “I promise I won’t let anything happen to you,” he says.

      “This one is so noble.” Ivan gives a disgusted laugh. “Too much so, I think.”

      Unwinding my arm, I take a deep breath and step away from Asa, praying Ivan keeps his word.

      Asa springs into action and grabs a nearby library ladder to reach the book. “Call the porter.”

      “Hal!”

      Ivan cocks his head. “And what will you do with me now, reaper?”

      “Hal!” Where is that damn porter when I need him? I level a stare at Ivan. My heart beats a thousand beats a minute. Partially from the contact with Asa, but mainly because this spirit is like nothing I’ve encountered. I pray Hal won’t give me a bunch of crap about taking him. “I’m delivering you to the porter. He knows where you go.”

      Ivan’s white eyebrows life in surprise. “You mean Hell?”

      “Not necessarily, but in your case that’s probably a good bet.”

      He throws back his head and laughs. The sound sends shivers through me. It’s maniacal, bordering on down right crazy. After a few seconds he looks at me again. “Well, you know what they say, you go to Heaven for the climate—”

      “Yes, ‘and Hell for the company.’ I’ve heard that.” Unlike Joanna this spirit doesn’t seem to fear the great beyond. “I’m sure you have a lot of friends there.”

      “No doubt.” He strokes his translucent goatee. “No doubt.”

      The tell-tale pink band of light elongates far too close for my comfort. I pull Ivan back a few feet. The light dims and the elevator door slides open. At the same time I hear a jangle of coins above me.

      “Hurry!” I yell, worry clouding my tone.

      Asa jumps from the ladder and grabs me again, pressing his lips to mine. I could really get used to this.

      “Jesus, Lisa, what is going on here?” Hal sounds like an indignant father. “Why is that vampire pawing you?”

      “Coin,” I say against Asa’s mouth, ignoring Hal. “I need the coin.”

      He presses it into my hand. “Is the porter here?”

      I’m tempted to say no because he’s facing away from the door and I don’t want the kissing to end. But I also don’t like a crowd. This might be my last chance to grind against this smokin’ hot vampire. I’m turning into such a slut. “Yes.” I toss the coin to Hal and he catches it in his bejeweled hand. “Gold.”

      Hal examines the coin and then lifts it to his mouth and bites. A white smile curves the corners of his lips. “It will do.”

      It damn well had better, because I didn’t have anything else. I break our kiss but don’t let go of Asa. “Will you go?”

      Ivan looks at me and then at Hal. “You look like a man who would be amenable to a little harmless torment and torture.”

      Tipping his head to the side, Hal points his silver tipped walking stick at Ivan. “What other kind is there, my friend?” He steps aside, indicating that Ivan should enter the elevator. “Shall we take a turn around the circles of Hell and see what mischief we can stir up?”

      “A grand idea.” Ivan looks at me. “My apologies for the possession. I fear my mind is not always sound and you people are irresistible to control.” He gives me a super creepy smile. “But I don’t think I’ll have to worry about that anymore.”

      He slips from my grasp and voluntarily enters the elevator. They both nod their heads in my direction as the door eases closed. Normally I try to prevent Hal from dragging my clients to Hell. In this case I couldn’t care less.

      “Are they still here?” Asa asks.

      I’m evil. I openly admit that, but I don’t want our moment to end. I gasp and turn back to him, winding both arms around his neck. His mouth instantly captures mine and his arms wrap about my waist. I open to him again, letting his tongue take the lead.

      It slides against mine, caressing and teasing. My body presses against his and I feel him respond. Wow, does he respond. A quiet moan of pleasure escapes me, vibrating into his mouth. The sound seems to amp up his desire. He cups my ass and pulls me against him. If it was just Asa and me in the inn I’d have him stripped and straddled on the ground like a calf at a roping competition. But we’re not alone, so after a few more glorious seconds of kissing, I sigh and break the kiss.

      “They’re gone.” I let my arms drift across his shoulders and lower them to my side. “Thanks.” I step back. “You saved my life.”

      He clears his throat and shoves his hands in his front pockets. “Anytime.”

      “Really?”

      Asa’s gaze drops to the floor but he doesn’t answer me. Obviously I’m being way too forward. Poor guy, he’s probably never been mauled by a randy mom with three kids before. I search for a topic change. “So, I reaped a human guy hanging out in my bathroom. Jean-Pierre, I think he said his name was.”

      “He was one of Ivan’s kills.” He looks at me. “No problems with Hal on transporting him? You didn’t need gold?”

      “No, he was human. No gold required.”

      I move to the bookcase. Suddenly things between Asa and me feel awkward. Shame. I wouldn’t mind experiencing some of his mad kissing skill again—or more. I’ve been a widow for nearly two years. When I say it’s been a dry spell, I mean even my vibrator needs dusting off. Until Asa, my libido has been running on a trickle charge. Sure I’ve had naughty thoughts about Constantine, and there was even a zing of sexual tension between Nate and me once, but nothing like I’m feeling for Asa. One thing I’ve learned is life is too short. At least in my life it is. Who knows about the vampires? They’re probably immortal unless somebody takes them out.

      Deciding I’ve spent too long waiting to get what I want, I take a deep breath and face him. “So, wanna make out?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Asa

        

      

    

    
      I give a strangled laugh, knowing she’s trying to smooth over an awkward situation. My body shakes, struggling to process the past few minutes. Those kisses were fucking incredible. Whether I’m able to ever bite her or not, there’s no denying I want her with every fiber of my being.

      I close my eyes and take a deep breath I don’t need, silently willing my erection to pass. Visually blocking out Lisa while she recovers from the experience doesn’t help—all I picture is the blatant desire I saw in her bright blue eyes.

      It’ll never work, you fool. A vampire lover you can’t bite? What’s the point?

      Maybe it’s not about feeding from everyone, okay? Maybe it’s about the closeness and sense of peace associated from simply being with someone. Someone who cares.

      Do you hear yourself? You’ll slip one day and bite her, bringing her the most agonizing pain she’ll ever experience in her life. Did you learn nothing in New York?

      Shut up! There’s always bagged blood. I could do this, I could resist biting her.

      And if you’re wrong? She’ll look at you with fear and revulsion. Just like Katie did. And Leslie. And even the bartender, Ray—that one night when you were hurt in a bar fight against three werewolves. Should I go on? Or would you prefer to kill her like those accidents in Afghanistan?

      I grind my teeth in frustration, wishing I could snap off my fangs in the process.

      Lisa’s hesitant voice draws me out of my self-flagellation. “Asa, are you okay?”

      My eyes snap open, zeroing in on the blond temptress with the unsure smile on her face. I made her doubt herself by pulling back after she reaped Ivan. I’ve hurt her and all we’ve done is shared a kiss.

      Okay, well, maybe dozens of steamy, toe-curling kisses I’d like nothing better than to repeat, but still. Above all, I don’t want to bring more pain to someone who’s lost her husband.

      “Yeah, I’m okay.” I scan the reading parlor and move down the hall toward her room, not wanting to meet her sharp gaze. “Or, I will be. That was way more intense than I bargained for. Will all supernaturals be that difficult to reap?”

      “Difficult to reap?” She follows me, a confused note in her voice. Probably hoped I’d talk about our kissing. Yeah, I’m going to avoid that topic like the plague. “Uh…honestly? I have no idea. Have I mentioned I’m not very experienced at reaping yet?”

      I resist smiling and nod. Maybe reminding her of what I am will douse her interest in me. “I need to eat. We should go to the dining room and plan the rest of your reaping.”

      “Eat?” she squeaks as we cross the threshold into her suite.

      Good job, bastard. There’s the fear again.

      “Yeah. Don’t worry, it won’t be you. I drink bagged blood.” A sardonic grimace forms on my mouth. “We’re very civilized here in the north.”

      Her shoulders slump and she looks exhausted. “Okay, look. I’m not sure what just happened here, but I’m bushed. Can you wait a few more minutes and we talk up here? I’m really not inclined to go wandering around this place unsure of whom I’ll run into, if you know what I mean.”

      There were only three gold coins in that carved-out book. She’s got a point. We’ll need to get more. I nod, still not trusting myself to speak when I want to rush over and kiss her again.

      “And holy cow, are you guys that hard to kill in real life? Both vamp spirits were stronger than anything I’ve felt.” She flops down in her chair and I move to settle into mine. “Not that I have much to compare it too, but still. I need to call my partner.”

      “Partner? You mentioned one before. Why were you sent up here alone if you have a partner?”

      A calculating look enters her eyes. “That’s exactly what I intend to find out later.” She glances at her watch. “It’s after ten. I’ll call him tomorrow morning. When do you want to get started with the rest, and how many are there?”

      “At least six more I know of. And two are werewolves.”

      She bolts upright in her comfy chair. “Holy crap, I forgot about them. I wonder if they’ll be as resistant as the vampires.”

      I school my features, feeling a smile coming at her reaction. Need to focus on the job, not how cute she is. “I don’t know but we’ll find out.”

      She shudders, the ripple traveling up and down her body, a grossed-out sound spilling from her lips. “Ugh.” Her face sets in a determined mask. “Stupid people are so much easier. Wow, I still can’t believe this.”

      “You’re doing great. But I understand where you’re coming from, it’s a lot to take in. Hell, I’ve been turned now almost three years and I’m still freaked out by it.” I scoot to the end of my chair, pulling a hotel notepad and pen across the table. “Okay, let’s talk about who needs reaping.”

      I quickly jot down the names of the recently deceased on the property that I know. “Where do you think we should look for them? Near where they died?”

      Lisa nods. “That’s as good a place as any to start, but the souls aren’t bound to a location. How big is the resort?”

      “Fifteen square miles. Surrounded by miles of nothing and then we reach the Coldfoot State Park.”

      She groans, annoyance clear. “That could be like searching a needle in a haystack.” Resolve crosses her face. “I can do this. I need the money.”

      “You get paid?” Surprise colors my tone.

      Lisa’s eyes narrow. “Of course. What do I look like, an idiot? Don’t answer that. It’s a job, and one I’m uniquely qualified for.” She puffs up a little with pride. “Trust me, there aren’t a lot of reapers in the world.”

      “I gathered that. Especially since no supernatural I know has mentioned them.” I tap the list I made, desperate to focus on work and not how good it felt to hold her against me. “Vikram, he’s the Indian fellow you described in the lobby. He’s a vampire.”

      “How did they all die?”

      I think back to the bloody mess of the gym after Vivian ripped off Vikram’s head. And how Emiko sliced up Sanji with a sword, spelling out words on her chest with well-placed cuts. How will Lisa react to those details? Do I really want to freak her out more? “Is that important?”

      She waves a hand. “Probably not. Let’s move on.”

      “Bebe is a tall, dark-skinned woman. Looks like she could be a South American super model. She died near the greenhouse—also a vamp.”

      “You guys have a greenhouse?”

      “Actually, we have several. They grow vegetables for the human guests and employees. The resort is designed to be self-sufficient.”

      “Very cool. Wish they had something this nice for regular people.” She glances around the room at the expensive furnishings and fabrics. “Although I probably couldn’t afford it.”

      I could give her part of my cut from the hunt earnings this past winter. When am I ever going to need that much money?

      Do you hear yourself? Contemplating how you can help her? Forget it! You can’t have her. Let it go.

      I tamp down a sigh and concentrate once again on the mission. “Melvyn and Deneishia are both werewolves. One died in a cabin and the other in the hotel basement.” She nods, staring intently at the names. “Emiko died at the hangar and Sanji by the ski slopes.”

      Lisa rubs her eyes. “Okay, then. That’s a start. We’ll check out those locations tomorrow.” I nod, sensing our time together is at an end, but reluctant to leave. “Does this place have room service? I’d like to get a little something before bed. I skipped dinner in all the excitement.”

      “Yeah, it does.” I gesture to the phone by her bed. The comfortable looking bed she’s going to be stretched out and sleeping in later. Alone. “Just call and someone will bring up a meal shortly.”

      “Great, thanks.”

      I stand and head toward the door, unsure of how to say goodbye after the physical intimacies we shared.

      “Asa?”

      I turn back, squashing the unexpected burst of joy bubbling inside from her calling out my name. “Yes?”

      “What time do you want to start? I wasn’t sure what your… umm… sleeping requirements might be.”

      “I’ll conk out at what would normally be sunrise and with help, I’ll be up a little after noon. How about I come find you then?”

      She nods, not looking my way, attention focused on the nightstand holding the phone. “Okay then. Goodnight.”

      “Nite.” I close the door behind me, barely resisting the urge to apologize for pretending I was unaffected by our kissing. I hate the thought of hurting her, but I need to stay focused on this job. For her sake as well as mine.

      

      I trek to my suite of rooms in the basement, next to the command center, with a jumbo travel mug of bagged blood in hand. The secret door slides open to reveal Eric, my little brother and newly turned werewolf, on duty at the elaborate security desk, focusing on his laptop and not the screens. No reason to chew him out since we don’t have any guests at the moment—we keep up a steady duty rotation to make sure we’re always in the habit.

      “Whatcha working on?”

      “Nothing,” he mumbles and closes the lid.

      Hmm… What the hell is he up to, and why won’t he tell me? I squash the urge to make him, honoring the promise that I’d never mind control him or his best friend Pat who also lives on the resort.

      “Okay, suit yourself. Did you see our new arrival?”

      “The blonde with the nice tits and ass? Yeah, man. I’m not dead.” He smirks at his own humor. “Like you.”

      “Ha ha. You’re a regular comedian. So clever. Witty, too.” I drive back at him with retorts—as he would expect. “Don’t know how the ladies resist you. Oh wait, must be the wet dog smell from your frequent changes. Told you to shower more.”

      He smiles and chucks an empty paper cup at my head. It sails past and hits the cinderblock wall behind me. “So close.”

      “That’s what she said.” He wiggles his eyebrows. “Hey, are you hitting on this chick or can I go after her?”

      Shock boils inside me. “Dude, she has three kids. And she’s like a decade older than you.”

      Eric shrugs, a grin showing his newly repaired broken tooth. “A hot MILF? Fuckin’ A. Think she likes younger guys?”

      I snort, unworried about his teasing, having a feeling it’s on purpose because he saw us kissing on the security monitors in the reading parlor. “That might be the case if you had any experience. But damn… two tours in Iraq and then stuck here after you became all furry? I don’t think you’ve got a chance impressing her.”

      He mimics a blow to the chest. “Damn. That’s harsh.” His sharp, knowing eyes turn speculative. “Think you do?”

      I lean against the wall, crossing my arms over my chest. “Doesn’t matter. I’ve got a job to do.”

      “Right.” He nods like a bobble head doll, full-on obnoxious churning below the surface. “Protecting Vivian and following every precious command out of her mouth. Who’s not here, by the way.”

      I stare above his head, resisting the urge to pummel him. “You know it’s not like that, man. She hardly needs anyone to protect her.”

      “Hmph. After the shit that went down in Argentina I’m not so sure you’re right.”

      “Whatever. She’s fine now. You heard the tales from Drew and Paul about Rafe killing those vamps. Those two really never needed us here for extra protection.

      “But you don’t get it—I made a choice. Vampires aren’t like a pack of hormone driven randy dogs,” he growls as I plunge ahead, “we’ve got a hierarchy. Rules and shit. And not following those rules will get me hunted down and unceremoniously killed. Besides,” I shrug and look away, “Vivian isn’t so bad. I’ve followed men in the Army I respected less.”

      “Fine. Whatever you say. She scares the beejesus out of me. I’m glad I deal with Jon more than her. I get the feeling she thinks of me as a pet. I keep waiting for her to smile and pat me on the head.”

      “Well, there is the whole dog thing to consider.”

      “Bite me. Seriously, is there some rule you can’t have fun either? Go after the MILF. Live a little, you undead bastard.” He smiles again at his double entendre.

      I sigh, letting the tension ease out of me. “It’s not as simple as you’re making it.”

      “Really? What’s the problem? Your dick stopped working when you turned? Seems like we’ve had enough orgy-loving guests here that would dispute such a problem.” His face crashes. “Dude. Do you need Viagra? The undead parts don’t want to work right?”

      I laugh, the sound bouncing off the stark walls. “Ahh, no.” I think back to the instant arousal when Lisa was plastered against me after she escorted Joanna to the glowing door. “That’s not my problem.”

      “What is it then?”

      I hesitate, torn on whether to say anything or not. Might as well pull the Band-Aid off as quick as I can. “I don’t drink directly from humans anymore. And I haven’t been intimate with one since I was in Manhattan working for Cy.”

      “Okay, so what? You worried you won’t last? Yank it before you make an attempt. That should do the trick.”

      “No, I’m not worried about coming too quick, but gee, thanks for the obvious life tip.” Remorse fills me as I recall the horror I put past lovers through. “My bite brings excruciating pain to a human. Like screaming—poison through the veins—ready to do anything to get the hell away from me type of pain. Didn’t have the problem with Joanna, so I’m guessing it’s only humans.”

      “Oh man, that sucks. No pun intended that time, I swear.” He looks deep in thought. “Either you could fill up on blood ahead of time so you’re not tempted to bite,” his face scrunches in disgust, “during the ‘moment.’ Or you avoid the temptation altogether and never make a pass at her.”

      Temptation? He has no idea. Temptation has nothing to do with it.

      Katie had to be hospitalized for a month and refused to see me, during her stay or after. Leslie told me she’d stake my ass if I ever came near her with an open mouth again. Ray quit the bar and had to have his mind wiped. He swore if he knew freaks like me existed he never would have taken the extra pay no matter how desperate he was. After that, Cy insisted I stick to bagged blood only.

      “I’m going with option number two—never make a pass at her. I like her too much to have her look at me with revulsion and hatred.”
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      The next morning I wake at seven o’clock. For a minute I’m confused about where I am. Then I remember I’m in a hotel that caters to vampires and werewolves. Even though nobody bothered me, not even the spirits haunting the place, I didn’t sleep very well. The whole possibility of being attacked put a damper on the zzzs I needed.

      Maybe a shower will revive me. I have a feeling today is going to be busy. The room is pitch black. What I want is to open the metal shutters and let the sun in. I need this. It feels like the only thing that will ground me in this weird adventure. But that wouldn’t be good if Asa comes in. I hesitate. He’ll probably knock first and I’ll be able to close the shutters before I let him in. At least I hope so. Having him burst into flames and crumble to a pile of ash isn’t my idea of a great start to a day. Plus, with it being so early I figure he won’t be up for hours.

      The sunlight streams into the room and illuminates it with gold light. Even though it’s morning, the sun doesn’t set. I stand in the rays for a minute, breathing deeply and attempting to clear my mind. Today is going to be trying. I feel it in my reaper bones. Already I’m missing my kids. Their fighting, messes, and all around chaos that follows them. The only redeeming qualities about this assignment are the great accommodations and my hot helper.

      He might be another reason I couldn’t sleep. Kissing Asa churned up lots of naughty thoughts. But I need to be realistic. I’m a mother of three and he’s a smokin’ sexy vampire. Not the ideal combination. His reaction to our kisses had me all kinds of confused. At first he seemed to be into it, but after Ivan was reaped, he seemed to shut down. Maybe his tastes run toward sexier twenty-somethings and not hockey moms.

      Opening my eyes, I sigh and secure the shutters again. It takes a few seconds for my eyes to adjust. After clicking on the lamp, I gather my toiletries and clothes and head to the bathroom. My phone call to Constantine can wait until I’m feeling human again. Then he’s going to get an earful.

      I brace my hands against the wall of the tiled shower and the let spray beat against my back. I have a tiled shower at home, but no way does it come close to this sleek style. Actually mine echoes the 1970’s. Harvest gold tiles and a faux black marble counter top. Classic design. The hot water washes away some of the aches and grogginess. Everything about this place is perfect—even the water pressure. Too bad it’s full of vampire ghosts who seem bent on dragging me to Hell or possessing me.

      Once I’ve lathered and scrubbed, I rinse and towel off. I could get use to these creature comforts and make a mental note to demand a bigger bonus for this job. After all, I deserve it. Maybe I can buy some plush towels or a new shower head with fifteen spray settings. I’m not hard to please.

      After slipping on my sweats I head into my room. What I want is coffee. Lots of it. Asa said there was room service. Last night I was too tired to wait up for food. Now I’m hesitant to call but I don’t think I’ll be able to wait until he wakes up to eat. My body supports carbs and gets cranky when it’s not fed on a regular basis.

      Throwing caution to the wind, I pick up the phone and press the room service button. Instantly my call is answered. The woman on the other end is friendly and eager to be of service. I wonder if she knows who, or more like, what I am. After placing my order I hang up. I need to call Constantine but it’s better if I wait until I’m fed—for both of us.

      Despite my initial apprehensions about ordering, the food arrives within fifteen minutes, carried by a smiling woman. She appears human. At least not a vampire. Since my knowledge of werewolves is limited to my encounter with Jon, I can’t say whether or not she’s fully human.

      My stomach growls when the aroma of sausage and eggs hit me. After setting up the meal the woman turns to me. “Is there anything else you need?”

      A thousand questions tumble through my mind but I don’t ask. It wouldn’t be right prying for details. There was a good reason why this place was so well hidden. Probably the less I know the better. “No, thank you.”

      She leaves me with more food than I’ll be able to eat—but I give it the old college try. Sated, I crawl onto the bed and grab my phone. Reclining, I get comfortable. I don’t know how long this conversation will be but I definitely want to speak my piece.

      The phone rings. There’s a hint of an echo on the other end of the line. Cell towers are few and far between up here. I’m just happy I have connection.

      “Carron?” Constantine’s voice sounds worried on the other end. “You all right?”

      “Hello to you, too.” I smile at his concern even though I’m still miffed about coming to the inn clueless. “Why wouldn’t I be all right? Something you forgot to tell me?”

      Silence stretches on the other end of the line. Then he clears his throat. “I didn’t forget.”

      “Oh,” I say, my head nodding like a dancing parrot. “Just didn’t feel it was important to tell me about the vampires. Oh—oh—and the werewolves.”

      “Look.” He hesitates. “You wouldn’t have believed me or gone if I told you. We needed you up there to clear the spirits before the owners return.”

      “About that. We’ve run into a few problems.”

      “Such as?” His words are terse, as if expecting me to make more excuses as to why I can’t do this job.

      “Such as Hal won’t take these reaps without gold. So if we don’t find more, this job is dead in the water. No pun intended.”

      A muffled curse wafts through the phone. “That can be dealt with. If I know that crafty redhead, and I do, I’m sure Vivian has some stashed away.”

      “Asa is checking it out, but I’m just saying, the three ghosts I’ve reaped might be it.”

      “Three? Just how many are there?”

      Obviously he hadn’t lied about thinking this job would be a few reaps. “I know there’s at least two ghosts hanging around, but Asa says there’s six more. I’ve stopped asking how and why there are so many.”

      “I’m sure you can handle it, Carron.” His voice has lost the concern and is now all about pumping up the team spirit. But in an I’m the boss and you’ll do what I say way. “Anything else?”

      “Yeah, there is. That bonus you promised, well you need to increase it by ten times. So far one spirit tried to drag me into the elevator to Hell and another attempted to possess me.”

      “Possess you? How did you stop them?”

      Telling Constantine that I snogged a hot vamp wouldn’t win me any credibility points. “That’s not important. What is important is that either I get hazardous duty pay or I’m out of here. Besides, Nate should be reaping all these spirits. Violent death and all.”

      “Supernaturals fall under you.”

      For a few seconds I’m speechless. “When did we make that rule? I don’t remember reading that in my job description.”

      “You’re special, Carron. That’s why you have a familiar and that’s why Hal Lee Lewya is your porter.”

      Constantine had a habit of talking in half explanations, which left me to decipher the rest of the truth. Anybody who knows me would understand how unwise that is. My imagination far outweighs my skills of deduction. If I can’t figure it out, I make the crap up.

      “What do Hal and Fletcher have to do with it?”

      “Familiars are rare and only choose reapers with… extra skill. And Hal is a powerful porter. One of the most powerful as a matter of fact. That’s why he can transport supernaturals. That makes you the perfect reaper for the job.”

      “Well, those might have been important points to explain to me before now, don’t you think?”

      He gives a noncommittal grunt.

      The urge to tell him what he could do with the job wars with the knowledge that I now have some serious leverage power. If I was the only reaper able to handle these spirits then I should demand more for my services. “Then I suggest you make this job more appealing to me or I’m coming home.”

      “You’re getting a bonus.”

      I don’t reply, letting my silence be my answer.

      After a few seconds he sighs. “Fine, Carron. I will give you a thousand per supernatural soul you reap.”

      My mouth drops open. I hadn’t expected that much. He must really need these souls reaped. I snap my mouth shut, certain he can see or somehow sense my shock. Like I said, I’m not sure Constantine is human. I mirror his sigh, acting as if the offer is barely acceptable. “I’ll do this, but I’m not thrilled about it.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” By his tone I can tell he knows I’m lying. “Anything else?”

      “No.” I shake my head. “I think that’s it—for now.”

      “Knock’em dead, Carron.”

      I scowl. “Funny.”

      I end the call and set my phone on the table. Suddenly I’m tired again. Maybe it’s the relief of knowing I’m going to get a big-ass bonus after this job. I’m already at three thousand dollars. Sliding down the headboard, I snuggle into the soft pillow. I hate to admit it but I hope there’s a lot more ghosts on the property, and that we find more gold. My eyelids drift closed. Just a quick nap and I’ll be ready to hit the reaping hard. Besides, it will be hours before Asa wakes up.

      I bolt upright when somebody knocks on the door. It takes a minute for me to get my bearings. I glance at the clock. It’s nearly one in the afternoon. The knock sounds again. “Coming.” The room is dark. I stumble to the door and pull it open. Asa is standing on the other side, looking delicious but still a little tired. “Hey, I must have fallen back to sleep.”

      He smiles and my heart beat quickens. I wonder if he can hear it with his heightened senses. At least I assume he has über hearing and smell. Maybe even some of that bionic vision. “Good, we’ve got a busy day.”

      I step out of the room. “How did you sleep?”

      “Like the dead.”

      “Ha.” I pull the door closed behind me. “Good one.”

      “It never gets old.”

      “I bet.” We make our way to the stairs. I’m itching to get started and rack up some more bonuses. “So where to first?”

      He places his hand against my lower back as we descend the steps. It feels nice but I school my reaction. “The ski lodge. Hopefully we’ll find Sanji there.”

      “Sounds good.”

      At the bottom of the stairs Asa leads me through the dining room to a small storage room off the kitchen not accessible to the public. We descend a spiral staircase into the basement. “We’ll use the underground tunnels because of the sun.”

      Questions pop into my mind but I don’t ask them. As curious as I am, sometimes less knowledge is better. I follow him down the steps and out another closet into what looks like some kind of massive observation room with half a dozen security monitors. “Wow, who knew all of this was below the inn.”

      “Security is very important due to the nature of our guests.” He skirts a desk. “We wouldn’t want an unsuspecting human wandering on to the property.”

      “Does that happen?” I can’t imagine anybody wandering this far out. The place is nearly inaccessible except by plane.

      “Not often, but there are a few airstrips the hunting guides use. It would take a lot to get here and it did happen this past May.”

      “They wandered on to the resort?”

      Asa’s face sets into a hard mask. “They did a lot more than just wander.”

      He leads us down a hall to a submarine-type door with an electronic keypad. He taps in a code and the door swings outward, exposing a narrow tunnel. I’m not claustrophobic but being underground with a vampire is a little daunting. Lights illuminate the hallway, so at least I’m not maneuvering in the dark. The farther in we travel I see other tunnels branching off the main vein we’re in.

      “This is amazing.” My initial panic turns to awe. “Usually the permafrost wrecks anything underground.”

      “Vivian hired engineers who specialize in Arctic construction.” He turns down another hall. “You can do that when you’ve got the funds.”

      “Must be nice,” I mumble.

      We make another turn and I freeze. “Asa.”

      He stops and looks at me. “What?”

      “Handsome Indian guy about ten yards away.” I point. “He’s…lounging against the wall.”

      Asa looks but of course can’t see him. “Vikram.”

      “Do I need to be worried about this one?”

      “I don’t think so. As vamps go he was a good one. Well, until he became addicted to Were blood.” Asa digs in his pocket and fishes out a gold piece. “Here, let’s make this quick.”

      Taking the gold, I nod. “Right, quick.” I paste on a smile and slip past Asa. He stays close to me. I assume in case he has to pucker up if this guy decides to possess me. “Hi.”

      The ghost gives a single nod but doesn’t say anything, only watches me.

      “My name is Lisa and I’m a grim reaper.” The introduction sounds stupid but I haven’t come up with anything better yet. “I’d like to help you cross.”

      A serene smile curls the corners of his mouth. “It’s nice to meet you, Lisa. I am Vikram.”

      Some of the tension eases from me. The guy doesn’t appear to be threatening. “Hi, Vikram.” I inch forward. Asa is practically pressed against my back. “Would you like me to help you?”

      “What is he saying?” Asa whispers.

      “We’re just getting to know each other.” I smile at Vikram. “He can’t see you.”

      “Obviously.” The good-looking ghost cocks his head. “I think he likes you.”

      I keep my face passive. “Really?”

      “Yes, he’s been very attentive since you arrived.” His smile spreads. “More than I’ve seen with anybody except Vivian. And of course, he doesn’t have much choice in the matter with her.”

      “He’s just helping me clear the spirits.”

      Vikram’s words make butterflies erupt in my stomach. I want to believe Asa is attracted to me but that might be more ego than reality. “So, what do you think? Can I help you cross?”

      His expression turns contemplative. After a few seconds he says, “Yes, I think I would like that.”

      My eyes widen. “You would?”

      “Yes.” He looks around. “There is nothing more for me here.” He straightens away from the wall. “I am ready for the next big adventure.”

      “Great.” I walk toward him, seriously praying he isn’t drawing me in only to try and possess me. To be on the safe side I reach behind me. Instantly Asa takes my hand. The connection with him grounds me. “I’ll call my porter and you’ll be on your way.” The ghost nods. “Hal.”

      The pink light appears, elongating and stretching. When the door slides open it takes all my will power not to laugh. Hal is wearing a pink floral tunic, lime green satin harem pants, and gold slippers that curl up at the toes.

      “You’re looking very… colorful today, Hal.” I glance at Vikram, who’s eyes are as round as the gold coin I’m holding. “This is Vikram and he’d like to cross.”

      Asa clears his throat and I glance at him. My gaze narrows. “Can you see Hal?”

      “Uh, yeah.”

      I don’t know why. Maybe it’s when he’s touching me. Maybe it’s because he’s pretty close to being dead himself or maybe it’s just a vampire gift. “Takes some getting used to, eh?”

      “That’s an understatement.”

      “I assume you have payment, Lady Reaper?” Hal says.

      Well, that’s a new name. I’m sure it won’t be the last. I toss the coin and he catches it with one hand. “Very nice.” He pockets the payment and turns to Vikram. “Your transport awaits, sir. Can I interest you in a turn around the fourth circle of Hell?”

      The ghost scowls. “Thank you for the kind offer, but no.”

      Hal strokes his black goatee, sizing up Vikram. “Perhaps a quick stop in Shangri-La?”

      “That’s not a real place,” I say. If it is I want to go. Hal’s tendency had always swung toward the circles of Hell. It hadn’t occurred to me there were other places to visit. “Is it?”

      He peers at me over the rim of his purple-tinted glasses. “You will not know until it’s your turn to take a ride.”

      I harrumph but don’t pursue the subject. No way am I getting in that elevator just so I can see one of the most amazing places of myth.

      “That I would like very much,” Vikram says. Without my assistance, he enters the elevator. “Thank you, Lisa Carron. This is a very good thing you’re doing.”

      Pride ripples through me. “You’re welcome, Vikram. Have a happy journey.”

      With that the door slides shut and the light compresses. I blow out a breath. “That was easy,” I say.

      Asa releases my hand and I instantly miss his touch. “I wish they were all like that.”

      “Me too, but let’s not get our hopes up.”

      “Yeah, we still have Emiko to reap.” He veers off down another tunnel. “She’s a nasty piece of work.”

      “Great.” I follow him, completely lost now. I couldn’t find my way out of these tunnels if my life depended on it. Let’s just hope it doesn’t come to that. “Can’t wait. Maybe we could save her for last.”

      “We probably won’t have any choice. She was cunning when alive. I imagine she’s just as wily dead.”

      I like how Asa says things like they are, not candy-coating. At the same time I want to bash him in the head until he’s unconscious. These reaps are bad enough without prior knowledge of a lunatic ghost. I refocus on the thousand dollars I just made by reaping Vikram. In all honesty I feel guilty taking that bonus. He was as pleasant as spirits come and practically did my job for me. Still, I’m not telling Constantine that.

      As we pass a room on the right I slow. “What’s this?”

      Asa backs up, peers in and smiles. “That’s where Bunny and her kids stayed.” He glances at me. “She’s human but her husband, Paul, was turned during Ivan’s reign of terror on the resort. He’s down in Argentina right now with the rest of the seethe—that’s what we call a group of vampires led by a master. We had to keep Paul’s family down here when the hunters went after the visiting werewolves.” He shakes his head casually like he’s relaying the neighbor’s trashcan was turned over by bears.

      The fact that a human was married to a vampire takes me aback. “And they’re okay now?” I stop inside the room for a better look. “I mean, it all worked out?”

      “It was just a safety precaution, mind you.” He shrugs. “The hunters were taken care of quickly.”

      I pluck a picture of an abstract dog off the wall and smile. It reminds me of Bryce and suddenly I want to be home.

      “You miss your kids?” Asa’s breath is warm against the back of my neck and I want to lean into him.

      “Every dirty, noisy inch of them.” I hang the picture back on the wall. “Now ask me in a week and my answer will probably be the opposite.”

      “You’re lucky.” He reaches up and rubs his index finger along my cheek. “Don’t ever forget that.”

      His expression tears my heart. As if he longs for something he can never have. A lump forms in my throat and I have to take a deep breath to get my riot of emotions under control. “I won’t forget.” Trying to lighten the mood, I cock a brow and smirk. “And if you ever get the overwhelming urge to play house you can always come and babysit my kids for me.”

      He lowers his hand and smiles. “Is that a threat? Because I just might take you up on it.”

      “Threat, offer, you decide after you’ve been with them for a day. I’m just sayin’, you vamps ain’t got nothin’ on a couple of eight year olds and a teenage girl. They make a deadly combination.”

      He holds up his hands in surrender. “I’ve been warned.”

      “Damn skippy.” The kids certainly aren’t ready for a man in my life but I was fairly certain Asa didn’t stray too far from the inn anyway. Not that we had a thing, as much as I might want it. Something about this guy gets me all kinds of hot and bothered. I repress a sigh at the thought of running my hands over what I’m sure is a perfectly sculpted eight pack. “All right, we should get on with this.”

      “I guess.” He ushers me out of the room and down a tunnel. After ten minutes of solid walking and mind-numbingly confusing turns he stops and points to the ceiling. “We’re here.”

      What looks like a round hatch is situated above us. “Great.” I pause and prop my hands on my hips. “You go first.”

      He gives a snort of laughter and climbs the ladder. After twisting the huge handle, Asa pushes open the hatch. I jump when screeching echoes down the corridor, certain I’m about to be attacked by another maniacal spirit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          Asa

        

      

    

    
      “Yeah, that’s not creepy or anything,” Lisa says, a slight tremor in her voice.

      “Sorry about that. Probably needs a little WD-40. Don’t worry, you’re safe.” I’m tempted to add with me on the end, but considering how much I want to grab that luscious ass of hers she might hear the lie in my words.

      I climb through the trap door, reaching down to offer the cute reaper a hand. The smell of what she bathed in taunts me, tempting me to lean in and take a deep sniff of the lingering hints of citrus.

      Sniff her? What are you, a freaking dog?

      I stifle the inner nasty voice and concentrate on getting my bearings. Once Lisa and I exit the closet, I make a beeline for the light switches. The ski chalet has been closed for the summer, just like everything else at the inn.

      Light floods the space, drawing the eye to the lavish accommodations. A long, polished wood bar for serving anything a skier might desire, hand-carved tables and chairs, and dark leather furniture studded with brass nail heads arranged in front of a fireplace large enough to roast a boar.

      “Wow,” Lisa mumbles under her breath, a hint of awe in her voice. “I can’t get over how upscale everything is. I get why the ski slopes are closed, it’s almost June—but why is the rest of the inn closed? I thought it might be because of the ghosts,” she snorts. “But clearly, you guys aren’t even aware they’re here.”

      “Due to the,” I clear my throat, “unique nature of our primary guests, the hotel’s open season is winter.”

      Lisa turns to stare at me. “Holy cow. An Alaskan resort this fancy and remote that is open in the winter and it doesn’t cater to a dog sled race? Unreal.” She shakes her head and checks out the rest of the main room. The hand-cut wood beams soar overhead and the decor looks straight out of an elite Swiss ski lodge. Of course, all the windows are shuttered at the moment or she’d be able to see the sloping hillside, too. “I was wondering. What does a night at the inn cost?”

      “Umm…” I stammer and look away, uncomfortable with telling her exactly what this place costs. Until I received my bonus after Emiko’s hunt last winter I never would have been able to afford it. “The cheapest rate is in the main building—and it’s a lot.”

      “Yeah?” She quirks an eyebrow. “That doesn’t answer my question.”

      I glance at her quickly and drop my gaze, lowering my voice when I respond. “Five thousand a night.”

      Lisa’s face reddens and she coughs. Instinctively I reach out to touch her, but hold back at the last second. If my hand makes contact with her warm back, I’ll want to pull her into my arms again. Damn, she felt so good in the tunnels. Soft in all the right places with heat radiating off her. What I wouldn’t give for one night with her.

      Her coughing subsides, and she glares at me. “Don’t try and help me or anything. I’m good.”

      Belatedly, I realize I could have done something that didn’t require me to touch her. “Can I get you some water?” I move toward the bar, eager to make amends for my slip.

      She waves me off, seemingly ready to let go of my rudeness. “Too little, too late.” She smiles to lessen the sting. “That’s a freakin’ outrageous price, even by Alaskan high standards.” She wanders deeper into the room, her steps muffled on the thick Persian rug. “Just like those tunnels, this whole place would have cost a lot to build.”

      Recalling that very same thought occurred to me when I first met Vivian, I shrug. I finger the last gold coin in my pocket, all too aware we’re going to have to call my boss to see if she has more coins. I should have thought of that last night. Dammit!

      Well, if you hadn’t spent so much time trying to convince yourself not to hit on Lisa…

      I don’t want her to hate me like the others. And I’m not sure I could resist…

      Biting her or fucking her?

      Both.

      What a fine mess I’m in.

      “What I wouldn’t give…” She trails off and catches herself. “Wait, now that I know about vampires and werewolves… there’s a lot I wouldn’t give.”

      Her words mirror my earlier thoughts about wanting to spend the night with her. One night with a woman where I wouldn’t cause her pain. That’s all I want. Geez. If Pat and Eric heard me now they’d be ripping me apart with ribbing and insults.

      “Trust me, I understand.”

      Her breath catches in her throat. “Wait, I didn’t mean it like that. You’re a nice vampire. I don’t know if they’re all like you. I’d like to hope they are, but that’s probably me being naive. It’s just…” She shrugs. “I’ve got my kids to think about. I can’t go wishing on a star for an expensive vacation. There’s so much more I’d do with the money.” Warmth colors her checks. “Hockey equipment costs a lot…”

      She trails off and there’s anxiety on her face, like she’s afraid she’s hurt my feelings somehow.

      Impulsively I blurt, “You’ve got everything in life I wish for. I envy you.”

      Her face softens, and she smiles. “You envy me? I never would have imagined that.”

      I ache to step forward, to hug her and point out everything she should be grateful for in life. But I hold back. If anything, my limited experience has taught me you can’t make someone value what they have, they must value it on their own or they will never appreciate it.

      I shove down the remorse and watch Lisa’s rounded bottom sway across the room, toward the darkened windows, as she explores. My palms itch to cup her butt and haul her close.

      Damn, I’m a sad case. I seriously need to get laid.

      “So, you said Sanji was killed outside?”

      “Yes.”

      “Was it a violent death?”

      “Does that matter?”

      Puzzlement crosses her face. “I’m not sure. My partner normally handles the violent crimes, so I’m not really sure why I was ‘gifted’ this assignment.”

      “For what it’s worth, yes, Sanji died violently. There was a sword fight between her and Emiko. Sanji was a paid guest, here to hunt down a rogue vampire. If she’d caught Emiko she would have drained her and gained strength from her death.”

      Lisa pales. “Ugh. A little too Game of Thrones for my taste.”

      “You watch that show? I love it.”

      The reaper shakes her head. “Read the books. Plan to watch them next.” She reaches past the heavy drapes for an indoor shutter and cracks it open. Her back straightens and she leans for a closer look. “Hey, I thought you said there’s no guests on the property now, right?”

      I nod, realize she can’t see me with her attention focused outside, and say, “Yeah. After the big game hunt went horribly wrong we decided to close the resort for the summer. It’s an experiment anyway.”

      Lisa turns toward me. “‘Horribly wrong?’ Now that sounds like an interesting story you’ll have to tell me later.” She motions with her head toward the window. “Then there’s no chance an Indian woman would be walking around bundled up for the cold?”

      “That sounds like Sanji. She was dressed for the winter temps when she died.” I leave out the part about her coat being sliced up and bloody. If the reaper didn’t see Joanna beheaded and shot through the chest, chances are their ghosts appear as they were right before they died.

      Her face shows her excitement. “Score! I’m so kicking-ass at this reaper job.”

      I politely refrain from reminding her Joanna tried to pull her into the elevator to Hell and Ivan tried to possess her. The self-confident joy on her face lights her up, making the already attractive woman look more beautiful. Lisa races to the heavy front door and throws it open, locks not needed being in the middle of nowhere—and we also have Jon’s half-wolves on patrol around the property.

      I avoid the sunlight streaming in through the entryway and make my way to the partially un-shuttered window. The reaper hesitates fifty feet or so down the gravel walkway, then steps onto the lush grass toward something only she sees.

      Fear grips my heart when I realize I’ve still got the gold coin in my pocket. Will Lisa remember before trying to grab Sanji’s ghost? Or will she be able to haul the vampire back here to call her porter?

      Lisa’s facing me and appears to be talking to someone. In a moment she reaches out a hand. Panic and fear slip over her features as she snaps her mouth shut. She’s jerked off balance and stumbles. Shit! Sanji must be trying to take her over.

      I hesitate for a split second before deciding. If I’m fast enough maybe I won’t die. I race out the door, allowing the sun to voluntarily hit my skin for the first time in over two years. I’ve got to get her the coin and help ground the reaper before it’s too late.

      Ten feet past the threshold and I start to feel very warm. I can do this. I’m wearing a tee shirt and jeans—only my arms and head tingle. Twenty feet from Lisa and she sees me, eyes going wide. I thrust one hand into my pocket as I reach her, grabbing the coin.

      Unwilling to have her violated and possessed, I wrap my other arm around her and lock my lips over hers. All the pent up passion I feel for her pours into the union, pulling a strangled moan from deep in my chest. Heat races over my skin and I feel like I’m about to spontaneously combust. Jesus it hurts!

      Lisa puts a hand to my chest and pushes me back slightly. “Asa? You don’t look so good.”

      The pain consumes me. I won’t last much longer. “Call Hal.”

      She nods, fear in her eyes. “Hal!” She squeaks and looks at something I can’t see.

      I thrust the coin into her hand and press my mouth to hers again, afraid Sanji’s strength will overpower her before her eccentric porter arrives.

      Smoke starts to rise and I smell it—the sickly sweet aroma of my own flesh charring.

      Lisa pulls back and pushes me with one arm, the other presumably holding onto the vampire ghost. “Go, Asa! Let go! You’re burning!”

      I refuse to listen until I see the pink sliver of light indicating her porter is on his way.

      “Go! Goddammit! You’re going to die!” The horrified look on her face convinces me.

      I drop my hold and race back for the safety of the lodge, blood pouring down my arms from the injuries. Once inside, I collapse in the shade, too weak to even shut the door behind me.

      I made it. I didn’t die my final death in the sun. Pain radiates from every square inch of my body. I try and move a hand to reach for my phone, only to hear the squishy sound of liquid sliding along flesh.

      Holy shit that was risky.

      Would you really have died for her? A woman you just met?

      How is what I just did any different than laying my life on the line in the Army? You don’t walk away from a problem because it’s hard or the end solution is dangerous. A soldier does what needs to be done. No excuses.

      I lower my arm to the floor, temporarily deciding to give up for the moment. Goddamn, and I thought being shot hurt. Fucking idiot.

      I’ll be good in a few minutes. Yup. The pain should ease any second now.

      When Lisa finishes, I’ll just need to convince her to pry the cell phone out of my blood-covered jeans so we can call Eric and he’ll bring me some bagged blood.

      I did it. I survived the sun.

      And more importantly—Lisa didn’t become possessed by Sanji.

      My slow beating heart stutters in my chest and stops.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          Lisa

        

      

    

    
      My heart races a thousand miles a minute. I can’t frickin’ believe Asa. Smoke was actually rolling off him like an ant burned by the sun and a magnifying glass. And he was bleeding! The urge to puke pushes against my throat but I swallow it and take a deep breath. First the reap, then Asa.

      “Hal!” Sanji yanks against my hold but I’m amped on adrenaline. I grab her by the fur ruff of her coat and jerk her toward me. “Listen vamp, if you don’t get in that fucking elevator when my porter arrives I’m going to make sure he sucks your soul into one of the darkest circles of Hell.” Her brown eyes round at my threat. “So you can either cooperate with me or spend an eternity in tortured damnation.” I didn’t know if I could or would do that, but knowing Hal, he’d love nothing more than to drop her off in some vile location. I give her another shake. “Do you understand?”

      She nods just as the elevator door slides open. Without waiting, I toss the ghost at Hal. It’s the first time I seen him flustered. He jumps back before Sanji collides with him. She stumbles and falls to her knees inside the elevator. I should feel guilty about her rough treatment, but the bitch tried to possess me and all I can think of is getting back to help Asa.

      Hal opens his mouth to speak but I hurl the coin at him before he forms a single word. He catches it and curls his long fingers around the gold. “There’s your damn gold! Now take her where she’s supposed to go.”

      I don’t wait for his compliance. At this point I don’t give a crap what he does with her. But he’s got his gold and he’d better take her somewhere. I sprint into the ski lodge and skid to a stop. Asa is nowhere to be seen.

      “Asa?” I’m frantic. Was the sun too much for him? Did he turn to ash? I have no idea the nuances of sun and vamps. I only know what I’ve seen in movies. “Asa!”

      A groan emanates from the other side of an overstuffed sofa. I rush forward and round the piece of furniture. He’s lying on the floor curled in a ball. The sight of him almost makes me vomit. Dropping to my knees I reach to touch him but stop, not wanting to cause him more pain.

      “Oh my God.” I inch forward. “What were you thinking?”

      His face contorts in pain. “Saving you.”

      I want to cry but that won’t help the situation. “Idiot.” I inhale, trying to calm down and think clearly. “What do you need me to do?”

      “Call Eric to bring me bagged blood,” he huffs out.

      “Eric? Who’s that? How do I call him?”

      “Phone…pocket…”

      I reach, reluctant to touch his bloody clothing, but see no other way to help him. I feel a lump in his front right pocket and try to carefully pry out his cell phone.

      After a tense minute I’ve got it—complete with cracked glass and a dark screen. “Your fall must have broken it. Is there a phone here?” I look around and spot one on a side table. I race over and pick up the handset. Dead. Not connected.

      Asa moans in pain on the floor.

      “What else can I do?” Panic taints my voice as I struggle to remain calm.

      His words come out on a gasp of air. “Go to the inn and get me the blood.”

      “The inn?” I crouch lower and cock my head so our eyes meet. “I can’t find my way through the tunnels.”

      “Outside.” His eyes slide shut.

      “And chance being possessed by some psycho spirit? Then we’ll both die.” I touch my finger under his chin, one of the few places that isn’t blistered and bleeding. “Asa, you need blood to heal. You need to bite me.”

      That comment gets his eyes open again. “No.”

      “You need it and I just happen to have some.” I shove my wrist at him because that’s what I’ve seen on all the TV shows. My neck would be good too, but that’s too awkward in his position. “Bite me.”

      Despite his intense pain he rolls to his back and away from me. “No.” His breathing is labored and I’m really starting to freak out. “I can’t.”

      “Can’t or won’t?” I scoot forward and tower over him. “If you don’t bite me I’m going to cut my wrist and shove it down your throat.”

      He turns his head away. I curse under my breath. Stubborn vamp. I should let him die and then reap his ass. Sitting back, I search the ski lodge for something sharp. Cutting myself is not my first choice. Waxing my upper lip takes all my will power. This will probably make me pass out. I just wish he’d bite me and do the dirty work for me.

      Seeing he’s not going to, I stand and start searching for a knife. The bar area looks promising so I make a bee line across the open lobby. I tug open the drawers and find a paring knife and an ice pick. The paring knife has a smooth edge and a deadly sharp tip. The ice pick looks a little dull to do much damage unless I drive it into my vein, which I already know I will not be doing because I’m a big wuss. Picking up the knife, I toss the pick into the drawer and slam it.

      I jog back to Asa and kneel. “I’m going to cut myself and you’re going to drink.”

      He shakes his head and then turns to look at the opposite wall.

      So much for his cooperation. Force-feeding a vampire is not on my to-do list today. I brace my wrist on my knee and lay the knife against my skin. You can do this. I exhale and before I talk myself out of it, I drag the blade across my wrist.

      It doesn’t hurt at first, but a few seconds later the pain hits me. “Sweet Mutha!”

      Asa’s head snaps in my direction and a muffled curse whispers from him. The blood stream is small at first, barely pooling, and I’m afraid I’m going to have to cut myself again. I push against my wrist. Finally I get a decent flow. Lifting my arm above Asa’s mouth I let the blood dribble onto his lips. “Drink it.”

      He tries to fight me at first but I see his pupils dilate until his whole iris is black. As if instinctively, his tongue flicks out and licks. “No,” he manages. “I’ll hurt you.”

      “Uh, this already frickin’ hurts, so a little more pain won’t matter.”

      “You don’t understand.” His gaze captures mine and I see real anguish there. “It’s like nothing you’ve ever felt. I don’t want to—damage you.”

      Okay, that doesn’t sound good. Still, I can’t let him die when there’s something I can do about it. “I know you’re trying to protect me, Asa.” I soften my tone. “You’ve been doing it since I got here. Please—let me help you now. It’s my turn to save you for a change.”

      More of my blood dribbles into his mouth. He licks and swallows. I can tell he wants more. Slowly I lower my wrist to him. His fangs extend beyond his lip. The sight should be unnerving but a little thrill of desire races through me. If he wasn’t blistered and bleeding I’d be all over him.

      Just when I think he’s going to comply, he shoves my arm out of the way. “You don’t get it, Lisa. You have kids. They need you.” He coughs and his body tenses. “I won’t do it.”

      I won’t lie, his words concern me—a lot. When he says damage me, what are we talking? Never want to talk to him again or worse, like drooling in a corner of a padded cell? I don’t ask, not wanting to know the answer. One thing I know is that I can’t sit by and watch him die.

      “Did you know I’m one of the few angels of death that can reap a supernatural?” That gets his attention. He turns back to me. I nod. “That’s why I was sent, but I can’t do it alone. So why don’t you have a little faith that I know what I’m doing and bite me.” I cock an eyebrow at him. “Either that, or I’m going to stake you with this paring knife. Your choice.”
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          Asa

        

      

    

    
      The tangy, enticing scent of Lisa’s blood fills the air. Combined with the gut-wrenching agony encompassing by body, I’m not sure how long I will be able to hold back from biting her. At her insistence, the fresh wound on her wrist drips a slow stream into my mouth. The rich taste instantly erases a large portion of the burning pain.

      The magic of life-giving blood will never cease to amaze me.

      “Aren’t you supposed to drink or something? If you wait for me to bleed into your mouth we could be here all day. Won’t the cut clot on its own soon?”

      The hunger gnawing in my gut leaps forward, goading the monster inside me to latch onto her offered flesh and drink my fill. I withstand the urge by a bare thread of sanity.

      I swallow the small mouthful and shake my head once. “No, I don’t want to hurt you.” I open my mouth again to catch the next slow trickle.

      “For crying out loud you just burned your skin off for me! Drink dammit, I can deal with the pain.”

      She doesn’t understand. She has no idea what she’s asking of me. If she truly did she’d never volunteer.

      I close my eyes to avoid looking at the caring expression on her face. If I bite her she’ll never look at me with such concern ever again.

      “Dammit, you’re stubborn! Do I need to slice an artery to get you to drop the noble hero routine?” Lisa thrusts her open wound onto my lips. “Drink or I will cut myself again.” Her voice holds a hint of hysteria. “I’ll do it. Then you’ll be sorry if I bleed out all over this pretty floor.”

      Hearing the truth in her words, I give in, unwilling to watch her with the knife again. Regret twisting my face, I close my lips over her wound. I draw deep, pulling her succulent blood across my tongue. My body tenses, waiting for the first cry of pain to rip from her lips.

      Nothing.

      Tentatively, I suck again, cracking one eye open to see if she’s in agony. Lisa’s face remains concerned, her gaze locking on mine.

      “See? Now was that so bad? I don’t understand all the fuss you made. It doesn’t hurt at all. It’s kind of gross. But other than that it’s okay.”

      Could she be immune to whatever it is that hurts other humans? Or could she be different enough as a reaper that my bite doesn’t hurt her? That’s what happened when I had sex with Joanna and bit her—no pain, just pleasure.

      Joy surges through me. The fates have finally given me a chance not to hurt someone I’ve come to care about.

      I push my desire for this incredible woman into our joining. I twist the normal discomfort she’s feeling into pleasure, like I did with Joanna. Granted, we were naked and having hot monkey sex at the time, but I’m hoping the same principle of intent works here.

      “Oh…” Lisa whispers as she relaxes next to me, settling back from her kneeling position to sit on her ankles. “That’s not bad at all.” One hand rests on her lap, my own clothes too much of a bloody mess for her to touch. “Despite you looking grosser than the prom scene in Carrie, I’m feeling strangely attracted to you right now.” Her smile turns soft, while her eyes blaze with heat.

      Hope flares to life in my heart. Could I make something work with her or did I fuck up too badly already with pushing her away in her room? Would she want anything to do with a vampire beyond a few lusty kisses?

      Very quickly my body responds to the fresh blood. Yes, fresh is definitely better than bagged. Both are equally nutritious to a vampire, but the personal connection with feeding from someone is so emotionally intense… I’d almost forgotten.

      Forgetting was easier than remembering the exact moment their desire turned to hatred and fear.

      I want to slip into her mind, to share all the poignant richness she has experienced with her family and their love, but I resist. That type of sharing is best done with the donor’s awareness—and Lisa hasn’t signed the donor forms Vivian enforces at the inn. Without asking, I’d feel like I was violating her.

      Gently my fangs pierce her skin near the wound, holding her wrist in place while I take what she’s freely offering. I tense, wondering if this will be when her pain starts. After a deep pull and no change from her, I relax, realizing my worst fears are unwarranted. She’ll be okay. I won’t scar her for life like the others.

      The damaged flesh of my sun-exposed skin re-knits, and the last of the excruciating pain vanishes. Next, my own blood is reabsorbed through the healed skin, like a sponge. All that’s left is the mess on my clothes and whatever congealed or started to dry before I drank from Lisa.

      I pour my sexual cravings into the slice on her wrist, wishing I had enough time to bring her pleasure with my bite for what’s she’s done for me.

      “Hey now,” her voice sounds stronger. “You’re looking much better. No more exposed muscles and blistered, peeling flesh. And I’m not sure how, but the worst of the exposed blood is gone.” She snuggles her wrist more firmly against my mouth. “This donating bit isn’t so bad.” Her cheeks flush and she looks ready to purr. “In fact. I think I’m digging it.”

      With reluctance, I pull away from her skin, aware I’ve had enough to heal completely. I don’t like stopping, but the thrill of not hurting her has sent such a spark of desire through me I know it’s best if I distance myself for the moment. No one wants a guy covered in bloody clothes to make a pass at them. Well, maybe someone would, but I doubt Lisa is that type.

      My tongue laps at her ragged flesh, the enzymes in vampire salvia close her self-inflicted injury and my small bite wound. A tremor washes over her during my ministrations. Heat floods my face as I think about spreading her out on a bed and triggering those tiny tremors all night long.

      Slowly I sit up, cradling her wrist in both hands, unwilling to break the magical connection we’ve shared. The sickening sound of wet fabric peeling from the floor does the job of killing the moment just fine.

      The clouded, lust-filled look in the reaper’s eyes fades. But if I’m not mistaken there’s a hint of interest still lingering in their blue depths. Just maybe… maybe if I play my cards right I’ll be lucky enough to have her share my bed. After we reap the rest of the ghosts, of course.

      “Thank you,” I say, wishing I could take her in my arms and hug her for the incredible gift she’s given me—not just with her healing blood, but in allowing me to drink from someone without having them despise my very existence. “You have no idea what that meant to me.”

      She snorts and looks away, perhaps embarrassed by my intense scrutiny. “I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t get a bonus if the client helping me died.”

      My heart plummets. Is that all I am to her? Just a client? Time to change her thinking. I’m not above crude fraternity tactics. I’ll make her see me as a man, not a vampire.

      I stand, feigning nonchalance, and look over my ruined clothes and the broken phone lying where Lisa discarded it.

      “I’m sure your boss would have understood. After all, they didn’t exactly prep you for this job.” I glance away, like my next actions are totally normal. “Not that I’d want to be dead for good. Not yet anyway.” I grab the soiled hem of my t-shirt in both hands and yank it over my head. “Too many things in life worth living for—even in this altered ‘undead’ state.” I flash her a little fang when my head reappears. Using the inside of the tee, I wipe my face and arms of any remaining residue.

      Lisa takes a sharp inhale of breath. “What… uh, what are you doing?”

      I lean down and unlace my black boots, toeing them off while I glance up at her. “Getting rid of my bloody clothes.”

      Her face turns beet red. “Oh, yeah. That makes perfect sense.”

      Noting my socks are free of stain, I straighten, hands going to my waistband. Slowly I open my jeans, watching her every reaction. She audible swallows and her hand goes to her throat.

      “You don’t mind, do you?” I ask, mischievous smile in place. Not that she’d notice. She’s staring too intently at my hands.

      “Mind?” she squeaks. “No. Not at all.” She waves a hand at me. “You go on with whatever you need to do. I’ll uh…” She looks around wildly and hoists herself up from the floor. “I’ll shut the door so we can leave.”

      She falters in her step when the metal of my zipper rasps in its descent. I know she’s dying to turn around. Hell, if the situation was reversed I’m sure I’d be blatantly ogling her, mother of three or not.

      By the time she finishes with the door and closes the window shutter I’ve got my boots on and have balled my soiled clothes into a nearby trashcan. I venture behind the bar for bottled water and towels, hoping to clean up whatever remaining glop might be on my head and neck.

      I crack open a water and lean over the tiny bar sink, wishing the ski lodge had showers like the gym. Cool water cascades over my head and trails into the metal sink. Perfect time to ask for help. She’ll be able to approach me on her own and stare her fill without censure.

      “Hey, can you give me hand?”

      Lisa clears her throat. “Uh… Sure. What do you need?”

      “Come see if I got all the gore off.”

      “Okay.” Relief sounds in her voice. “I can handle that.”

      Lisa joins me behind the bar. I’m wearing the black boxer briefs my aunt gave me and in my spare time I work out like crazy—what the hell else is there to do in the Army or the long winters of Alaska? Sure, I might look silly walking through the tunnels in underwear and boots, but if it gets her checking me out and possibly thinking about having sex with me, then I don’t care. I’m not above a little blatant flaunting.

      “You have a little on your back,” she says.

      I thrust a bar towel toward her and the bottle of water. “Here. Can you get it for me?”

      She moves closer, the heat of her body nearing my hip. Water trickles onto my back, to be followed by Lisa’s tentative wiping. “So… what do we do now? We’ve still got quite a few ghosts to reap, right?”

      “But no more coins.” Her hands halt in their rubbing and I want to beg her to keep touching me. “We’ll need to call Vivian from the hotel and see if she has more stashed somewhere. Is there any on my neck or head?”

      She leans in, pressing her breasts into my side. “Nope. You look fiiinne. I mean good!” she corrects, jumping back from me like I’ve burned her. “You look clean. No more blood.”

      I smile into the sink, well aware of the effect she’s having on me and thrilled I’m able to ruffle her calm in return. Nothing like a brush with death to make you want to embrace everything living has to offer.

      And in this case… that would be one super cute and very flustered reaper.

      I stand and face her, resisting the urge to flex, but just barely. “Thanks. I appreciate it.” I momentarily sway toward her, torn on if I should try and kiss her or not. If she chances a look down there’s no way I’ll be able to deny how she affects me—nor would I want to.

      Lisa nods. As if sensing my intent, she rushes away, toward the closet with the secret hatch to the tunnels. “No problem. Guess we’d better hurry then, eh? Those ghosts seem to be popping up everywhere.”

      I join Lisa and enter the code in the security lock inside the doorframe. I raise the lid and motion for her to proceed down the ladder. I wait ‘til she’s down then I descend, halting briefly to lock up the lid.

      Yup, I’ve got a new goal. When this mess is over, I want to bed Lisa.

      Wonder if she’s averse to sleeping with a vampire?

      I aim to find out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          Lisa

        

      

    

    
      From half way down the ladder Asa jumps and lands solidly in front of me. He straightens and smiles. It’s a struggle to keep my gaze on his face when my eyes want to skate across his naked chest. Man this guy has muscles on top of muscles. I’d give up a month’s worth of soda for one unrestricted touch.

      He flicks his head down the tunnel. “Come on. Let’s get back to the inn so I can call Vivian and find out where more coins are.”

      I nod like a wide-eyed bimbo. My mouth is suddenly dry and I barely squeak out an, “Okay.”

      He leads the way and I’m more than happy to trail behind him. Muscles like this don’t exist in real life—I mean non-supernatural real life. Don Burner, my neighbor, looks nothing like this. Not even in his younger days. Asa’s body is a masterpiece of form. I lick my lips, letting my eyes drink in the sight of him. The black boxers trimmed in red draw my attention to his well-formed buns. Temptation in the flesh.

      He leads the way through the tunnels and after several minutes we end up in the basement. Rounding the desk, Asa picks up a desk phone and dials. I assume it’s to Vivian to find out where more gold is. I’m only half worried because I can’t seem to pull my thoughts away from doing naughty things to him.

      While I’m staring at his ass, he ends the call and turns to me. Busted. A smile stretches across his mouth. “What are you looking at?”

      There’s no good ruse that he’ll believe so I opt for the truth. “Your black boxers.” I smirk. “From an old girlfriend?”

      He sets the phone on the desk. “Actually, they’re from my Aunt Cali. I think they were meant as a joke, but—” He wiggles his hips a little. “I like how they feel.”

      I’d like to see how they feel. Maybe rubbing between my thighs, against my cheek, with my fingers inside the waistband. Instead I say, “That’s sweet.”

      Our gazes lock for a few seconds and I get the feeling that if I take one step toward him we’ll be all over each other. Too bad we still have a lot of work to do. I wouldn’t mind spending a few hours locked in a dark room with Asa. When he drank from me, the sensation was beyond anything I’d experienced. He thought he’d hurt me. Far from it. All he managed to do was incite my curiosity to a dangerous level.

      I clear my throat. “So, did Vivian have some good news?”

      “Yeah, seems she’s got pirate booty stashed somewhere.”

      I crinkle my brow. “Does that mean your boss used to be a pirate—as in vampire pirate?”

      “Let’s just say she has a colorful past.”

      “And I thought being a reaper was special.” I prop my hands on my hips and sigh. “Now what?”

      “I supposed I should get dressed.”

      Or not. “Yeah, I think I’ll go freshen up, too.”

      Asa inches around the desk and I step back so we don’t touch. No telling what will happen. The sexual tension is humming between us and I don’t think it will take much to set us off. “You need to drink water and get something to eat after donating blood. Let’s meet back in the lobby in thirty minutes.”

      “Okay.”

      I go to my room and after checking in with Vella and the kids, which takes all of ten minutes, I pace. Having Asa around gives me a sense of protection. The idea of waiting in the lobby alone makes me nervous. First of all there are too many ghosts that don’t know what personal space means. Then there’s the werewolves and God knows what else lurking around the inn. Asa has never given me an exact account of who is what and if they’re at the inn. Better safe than sorry, and for me that means sticking close to my vampire bodyguard.

      My stomach growls and I notice bottled water and a bowl of fruit on the table Asa and I sat near earlier. This place is full of surprises. Deciding it’s safer to eat here I reluctantly dig in to an apple and grab the water.

      After half an hour I sneak from my room and ease down the hall until I can peer over the railing. He’s there. Breathing a sigh of relief I descend the steps with as much composure as I can muster. Time away from him and the fact that he’s wearing clothes again have tempered my rampaging lust.

      “Sorry I’m late. I wanted to check in with the kids.”

      “No problem.” He places a hand on my back and leads me toward the basement again. “Everything all right at home?”

      I ignore the heat spreading across my skin from his touch. “Just peachy. My friend Vella spoils them. They’ll be hellions when I get home. Probably sugared-up and sleep deprived.”

      He laughs as he leads me back to the spiral staircase. “Don’t be too hard on them.”

      I glance at him and again see a spark of yearning for a family. “I won’t—unless they start irritating me.” He laughs again and I inwardly sigh. I could get very used to having Asa around. It was a dangerous realization. “I know I’ve asked this fifty kagillion times, but what now?”

      “Vivian gave me some vague directions to the gold. First we’ll find that and then look for ghosts.”

      “Okay, but eventually I’m going to have to eat.” As if emphasizing my situation my stomach growls. I pointedly ignore mentioning the apple. We all know fruit doesn’t count as real food. “You might be unaware of just how delicate this reaping machine is. It thrives on carbs.”

      “Oh shit, sorry.” A grimace tightens his face as we make our way into the tunnels again. “Sometimes I forget you need real food. Do you want to grab something now?”

      “No, I’ll be fine for a while. I drank water like you suggested.” No way did I want to appear gluttonous, even though I was on the fluffy side. “I’ve got stored energy supplies.” I give my butt a slap and rub. Asa’s pupils dilate slightly. “I’m pretty hardy.”

      “I bet you are.”

      Before I can retort with a flirty comment I’m hit from behind by something cold. An icy blade slices through my body. I gasp and grab onto Asa, my eyes wide with shock.

      “Lisa, what’s wrong?” I stumble but he catches me before I go down.

      When I finally focus my gaze levels on an Amazonian-looking woman standing several feet in front of me. I point. “Ghost. Tall. Dark hair and eyes.” I exhale, my body shuddering from the cold still rippling through my body. “She looks—determined.”

      “Bebe,” Asa says.

      The woman smiles but it doesn’t reach her eyes. Then she nods. “I sensed you on the property.”

      I want to believe Bebe’s reap is going to be as easy as Vikram’s but from her expression I think it will be quite the opposite. My fingers tighten around Asa’s biceps. “She says she sensed me.”

      He pulls me closer to him. “Be careful. She’s dangerous.”

      “Yeah—” Another shiver skitters through me. “I got that.”

      The ghost points a long, slender finger at me. “You’re prettier than I thought.” She takes a step forward. “I think I’m going to like being inside you.”

      I take a step backward, dragging Asa with me. “That’s what they all say.”

      “What’s happening?” he says.

      The woman’s look turns calculating and predatory, then she licks her lips and blows me a kiss. “Bebe didn’t happen to ‘like’ women, did she?” We continue to move toward the tunnel on the right.

      “Uh, yeah, why?”

      “Lucky guess.” I dig my fingers into his arm. “We really need to find that gold—fast.”

      “Right.” He clasps his hand with mine. “Ready.”

      Bebe strides toward us, a satisfied smile pasted on her face. I’m in big trouble. “I’ve never been more ready.”

      “Run!”

      We bolt down the tunnel. It takes every ounce of stored energy to keep up with Asa. Basically he’s dragging me and I swear there are times when we angle around a corner that my feet lift from the ground. But I don’t complain and I don’t stop.

      After what must be the twentieth turn, Asa slows. My chest is burning and it feels like my lungs are literally in my throat. Even though we’ve stopped running, we haven’t stopped walking. He guides me down another corridor, slightly narrower than the others, and into a room.

      “Vivian says the gold is around here.” He flips on the light. “She mentioned chests. Maybe in one of these crates.”

      The room is rectangular and stacked with wooden boxes. I’m really hoping the treasure is on top because I doubt we’ve got a lot of time. “Hurry.” We race to the first stack and haul down a crate. I turn, scanning the room for a crowbar. “If Bebe can sense me I’m sure she’s on our tail.”

      “No doubt.” The squeak of the lid being ripped free draws my attention back. Asa smiles. “A perk of being a vampire. Big muscles.”

      I give him a coy smirk. “It’s good to know they’re not just for show.”

      “You’ve been looking?”

      I shrug and dig into the crate. Crystal perfume bottles trimmed in gold, an antique doll, but no gold. “Not here.”

      Asa drags the next crate down. I’m willing to let him flex his muscles in the name of our rescue. Again he peels the top off and tosses it to the side. We both rifle through the packing material, but again come up empty handed.

      “Damn it.” I kick the crate. “We don’t need much.”

      “We’ll find it.” Asa drops a third crate onto the ground. “Now what they hell did she say on the call…”

      Just as Asa throws the lid over his shoulder I’m hit from the side by the same icy blast. But this time Bebe doesn’t pass through me. “Asa.” I barely get his name out before the ghost’s fingers wrap around my neck. With one hand she pushes me against the wall.

      “Shit,” Asa says.

      Over Bebe’s shoulder I see him frantically digging through the crate, but then she blocks my view.

      “I think she mentioned a lamp. Fuck I should have been paying closer attention rather than trying to tease you.”

      Her face hovers an inch from mine and her cold breath feels like it’s crystalizing against my cheek.

      “Like I said, you’re prettier than I thought,” the ghost whispers. Her chilled lips brush against mine. Thinking she’s going to try and possess me like Ivan, I press my mouth together. “Silly reaper.” She lays her cheek against mine and I have to repress the urge to gasp from the icy bite. “Don’t you know there’s more than one way in?”

      Her hand dips to the waistband of my pants. Holy crap, is she thinking what I think she’s thinking? I’m sorry, but I choose who’s going to get into my girlie bits, and for my first time after my husband’s death it’s sure as hell not going to be icy-fingered Amazonian vampire bitch.

      “Asa, oh my God, you’ve got to stick your hand down my pants!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          Asa

        

      

    

    
      I race to the reaper’s side, all thoughts of finding the gold soaring right out of my head. With more heat pumping through my veins than I’ve felt in years, I willingly, and eagerly, comply with Lisa’s outrageous suggestion. I lay my palm under her shirt against the skin of her slightly rounded stomach, and slide downward, easing past the waistband of her pants.

      She rips her mouth away from mine. “Under. You’ve got to go under my panties. She’s… I can’t believe I’m about to say this—she’s trying to possess me by entering through my privates!”

      I snug her plump breasts more firmly against my chest with one arm around her back, while pressing my lips firmly on hers. My other hand plunges low, cupping the juncture between her thighs. Moist heat greets my questing fingers as I shift deeper; making sure my whole hand covers both entrances.

      “Yes! That’s right. Oh my God, is that so right.” A nervous giggle escapes her. “The coldness has eased.”

      “Is my hand cold?”

      “No, it’s not bad.” I snug my hand closer. “Whew! Much better than an angry vampire spirit trying to force her way inside.” She shivers and I think her reaction has nothing to do with Bebe.

      “Oh! She’s heading north again!”

      Lisa plasters her mouth to mine, and I swear the sexy reaper circles her hips toward my hand. Her hot heat sets my hand on fire, sending blood straight to my crotch. I’m no saint and I don’t try to over analyze it when my pants become tight. I’m a guy with my hand down a pretty woman’s pants. You do the math.

      Panic and desire grip me with equal force. I wish to God this damn ghost wasn’t here trying to take over so I could really enjoy this moment. “Holy shit.” I gasp between kisses. “You are so fucking hot right now.” Oh yeah, that sounded smooth. Like a drunken frat boy.

      “Don’t talk sexy to me!” She pants, gasping for breath. “I can’t think.”

      I suppress a grin, thrilled she liked my words even if they were un-cool and spur of the moment.

      Her small hand spasms against my chest. “I’ve got to hold onto Bebe while we find the damn gold.” Her breathing becomes ragged as I lift my lower hand slightly, cupping her moist heat in my palm. “Oh. My. God. Don’t do that! It feels… well… I think you know exactly how it feels, you undead tease.” Her body shivers and I swear she presses in closer. “Where was I? What they hell are we doing?” she squeaks again and her eyes round. She jams her mouth back on mine. Bebe must have gone for her lips again.

      Wetness from her core seeps out to coat my palm and I can’t resist the involuntary grinding of the heel of my hand against her mound. I want her. I want her bad. I want to make her squirm all over me, all night long. I want to erase every memory of any other man she’s ever been with. For one night, I want to be her world.

      Best get to reaping all these damn ghosts so I can make it happen.

      I ease back, still keeping up the pressure between her legs, “Christ I can barely think like this. I fucked up before with the crates. I think Vivian said something about moving a light fixture on the wall.” I look around the room and only see the caged ceiling light. “I know of a room with sconces like she mentioned.” I pant into the air between us, barely able to hold onto the urge to rip off her clothes. Yup, I’m officially a horn-dog with no fear of immediate consequences. “It’s across the hall. How about I carry you?”

      Lisa nods, her eyes glazed with what I hope is passion, but there’s also a tinge of fear there. Makes sense since an aggressive spirit is trying her damndest to possess her.

      “Can you carry me? I mean,” she hesitates, uncertainty on her face. “I’m no feather weight.”

      A grin tilts the corners of my mouth and I don’t answer, instead just lowering my grip around her back to settle more firmly near her middle. With little effort I scoop the sexy blond into my arms, relishing her round-eyed look of shock. My fingers between her legs press against her back opening and she lets out a little moan of desire.

      “Asa, you’re killing me here. If you had any idea how close I am…” She stumbles in her words, switching thoughts quickly. “All these ghosts are coming after me,” she whispers, that hint of fear growing despite my subtle efforts to keep her mind occupied on what my hand is doing in her pants.

      I nod, keeping my lips near her mouth, in case I need to kiss her again to block Bebe. “That’s a safe assumption. They seem to be popping up like flies whenever we least expect it. Maybe they’re drawn to you?”

      Without waiting for an answer, I carry her out of the room and across the stark white hall. I lift one booted heel and kick in the door, unwilling to let go of Lisa and risk her for even a moment.

      A suppressed giggle escapes the reaper. “Is it wrong I’m totally turned on and scared out of my mind at the same time?”

      I kiss her lightly, staring into her blue eyes. “I don’t think so. I’m sure as hell turned on. We’ll get through this. I promise.” I circle the heel of my hand against her sensitive mound, knowing I’m hitting the aroused bundle of nerves beneath.

      Lisa’s arms twine around my neck, only one hand grasping me as the other holds to the ghost of Bebe.

      “It’s been a long time for me. You keep doing that and I’m going to cease caring about the job I’m supposed to be doing.”

      “Right,” I say, easing back on my teasing. “We need to find the gold.”

      I carry her to a metal-caged bulb protruding from the far wall. “Can you reach it?”

      She reluctantly lets go of my neck, trailing her hot hand down my chest before shifting her attention to the light fixture.

      She tugs on it to no avail. Not a creak, no sliding wall… nothing.

      Lisa motions with her hand down the expanse of cinder block. “How about that one?”

      Three quick strides and we’re next to it. She tries again, this time with luck. The concrete between the two sconces shifts, sliding slowly inward in a vague door-like shape. It recesses about a foot and then slides to one side.

      Lisa crows in triumph. “I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes. Who the heck designs stuff like this?”

      I know exactly who designs secret rooms and passages— an old and highly paranoid vampire unwilling to be caught by her enemies. I refrain from answering, saddened that this is probably one of the things I will have to delicately remove from her memories, just like our traveling in the tunnels. Vivian is very particular about who knows her secrets.

      The movement of the wall is ponderous, but very soon the interior is exposed. A light has been triggered by the door opening and a low glow illuminates the cramped interior.

      Three large chests are stacked one on top of the other, with unlocked latches. Of course—if you’ve got your gold stashed in a secret wall compartment I guess having the chests locked would be overkill.

      I step into the confined space and Lisa swings the top lid open.

      Honest-to-god pirate’s loot meets our gaze. Large gemstones set in gaudy gold settings, two gold goblets and random gold necklaces, all nestled among hundreds and hundreds of gold doubloons.

      “Holy shit. You weren’t kidding about her being a vampire pirate, were you?” Awe lights her expression. “I’d really like to meet her one day. I bet she’s got some great stories.”

      I think back to what Vivian said to me one day last spring, about how she’s worked to deliberately forget a lot of what has passed in her very long life. She said something like “If you constantly live in the past, you will never find happiness in the here and now.” I’ve often hoped she’d share more of her life with the seethe, but I think she saves that part of herself for only her husband.

      “Nope. Vivian doesn’t joke very often. If she said she captained a pirate ship, then dammit, she probably did.”

      “Huh.” She reaches out and grabs a coin. “With evidence like this staring at us, I’d say there’s no doubt. Hurry, let me shut it again. I don’t want Hal seeing this. Who knows what he’d do or who he’d tell.”

      “Good thinking.” We reset the door, with much kissing and teasing as apparently Bebe senses what’s next and starts fighting to possess Lisa again.

      Once the door eases closed Lisa gasps and screams, “Hal!” at the top of her lungs. “Oh, no… Asa, I’m going to…”

      I set her feet on the floor and dip her back over my arm, supporting her as tremors wrack her frame. Going on instinct I thrust two fingers inside her heated core, her slick wetness clasping at my digits.

      I pump steadily in and out as her orgasm peaks, capturing her heavenly moans in my mouth.

      As fast as her release came, Lisa is in control of her faculties once more. “Hal!” she grins and pulls my face to hers in another kiss. “That’s the first time I’m glad he didn’t answer on the initial call.”

      The familiar pink light I see only when touching Lisa comes into view. “Should I take my hand out of your pants, now?”

      “Uh, yeah. That might be good.”

      I hastily comply, tucking one hand in my pocket to shift my painful erection.

      The glowing door opens and Hal steps into view. “My, my, my, Lisa.” His penetrating gold gaze locks unto me. “What have you been up to? Oh, she’s a pretty one.”

      Belatedly realizing he’s not looking at me, but Bebe, I recall the striking good looks of the tall Brazilian woman. I bet he’s excited to transport her.

      “You’re going to be a hit we’re you’re going, honey,” he says.

      Lisa steps toward him, still firmly holding my hand in case Bebe decides to act like Joanna and attempts to pull her into the beyond.

      “She’s a crafty one, Hal. I’d watch myself.”

      Hal smiles, coldly cynical and all knowing. “I can handle the likes of her, thank you very much. You’re certainly keeping me busy this week. Do you have my payment?” One elegant eyebrow raises, as if he’s sure she’ll fail on the preferred coinage eventually.

      “Right here, you smug bastard.” Lisa tosses him the coin. Her grip tightens on my hand, betraying the confident tone. I admire this strong woman, doing what she’s afraid of despite the risks.

      Pretty soon the transaction is complete and we’re alone in the bunker room.

      Lisa lets out a loud sigh and runs her hand through her short, spiky blond hair. “That was an experience I hope to never repeat.” She glances to me, undoubtedly seeing the pained look on my face and hastens to add, “Not the part with you and me! That was… incredible. But having a ghost try and penetrate my hoohah?” She shakes her head. “I hope she’s the only one who thinks of that trick in the future.” She shivers. “Brr … talk about scary.

      “Every time I think I’ve got a handle on this new gig I get thrown a curve ball of immense proportions.” The young widow approaches me, self-doubt in her eyes. “Thank you. Thank you for being here for me and for ‘taking one for the team.’”

      Anger sparks inside me. “Is that what you think?” I grab her hand and place it over my still hard cock. “I want you, Lisa—despite the age difference, despite you being human and me being a vampire, despite there being no chance of a future for us—I want you. Do you understand?”

      Her hand closes over my cock and gives it a light squeeze. “Crystal clear, Asa.” She reaches up and voluntarily kisses me, with no threat of a ghost possession to prod her. After a while she pulls back, newfound strength shining in her eyes. “But we have a job to finish first.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

          Lisa

        

      

    

    
      Sweet nibblets, my body is humming from Asa. Not only his touch, but his reaction to me. I hadn’t felt that much heat for over a decade during my hormone induced randy years when I first met my husband. Asa gave me a thigh quivering taste of what it would be like to indulge in my fantasy with him. From my reaction, I’m not sure I’ll survive. But what a way to die.

      I smooth my hand down the front of my shirt, trying to collect my thoughts. “How many ghosts are left?”

      “There should only be three.” He walks to the wall again and tilts the sconce, causing the door to slide open again. “We’ll need more gold. I’ll grab a few extra in case we run into problems.”

      “Good idea.” I follow him into the tiny treasure room. “Who’s left?”

      “Deneishia and Melvyn, both werewolves, and Emiko.”

      The fact that there are still three spirits to reap unnerves me. “I know I said I didn’t want to know, but why are there so many dead people here?”

      His hand hovers against the treasure chest. After a few seconds he looks at me. “We had problems with Ivan and…” He hesitates and I’m not sure I want to hear the rest of his explanation. “Vivian hosted a hunt.”

      I shake my head. “What kind of hunt?”

      His gaze drifts back to the chest. “A vampire hunt.” He hefts the lid open. “Emiko.”

      Did I hear him correctly? Not sure I fully understand, I ask, “You guys hunted Emiko, as in—hunted to kill?”

      He nods. “She was a ruthless killer, but if she could survive the hunt she’d earn her freedom from fifteen years in silver chains.” The coins jingle as he scoops up a handful. “Maybe it wasn’t the best idea in the world but she and the elders agreed to it.”

      I’m speechless. Most vampire novels I’ve read painted them as violent creatures, but hearing an actual account goes way beyond my comprehension. The differences between Asa’s life and mine once again are glaringly clear. Several retorts linger on the tip of my tongue, most judgmental. But what do I know of his world besides the small slice I’ve seen over the two days? My life is hockey, my kids, and sunshine. His life is timeless— bound to a master vampire, consuming blood to survive, and darkness.

      Breaking the tension, I say, “Well, that explains it.”

      He glances at me. Something like wariness and relief flickers across his face. “We’d better get going.”

      Fine with me. Despite the enjoyment I experienced here, the tunnels feel like they’re closing in on me. I rub my arms to chase away the heavy feeling that’s settled on my soul. “Where to next?”

      Asa follows me out of the room and closes the door. “Let’s try the cabins. That’s where Melvyn died. Maybe Deneishia is hanging out there, too.”

      “One can hope.”

      We make our way through the tunnels to another ladder. Once again Asa leads the way and we eventually exit into a darkened cabin. The place is more rustic and dare I say, smells a little like wet dog.

      Instantly I see a scruffy looking guy with brown hair sitting on a couch. Next to him is a dark-skinned beauty. Both look incredibly bored until they realize I’m staring at them.

      “’Ello,” says the guy. “What ‘ave we got here?”

      His cockney accent takes me by surprise and I smile. “Melvyn?”

      “Is he here?” Asa stops beside me and puts his hand on my waist. Maybe in preparation to protect me, or maybe he just wants to touch me again. Either way I’m good with it.

      “I think. English guy?” I ask.

      “That’s him.” Asa inches closer, his arm going around my waist. “Don’t let him sweet talk you.”

      I nod and look at the woman. “You wouldn’t happen to be Deneishia, would you?”

      “That’s right.” She looks at Melvyn and back to me. “You can see us?”

      I’m surprised they haven’t sensed me, but maybe a Were’s awareness isn’t as strong as a vampire’s. Or maybe they just aren’t controlling possessive creatures like the vampires are. “Yes. My name is Lisa.”

      Melvyn stands. “Is this visit social or somethin’ else? Not that I’ll complain when a lovely lass shows up.”

      “Thank you, but this isn’t really a social visit.” I fold my hands in front of me, trying to look unthreatening. “Actually, I’m a grim reaper and I’m here to help you crossover.”

      Now the woman stands. Her face is a stony mask and I can’t tell if she’ll be cooperative or attack. “What do you mean, crossover?”

      “You know—” I fumble for an explanation, not exactly sure what’s in store for the two werewolves. “Heaven.” I don’t add or Hell, figuring that won’t help persuade them to not fight the inevitable. “It’s better than hanging out here for eternity, isn’t it?”

      The ghosts look at each other and then Melvyn shrugs. “Can’t be any worse, right? What you think?”

      Deneishia isn’t so easily convinced. “At least here we know what to expect.”

      “Yes, we do.” Melvyn slides his hand into hers. “Nobody seeing or hearing us. Life going on but we can’t participate. Running and hunting but never catching prey ever again.” He brings her hand to his mouth and kisses her knuckles. “It’s a fate worse than death, love.”

      She swallows hard and then looks back at me. “Can we go together?”

      More than anything I want to say yes, but I don’t know what happens after the elevator door closes, so I’m honest. “I don’t know, but I can ask.” I exhale and call, “Hal!”

      Either the spirits I’m giving him are piquing his interest or the gold is motivating my porter. The pink light instantly appears, stretching and diming until the elevator door slides open. Dressed in orange plaid trousers and jacket, neon yellow boots, and a gigantic pair of pineapple-shaped sunglasses, I have to wonder if Hal is getting his style cues from Elton John or vice-versa. He leans out the elevator, seemingly giddy about being called.

      A feral smile curves his lips. “I must say, Lisa, I haven’t had this much fun since the Salem witch burnings.”

      “Nice, Hal.”

      “What the shaggin’ hell is that?” Melvyn asks, pointing at the porter.

      “That’s Hal and his elevator. He’ll deliver you to your appointed destination.”

      The werewolf ghost laughs. “He’s got style, he does.”

      “Thank you.” Hal’s voice drifts across the room and I feel the compulsion he’s sending out. Deneishia takes a step toward him but I block her path.

      “Not so fast.” I glance at Asa. “Can I have three gold pieces?” I see his confusion but without questioning me he drops three coins into my hand. I close my fingers around them and hold my fist in the air. “Two gold pieces to transport them and one for you if you keep Melvyn and Deneishia together.”

      Hal taps his chin with a long orange fingernail and purses his lips. “Five gold pieces and I will deliver them together and let them keep their wolves.”

      His offer takes me by surprise. “What do you mean?”

      “Meaning, I’ll deliver them to a place where they can remain in human form or run free as a wolf. The choice will be theirs.”

      The offer seems extremely generous but I’m not a werewolf and don’t know if this is acceptable. I turn to the ghosts. “Well?”

      They look like kids in a candy store. Melvyn claps his hands together. “When do we leave?”

      “Just as soon as I get paid,” Hal says.

      Everybody’s eyes level on me. I whisper to Asa, “Please tell me we can pay Hal five coins and still have enough for Emiko.”

      Obviously Asa can hear and see Hal. He opens his hand, offering me two more pieces. “Hell yes. The sooner we get this over with the sooner I’m getting into your pants.”

      I scoop up the coins and start tossing them at Hal. “All right then, get on board the elevator to paradise.” And hopefully I’d be visiting paradise very soon as well. “Happy trails. Run free. Be wild. See you in the next life.”

      The two spirits waste no time boarding the elevator. With an excited wave from Melvyn, the door slides shut, leaving Asa and me alone in the cabin. Both of his arms slide around my body and he pulls my back against him. His breath feathers against my ear and his lips nuzzle against my neck.

      “We’re alone,” he mumbles. “Wanna make out?”

      I sigh and relax against him. “I’d love nothing more.” Turning, I wind my arms around his neck. “But we’ve got one more ghost to reap and I can’t concentrate until the job is finished.” I brush my mouth against his. “And you don’t want me to be distracted…” My tongue caresses his bottom lip. “Do you?”

      He runs a hand up my spine and cups the back of my head, tilting it slightly. His mouth claims mine. I open to him and our tongues meet, sliding along each other. My heart beat quickens and those little flips I used to get when I was young and had a crush on a boy tumble in my stomach. A moan escapes me and all I want is to lose myself in Asa.

      As if out of protest my stomach erupts with a complaint that sounds as if I haven’t eaten in days—which would be idiotic, because I’d kill somebody before that happened.

      He smiles against my mouth, pulls back slightly and rests his forehead against mine. “Come on, you need to eat.”

      For the first time as far as I remember, I want to argue I’m not hungry. But I’m going to need my strength for this last ghost and hopefully for the romp fest with Asa. “Okay.”

      Our trip back to the inn is quick. I think I’m starting to memorize part of the tunnels. I knew when we were getting closer and guessed the last half dozen turns correctly. I can’t help but feel this isn’t information Vivian would want an outsider to know, but I’m not going to bring up the subject. Let sleeping vamps lie, as they say—or as I say now that I’ve reaped a kagillion of them.

      Back at the inn I’m served a meal that satisfies every fat, cheese lovin’, alcoholic bit of me—a cheeseburger, fries, and a beer. It’s as if someone read my mind. Another thought I don’t want to examine too closely. Ignorance is bliss.

      After downing the last of my beer, I stretch and yawn. For Asa the night is young, but the day’s events have wiped me out.

      “Tired?” he asks.

      I cover my mouth in a feeble attempt to hide my exhaustion. “Sorry. Reaping takes a lot out of me. Especially when they try to possess me.”

      “Why don’t you get some sleep? Maybe we can reap Emiko later, or even tomorrow.”

      Despite the prospect of having some fun with Asa after the job is finished, I’m missing my kids. Home seems like a million miles away and even though I know they’re fine with my best friend, I’m getting anxious to get home. “Maybe just a nap. We can go out later.”

      “Sounds good.”

      I prop my elbow on the table and rest my chin on my hand, smiling. “Can I ask you a favor?”

      He mirrors my position. “Anything.”

      “Will you come to bed with me?”

      His eyes widen. “You’re supposed to sleep.”

      “I will.” My smile evaporates. “I don’t want to be alone. Not with Emiko still on the loose.”

      Without hesitation he stands and holds out his hand. “Come on.”

      Boy, I could really get used to having this guy around. Hot, considerate, seems to like kids. I tamp down the disappointment about what can’t be—at least not now, and accept his hand. We head to my room and he closes the door behind us.

      It takes a second for my eyes to adjust. “Is it true vampires see in the dark?”

      “Yep.”

      “What am I doing now?” I stick out my tongue.

      “Careful, or I’ll take that as an invitation.”

      I laugh. “Okay, it’s true.” I walk to the bed. “Uh, sorry if this is awkward, but I can’t sleep with pants on. I’m a little claustrophobic.”

      Suddenly he’s beside me. “You can take off all your clothes as far as I’m concerned.”

      “But then I wouldn’t get a nap, would I.”

      He gives me a slow, coaxing kiss and then pulls away. “Definitely not.”

      I push at his chest and step back. “I’m not saying no. I’m just saying no for now.” I shed my pants, which leaves me in a long t-shirt, and crawl under the covers. I pat the bed. “Come on.”

      He turns on the bathroom light and cracks the door an inch. Very deliberately, Asa unzips his pants and steps out of them, and then pulls off his shirt. I frown at him and he smiles. “Just leveling the playing field.”

      “Tease.”

      Pulling back the covers, he slips in next to me and wraps me in his slightly cooler embrace. “Honey, teasing is the last thing I want to do to you.”

      His skin feels good against mine. I swear my body temperature has risen three degrees since I met him. I snuggle against him and sigh. It’s been a long time since I’ve had a man’s arms around me. Even way before my husband died. We had a hands-off practice when it came to actually sleeping. He stayed on his side of the bed and I stayed on mine. But with Asa that’s not what I want.

      My eyes drift shut and I’m asleep within minutes.

      When my eyes flutter open a few hours later, he’s still there, still wrapped around me, still keeping me safe. Even though I didn’t move he must have sensed when I awoke.

      “Sleep well?”

      “Better than I have in a long time.” I lift my head and look at the clock. “Ten.” My head drops back to the pillow. “Dang, I was really tired.”

      Asa doesn’t move to get up, but his hand slides up my arm. It would be so easy to turn over and make love to him right now. Giving in a little, I do roll to face him. The red numbers from the digital clock reflect in his eyes. His stare is intense and it takes my breath away.

      “I really want you, Lisa.”

      Usually I’d come back with some coy comment but humor escapes me, because I want what he wants. Skin against skin. “One more ghost and I’m all yours.” He pushes me to my back, covering my body with his. I spread my legs and he settles between them. God he feels good. His erection presses against me. “You’re not making this easy.”

      “I know.” His mouth captures mine and his hand creeps up my ribs to cup my breast. “That’s what I’m hoping for.”

      His thumb strums my nipple, bringing it to a tight peak. A whimper of desire and angst escapes me. I run my hands down his back and over his tight buns. They’re just as nice to touch as they are to look at. Unable to help myself I grind against him and open my mouth in invitation.

      He accepts and for a few minutes we’re lost in a cloud of sensual caresses and kisses. To my surprise, Asa draws back first. “Listen, if we go much further I’m not going to be able to stop. Good news is you don’t have to worry about disease or getting pregnant.” He grins at me wickedly in the semi-darkness.

      A glimmer of light from the clock glints off the top of his fang. Oh yeah, that’s hot, but he’s right. I’m not sure what kind of shape I’m going to be in, so I’d rather reap this last ghost and then let the chips—or clothes—fall where they may. “Then we’d better stop.” I use my own argument on him, certain the sliver of doubt I place will be enough to give us both the willpower we need to get dressed. “Because if I have to rest for a few days after we make love, I don’t want to worry about Emiko.”

      His body tenses and stares at me. “Do you think… that us being together will be to rough?”

      I squeeze his ass and wrap my legs around his thighs. “If we do it right.”

      A slow smile spreads across his mouth and his body relaxes. “Let’s go reap this bitch.”

      In an instant he’s off the bed and getting dressed. “Uh, okay.” I shove the covers the rest of the way off. “Nothing like a little enthusiasm.”

      The rasp of his zipper hisses through the darkness. “You ain’t seen nothing yet.”

      That spurs on my own efforts to get dressed. Within minutes we’re out the door and back in the tunnels, practically running. “You got the gold?” I huff out.

      “Yep.” He slows to a brisk walk. “Three pieces in case Hal decides to barter.”

      We continue down tunnel after tunnel. “Tell me about Emiko.”

      “Small, Asian, deadly, fully trained as a ninja like three hundred years ago—and if she could die again I’d gladly do the honors.”

      The vehemence in his voice shocks me. “So, we’ve saved the worst for last?”

      He stops suddenly and turns. I almost run into him, but halt just in time. “Don’t let your guard down for a second. Don’t let go of me. And don’t believe the crap she’s going to spew at you. There’s nothing good about Emiko. She’s no innocent soul that needs to be saved. She was a master vampire and did a lot of really bad shit when she was alive.” I open my mouth to ask what, but he holds up a hand. “No, don’t ask. They’re the kind of things that will keep you awake at night. Trust me when I say, you don’t want to know.”

      I inhale. “Okay. I trust you.”

      He nods and takes my hand. “We still have a way to the hangar.”

      From my ride from the landing strip I figure we have to walk at least two miles. Again, the complexity and sheer genius of the tunnels hits me. We travel without talking. Mainly I’m trying not to suck wind like a two pack-a-day smoker, and I wonder what it would be like to have unlimited energy like Asa.

      “So, explain again how a human turns into a vampire.”

      “Why? You thinking of converting?”

      I give an unladylike snort. “No. Just curious.”

      “A human is drained almost to point of death and then given the vampire’s blood.” He says this in the same way he’d explain how to microwave a burrito. “The conversion takes place after they’ve consumed almost half of their maker’s blood.”

      “Oh.” I’m afraid to ask the next question but I forge ahead. “What if a human happens to say… lick a cut you had? Would anything happen?”

      He stopped again and faced me. “What are you asking?”

      I shrug. “I’m just curious. Some stories say it’s addictive.”

      His eyes search my face for a few seconds. “It can be, especially to werewolves and other vampires.”

      “Would a human get any special perks from it?” God, I sound like a junkie, but I’m curious if a little of Asa’s blood will help me in case Emiko is too strong.

      “You planning on draining me?”

      “Yes, but not that way.” I lean in and kiss him. “If you’re lucky.”

      He shakes his head. “Yes, there are—perks, but you don’t need them. If you drank from me and I’ve fed from you, you’d be bound to me for a month. I wouldn’t do that to you unless we had no other choice—like you were hurt badly or something. Besides, you’re the Angel of Death. You’ve got your own mojo.”

      “I didn’t say I wanted to try it.” From the look on his face he doesn’t believe me. I roll my eyes. “Fine, I was thinking if Emiko is too strong then it might help—but that was before you mentioned the binding part.” I already had enough people demanding things from me. Answering to one more wasn’t appealing. Even if it was Asa. “What is the binding all about?”

      “It’s nature’s defense mechanism for vampires. You’d want to protect me and would do anything I wanted, with no regard for yourself. I’d never do that to you—Vivian has taught me a lot about what it means to take someone’s free will. She’s not done it me and I’m grateful for it.” He draws me to him. “You can do this. Without my blood.”

      “I’m glad you have confidence in me.” And I don’t mention how freaked out the idea of losing my free will has made me.

      “I won’t let Emiko hurt you, Lisa.” He starts down the tunnel again.

      I don’t ask how he’s going to do that if he can’t see her. I’ll cross that bridge when we get there.

      We exit the tunnels inside the hangar. The sun is still high in the sky even at this late hour. The place is empty, no planes, no people, but the giant door is open. With nobody around and wolves roaming the area, there’s probably not a reason to lock things up.

      We walk to the edge of the shadows and stop. “I don’t see any ghosts.” I let go of Asa’s hand. “Let me look outside.”

      “No, you have to draw her in here where I can help you.”

      “I’ll be all right. We have to find her first.”

      His lips thin into a tight line. “Don’t go far. If she’s not here we’ll look somewhere else.”

      “I promise.”

      Creeping forward, I scan the parking area. There’s a jet and another black SUV with dark windows, but nothing else. We’re miles from civilization and the tundra stretches beyond the runway in a wavy sea of lichen and scrub. The warm breeze caresses me and makes the tiny buds of the ground cover dance. It’s so quiet it’s eerie, especially since I’m searching for a psycho ghost.

      “Looking for me?”

      I swing around and come face to face with Emiko. She’s a lot smaller than I remembered from the inn when I first arrived, but I know not to let her size fool me. “Yes.” The casual ‘hey, I’m here to reap you’ I used on the other ghosts seems laughable. Power emanates from her and I’m instantly on alert. “If you’re Emiko.”

      She continues to stare at me, not confirming her identity. After a few seconds she says, “You should have left after Melvyn and Deneishia.”

      I almost feel her gaze stabbing me with its intensity. Everything Asa told me about her is true, and then some. “I take it you’re not going to be cooperative.”

      “Hardly.”

      “Lisa, get back in the hangar,” Asa yells.

      Good idea. I take a step but she blocks my path. “I don’t think so.”

      “Hal.” I want him waiting to take Emiko because I’ll probably not get a second chance. The pink light expands and within seconds the door opens. “Get ready.”

      I don’t look at him but I hear his muttered curse. Dread washes over me. If he’s concerned then I certainly should be way more so. I bolt toward the hangar but before I go three steps I’m lifted off the ground and tossed several feet. I hit the gravel and roll. Pain ricochets through my body. Rolling to my side, I glare at Emiko, trying to catch my breath and not whine. “You.” Gasp. “Did not just do that.”

      “Lisa, are you okay?” Asa’s voice sounds frantic. “Don’t let her touch you!”

      I push to a sitting position and glance at him. He’s pacing along the edge of the shadow and I know he’s going to run out and to try and help if I don’t stop him. My body protests when I ease to a stand. “Yeah, I’m all right.” I hold up a hand. “Do not come out here. I want you whole and healthy for later.”

      Luckily the bitch of a ghost tossed me closer to where he prowled. I back toward him as she stalks me.

      “I wanted Vivian’s pet wolf but had to settle for taking what I wanted from this one.” She flicks her head toward Asa.

      “What do you mean?” I want to keep her talking. Maybe I can get the advantage—somehow. “Taking what?”

      “Don’t listen to her, Lisa. She’s a lying cunt.”

      Normally I hate the C-word, but in this case it’s fitting.

      “You won’t be disappointed, reaper. He’s a good lay. I think he liked it, even though he fought it ‘til the end.”

      That draws me to a stop. Sometimes I’m not the brightest bulb in the string of lights but her meaning is perfectly clear. “You raped him?”

      “Lisa!” Anguish fills Asa’s cry. “Do not listen to her.”

      Emiko shrugs. “I take what I want because I’m more powerful and there’s nothing anybody can do about it.”

      “Really?” I’m super pissed now. Not just irked or angry. A red haze settles over my vision. “Because it looks like somebody took care of you and now it’s my turn.”

      Her fangs extend and she hisses. “I’d like to see you try.”

      I’m suddenly very calm. Rape my temporary vampire boyfriend and think you’re going to get away with it? Oh, I don’t think so. Energy ripples through my body and I dig deep, focusing on what I am—an angel of death.

      I hurl toward the ghost just as she attacks. All my training races back to me. We collide but instead of holding onto her with my hand, I wrap my arms around the ghost and press her against my body. Instead of her possessing me, I take command of her spirit.

      From what seems like a long distance I hear Asa and Hal yelling at me, but I’m completely focused on Emiko. Even though she tries to fight me, her efforts are useless. A part of me I’ve not acknowledge before, the scary part of being Death’s deliverer, pushes through my fear. A black ghostly essence extends from me and wraps around us, making Emiko and me one. I feel her hatred and evil, but I also sense her years of empty existence.

      The blackness flows around us, her screams seemingly locked inside me. I walk to Hal. My mind is not my own. Something beyond Lisa Carron is controlling my actions. A few feet away, the energy holding Emiko disconnects from me. Still encased in the black ghostly shroud, her spirit is whisked into the elevator. Unlike the other ghosts, she descends and within seconds she’s gone.

      I stumble away from Hal, gasping and in a daze. He’s staring at me with an expression I haven’t seen before. Respect? Maybe fear? I don’t want—am unable—to analyze what just happened. Turning, I walk to Asa. “Gold.”

      He drops a coin in my hand. Numbly I return to Hal and toss the payment to him. He catches it, but doesn’t lower his hand. “It seems we are in for very interesting ride, Lisa Carron.” He tucks the gold in his vest pocket. “Very interesting.”

      With that the elevator compresses into a pink line of light and disappears. I stand there for a few seconds, still trying to wrap my head around what I’d just become. Slowly I turn and face Asa. “Well, that’s never happened before.”

      His mouth is hanging open and his body sags at my words. “Holy shit. I don’t think you ever really needed me.”

      My footsteps move toward him. “Oh yes, I really need you.”

      I’m on him in five long strides and throw myself at him. Our mouths lock, devouring each other. After a few breathless seconds, and before I start peeling off his clothes, I pull back. “That’s it right? No more ghosts?”

      He shakes his head. “That’s it.”

      “Then…” I yank on the hem of his shirt. “Let’s get this party started.”
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      I glance warily at the piercing bright light just feet from my shoes. Reluctantly I grab Lisa’s hands. “Hold on there, hot stuff.”

      A puzzled expression crosses her lovely face. “What’s wrong? Change your mind?”

      Desire burns in my chest. “Nope. Not by a long shot.” I motion with my head toward the nearby sunlight. “Although it is difficult to relax when I’m worried I could go up in smoke any second.”

      Lisa barks out a relieved laugh. “Well, when you put it that way…” She glances around the stark hangar. “This place doesn’t exactly look like a good spot for a romantic tryst.”

      I wiggle my eyebrows. “How about my apartment in the hotel basement?”

      “You’re on!” Lisa grabs my hand and races for the ladder hidden in the back storage room. In a flash we’re running through the tunnels, still holding hands and laughing like teenagers. At one point Lisa has to stop to catch her breath, complaining if she runs the whole way she’ll be too tired to have fun.

      Not willing to risk her exhaustion, I give her the choice of a fireman’s carry over my shoulder or a piggyback ride. I hoped she’d go for the fireman’s carry simply so I could smack her tempting ass every now and then. She climbs onto my back and I swear, the heat from her crotch feels like a scorching brand against my back, spurring me to run faster.

      Within minutes we’re crossing the threshold to my bedroom, and I close the door with one foot. With a flick of a switch the bedside lamp comes on, a low glow in the windowless room. Thankfully the Army made me a neat man and I don’t have any dirty clothes or travel mugs strewn about to embarrass me.

      “Holy cow! What a rush!” Lisa laughs as I lower her to the bamboo flooring. Turning to face her I back her up to the door, pressing my body against hers as I reach to lock the door. This would not be a good time for Eric or Pat to come bursting in for a Sons of Anarchy marathon.

      Her face tilts up to mine, eagerness etching her intense gaze and flushed cheeks. I rest one hand on her waist, circling it lightly behind her to snug the sexy woman flush to my hips, and gently cup her cheek with the other hand, savoring the warmth spilling off her skin. “God, you’re beautiful.”

      “I certainly feel that way when you look at me like that.” Her hands slide up and across my chest, reaching my shoulders to pull me closer.

      We lunge together at once, our lips meeting in the middle. The fresh scent of tundra grasses cling to her clothing, as does the lingering aroma of the inn’s exclusive shower gel on her skin. I thrust my tongue inside her mouth, conscious I need to hold back so I don’t scare her with my desperation.

      It’s been months for me. I won’t last long. I’ve been with no one since Emiko—and before her, Joanna. Two very different and not-so-great experiences. One I killed because she was bat shit crazy, and the other, I was a convenient blood snack to save Jon.

      This time I want the woman more than I ever thought possible. I want Lisa beneath me, I want her on top of me, I want her lush body writhing against mine. My fist clenches in the fabric near her waist and my muscles tense with restraint.

      Slow down, man. You have all night.

      I will feel her hot skin slicked with sweat. I will make her call out my name. I pour my longing into the kiss, knowing by her increased heart rate she’s as turned on as I am.

      The kisses we shared before are nothing compared to the passion in our union now. Before I have a chance to reel in my desires, Lisa pulls at my shirt again. We part for a brief instance while she hauls the material over my head and tosses it away.

      Her hands run over my bare skin, the tips of her fingers brushing my hardened nipples. “Hell. You’ve got to work out, right?”

      A shiver runs through me. I’ll be lucky if the first round lasts two minutes.

      I nod, unwilling to speak when I want my mouth back on hers. As I lean toward her to capture her swollen lips, she halts me with the gentle press of one hand. A small push and a flick of her eyes is all it takes for me to understand she wants us on the big bed behind me.

      I smile and walk backward, trailing my hands along her arms to link fingers and tow her with me. A huge grin spreads across her face and she launches at me, wrapping her legs around my waist as the back of my thighs hit the mattress.

      I sit and relish the heat of her pressed to my lap. My hands skim under her shirt and up her back… her skin feels silky soft. I curve my fingers to allow my short nails to drag along her skin.

      A moan escapes the sexy reaper as arches her back and thrusts her full breasts toward me. Needing no more encouragement, I snuggle my face into the vee of her shirt, kissing every inch of exposed skin I can reach.

      “More…” she whispers, tugging her shirt off to reveal a plain tan bra. “Not exactly sexy, but…” Uncertainty clouds her eyes for a moment and I rush to reassure her.

      “You’re sexy no matter what you’re wearing. How can you not see that?” To emphasize my point I release the bra clasp in the back and slide the fabric off. In a flash I pick her up and switch our positions, pinning her to the bed and cupping her breasts. I settle my hips against her mound, pressing my arousal to her heat while I thumb her rock hard nipples.

      Her jean-clad hips rise off the bed and grind the seam of my zipper into my erection. “It’s times like this I see the benefit of wearing a skirt.”

      Without speaking I stand and wrench my jeans off as fast as I can. I step out of them wearing only my boxers, my blatant eagerness poking out the top band. She sucks in a breath while staring at my crotch. “Now that’s what I’m talking about.”

      I reach for her waistband and she smiles, straightening her legs to help me remove her pants. After a zip and a few tugs she lies before me in only her skull-covered bikini underwear. I run one hand over the soft cotton, eager to get to the heat they hide.

      At my smile she says, “They were a gift from Vella… my best friend.”

      “They’re cute.”

      She groans. “Cute? Did you just call me cute? Isn’t that like the kiss of death when it comes to passion?”

      Desire languidly pours through my limbs, enticing every fiber and nerve ending it touches. I need a light-hearted entanglement after the hell my life has been the past two years. I’d tell her she was more than cute, that’s she’s perfect, if I thought she’d believe me. I settle for simple actions to express my feelings. I grasp the material at each hip and slowly pull it down her thighs. “Not a passion killer for me. I like cute.”

      I reach for her and she scoots away, further up the bed. I kneel on the mattress and crawl toward her, happy with wherever this delicious woman wants me. I circle one warm ankle and trail my touch up her calf. “You’ve got an incredible body.”

      “Me?” she squeaks. “You’re just saying that because you’re about to…”

      “Make love to you all night?” I shake my head. “That may be true, but that’s not why I said it.” I clasp her thighs and pry them apart, lowering my chest between her legs. “You’re a woman, with a woman’s curves. If I wanted a damn skinny teenie-bopper something would be wrong with me.” I lean down and plant a kiss on her rounded stomach. “And there’s nothing wrong with me.”

      Lisa digs her heels into my back. “Uh-uh, mister. Get up here.”

      I continue with my downward trek, brushing my fingers across the soft curls of her mound. “You mean down, don’t you?”

      She nudges me with her heels again. “Nope. I meant what I said. It’s your turn. You already set me up in the storage room.”

      I open my mouth and bite near her belly button, drawing a stinging hiss of pleasure from her lips. “Darlin’, I plan to do a lot more than that to you tonight.”

      She grabs my shoulders. “Asa! Listen to me. I don’t doubt we’ll have fun all night. But dammit, I want you in me right now. You have no idea how long it’s been. Let’s just say it’s been a long time and I don’t want to wait anymore.” There’s a playful challenge in her eye. “Are you telling me no?”

      She’s incredible. I think I’ve met my match.

      “No, ma’am,” I say, while rising to meet my lover’s demands.

      Her talented toes latch onto my underwear and she scoots the fabric down my hips while I laugh in surprise. “That’s an interesting talent you’ve got there.”

      She grabs my hips and pulls me close, nestling me up against her wet entrance. “You have no idea.”

      One hot hand wraps my length, guiding me exactly where I need to go. Gratitude washes through me at her readiness. Is there anything sexier than a partner who wants you as much as you want them? I stare into her blue eyes as I thrust forward slowly, unsure how fast she’ll want me to take her and unwilling to hurt her tender flesh in my haste.

      “Oh… yes… that’s it,” she whispers before leaning in to kiss my neck. Delicate teeth nip the taut skin, causing my hips to jerk in surprise. “You like it when I bite, do you?”

      She presses her hot mouth to me again and bites harder, pulling a groan from my lips and a spasm from my hips. Before I know it I’m seated to the hilt and my arms shake with the strain to hold back.

      “I want you, Lisa. I want you bad.”

      “You’ve got me, baby.” One hand snakes behind my head and pulls me close. “Now fuck me like you mean it.”

      Her arousing words spur me on and I follow her desires. I pull out and slam back in, relishing the feel of her clasping walls around my shaft. Over and over I thrust into her welcoming heat, those tiny heels digging into my ass begging me for more.

      “I…” I pant, gritting my teeth against my inevitable orgasm and my overwhelming urge to bite her, “I’m not going to last long…”

      “We have all night.”

      My fangs descend and I turn away, shame and uncertainty racing through me. My voice comes out a harsh whisper near her ear, “I want to bite you.”

      She shivers, the excited tremor cascading down through her pussy. “Do it.”

      I nuzzle her neck, her short blond hair tickling my forehead. Desire rides me high, urging me to plunge into her flesh with my fangs, just like my cock is doing with her body.

      Not wanting to hurt or scare her, I kiss her heated flesh, running one sharp fang along her skin. Lisa arches toward me, pressing herself harder against my mouth, eager for my forbidden kiss. Her hips meet my every thrust, matching me stroke for stroke with her own growing passion.

      “Please, Asa…. Bite me.”

      Her soft plea pushes me over the edge and I lightly sink my teeth into her flesh. The second the tangy taste of her blood washes over my tongue I reach my peak, thrusting harder and deeper into the inviting heat between her legs.

      My orgasm starts to jet as I pull on the shallow wound, drawing a small mouthful of blood from my lover. A scream of ecstasy rips from her lungs as her slick interior walls spasm around me. On and on my orgasm lasts, drawn out longer by the slow sipping of her blood.

      Unwilling to take more than a mouthful from her, I draw back and lick the tiny wounds, sealing them instantly. I continue to pump my hips in and out, hoping to extend her release as long as possible.

      After a moment she quiets, her body relaxing beneath me.

      “Freakin’ hell,” she says between gasping breaths. “That was incredible.”

      I brace my weight on my elbows and mumble my agreement, kissing her neck in gratitude. What a gift this woman has given me. An intimate encounter with no pain, with no hidden agenda, just a simple joy of feeling between two people.

      Lisa turns her face toward me and I feel her smiling against my shoulder. “When can we do it again?”

      I circle my hips in answer; my length and girth not diminished one iota. “I may be undead, but I require no recovery time.”

      Lisa laughs and pulls my face to hers in a loud smacking kiss. “Damn, Asa. You’re just what I need.” She rolls me over and climbs on top. “My turn to burn some calories.”

      I reach up and grab her breasts. “You ever need a work out partner just call.”

      She swats me playfully and starts to move. “Have I told you how nice Anchorage is?”

      I thrust up with my hips, driving the blond beauty off the bed a few extra inches. “No, do tell.”
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      The trip to the V V Inn has been successful in more ways than one. Oddly, I’ll miss the place, mainly because of Asa. On the other hand I can’t wait to get home and back to a normal life. I might be a grim reaper with all that entails, but there is a whole world I never knew existed. I can only imagine what else is out there.

      I glance at Jon. He agreed to drive me to the airport. Though I hadn’t had much contact with him, I think he’s happy to see me go. “So, a werewolf, eh?”

      He smirks. “Yeah.”

      “Interesting.” Looking back at the road I sift through the questions I want to ask. The ride is short so I have limited time. Plus, I’m not sure how receptive he’ll be to my probing. “Is that full moon thing a myth?”

      His eyes cut to me. “No, the urge to turn is just stronger.” He looks back to the road. Okay, not a big talker. “That whole scythe thing—is that a myth?”

      I shrug. “Heck if I know. I don’t have one but there’s a lot about being a reaper I haven’t learned yet.”

      We ride the rest of the way in silence. Asa said he’d meet me in the hangar. Some of my memories about the past few days are fuzzy. I can’t help but wonder if he’s done something to erase knowledge I’m not supposed to have. The idea doesn’t make me angry. Actually the opposite. It’s probably better I don’t remember. That saying I can tell you, but I’d have to kill you comes to mind. Yeah, ignorance is bliss.

      The SUV stops outside the hangar and I see Asa waiting in the shadows. My heart gives a little leap. Damn he’s sexy. Being with him has done more for my self-esteem than a whole library of self-help books could have.

      After unloading my bag Jon turns to me. “Thanks. I was skeptical but…thanks.”

      I stick out my hand. “You’re welcome.” He hesitates to take it. “I promise I won’t reap you.”

      He smiles and gives my hand a shake. Then he gets back into the vehicle and drives away. A man I’ve not seen before takes my bag.

      “Whenever you’re ready, Mrs. Carron.”

      “Thank you.” I scan the area but the small plane I arrived in isn’t there. Only the jet. “Are we taking that?”

      “Yes, ma’am. I’ll wait on board for you.”

      Wow, it’s my lucky day. I could get used to perks like this. I head into the hangar and stop when I reach Asa. “Did you arrange for the jet?”

      He hooks his finger inside the neck of my shirt and pulls me to him. “You deserve a sweet ride home after what you’ve been through.”

      “You sure know the way to a girl’s heart.” Wrapping my arms around him I tilt my face toward his. “I think I’m going to miss you a little.”

      His mouth descends to mine. The kiss is slow and hot. If there wasn’t a pilot waiting for me I might be inclined to give him a proper goodbye. However, we did do that several times the night before—and this morning.

      After a blissful minute he breaks our kiss. “I think I’m going to miss you a lot.”

      “You can always come to visit.” I run one hand down his chest. “Spend some time with my kids.”

      “I’d like that.” He leans in and nuzzles my neck. “Maybe we could meet in Fairbanks sometime.”

      I tilt my head, giving him access. Jeez, I’ve turned into such a vampire whore. “Maybe I’ll just do that.”

      We kiss again and I pour all my sexy into it. It might be a while until I see Asa again. I don’t want him to forget about me. In an effort to get closer, I grind my body against him. Instantly he responds, his erection pressing against me. Yeah, I’m going to miss that.

      When he draws back his eyes search my face. “Thank you—for everything.”

      The moment is getting too emotional. I have to leave and he has to stay. There’s no getting around it. We come from two different worlds. They might be supernatural worlds but at this point they’re better kept apart. “Thank you—” I gyrate against him again. “For everything.”

      A moan of desire escapes him. He cups my rear end and pulls me tighter. One more kiss and then I step away. “You know you can always call me.” I heft my bag over my shoulder. “I’m not opposed to a little long distance dirty talk.”

      “How about dirty texting?” He wiggles his eyebrows.

      “Maybe, but typing ‘moan’ one handed isn’t as good as hearing it.”

      “You’ve got a point.”

      I reach into my pocket and pull out the gold coin he gave me. “You sure Vivian won’t miss this?”

      “I’m sure.” He hooks his thumbs in his belt loops. “Wouldn’t matter anyway. Call me if you need more. I want you to stay safe.”

      “You’re the best.” I flip the coin in the air and catch it. “Okay. Until next time, vampire.”

      “Until next time, reaper.”

      Before I change my mind and throw myself at Asa again, I pivot and head into the sunlight. I don’t look back but focus on getting home to my kids. The coin is warm in my palm. Even if I do encounter another supernatural ghost I won’t be using this coin. It’s part of my time here with him—and I wouldn’t give that up for all the pirate booty in the world.

      

      
        The End
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      Continue the Grim Reality Series with To Catch Her Death or Styx & Stoned.
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          Aria Ash shouldn’t exist…

        

      

    

    
      Born to a were mother and vampire father, Aria Ash is the perfect blend of two races, and in their world, that’s a death sentence. Hunted for as long as she can remember, she now hides in plain sight in the city of Skarva, and will do anything to keep her secret safe.

      Sebastian Talien is an alpha were with a troubled past. Ever since his pack went rogue and tried to kill three innocent pups, he’s been dedicated to rescuing children in need. Now an invitation has him heading to Skarva, to help a child he thought he’d failed…
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        50 years ago

      

      “Death is coming.”

      Nick sat still as a marble statue at the wooden table in their tiny living area. As a rule, he wasn’t prone to dramatic statements, but that was about as dramatic as you could get. Still, Aria had learned that Nick didn’t say anything without thinking about it a lot first.

      In fact, he barely spoke at all.

      “What do you mean?”

      Nick turned his pale pink eyes on her, and her gut dropped. His gaze was sad. Old. Like he’d experienced far too much of what the world had to offer, and was damaged by it.

      What has he seen now?

      Nick, and their other brother, Xavier, were albinos. In their world, that was a rarity. Most albino children were killed outright. Even at ten years of age, Ari knew they were lucky to still be alive.

      Her, even more so.

      “You and Xave have to leave. Now.” Nick stood, and pushed her toward the door of their small hut.

      “What? No.” She dug her heels into the packed-dirt floor. The mud-plaster walls often felt claustrophobic, but they were home. She didn’t want to go anywhere.

      “You have to go. Get Xave.”

      She crossed her arms. “No.”

      “They will kill you if you don’t go.”

      “Who?” Someone always seemed to want to kill them. Plus, they were triplets. They stayed together, with Mama. “And what about you?”

      Those eyes went blank, like he wasn’t in the room with her anymore. And he probably wasn’t. Xave and Nick, they weren’t like her. Identical twins, they were plagued by visions of the future. Whereas she was just a freak. A real, bona fide freak.

      The door slammed open behind them, and then Mama was there, panting, covered in sweat, like she’d been running. Xave was behind her, his eyes wild, not remote like Nick’s. “We have to go, now.”

      Tears streaked Mama’s cheeks. She took Ari’s face between gentle hands. “You need to go with Xave. Leave here, and never come back, you understand?”

      “Mama, what is going on?”

      Xave was throwing gear into two canvas satchels. Ari saw her favorite shirt disappear into one of them.

      “The pack have decided to hunt us. They will be here within the hour. We are going to split into two groups: you and Xave, me and Nick. You run hard and you run fast.”

      But— “The pack?”

      Mama nodded, strands of her honey-colored hair sticking to her sweaty forehead. “Go now.”

      “We should go together.” But Mama took the satchel that Xave had packed, put it on Ari, and propelled her out the door.

      “Run.”

      And she did, the forest thick around her. The smells were comforting: pine and oak, orchards, and cattle – the pack’s stock. She wanted to go back, to hide with Mama and Nick, but she’d learned not to disobey her mother. Mama was soft and kind, except when Ari or the boys were naughty, and then she got mad. And that wasn’t good.

      Xave kept pace, barely. Ari slowed down a little. She was super-fast, but while Xave smelled like a wolf, he couldn’t shift, so he didn’t quite have their speed. Every now and then, he would make them hide, and they’d hear growls and pants pass by whatever dark hole they’d crawled into. But the pack never found them.

      Once, Ari heard a scream, high and long and pained.

      “They’ll be fine,” Xave said, as if reading her thoughts.

      But she knew he was lying.

      “Where are we going?”

      “To Father.”

      How’d Xave know who Father was? Mama had never told them. “Where?”

      “It’s a long way away. But he will protect us.”

      “He doesn’t even know about us. Mama said.”

      Xave didn’t respond. Instead, they ran and they ran and they ran.

      And Ari never did see Mama or Nick again.

      [image: ]

      Sebastian Tailen stared at the remnants of his pack. At least half of them were lying scattered over a grass meadow in the center of the pack’s little town, the stench of rot already beginning to set in. Blood and entrails draped over torn limbs, and some bodies had been ripped apart: a leg here, an arm way over there.

      He’d been gone four days. Just four fucking days. And chaos had erupted.

      “What the fuck happened?” he asked, turning to Irvin. He’d found the old were tied up in the slaughterhouse, alongside two other pack members.

      “They wanted to kill the pups.”

      Sebastian wasn’t stupid enough to ask which pups. There were only three who’d ever been at risk. It’s why he’d stepped up, become alpha. To protect their right to live.

      “But why are so many dead?”

      “Lyla. Never get between a bitch and her young.” Irvin’s lip curled. “They got what they deserved.”

      “But this—” He waved a hand.

      “She was fourth generation.”

      So much power, so old. From somewhere on the field of death came a wet cough. Sebastian hadn’t thought there anyone was alive; he ran to the sound and crouched down.

      Lyla.

      She was covered in blood, but most of it wasn’t hers, by the scent of it. She was curled protectively around a small figure, the white skin and hair marking it as one of her pups. The boy’s eyes were shut, and his chest didn’t move. Long thin slices covered his body, and there was a stab wound over his heart.

      Sebastian’s gut clenched. To hurt a pup…

      A soft whisper. Leaning down, Sebastian placed his ear close to her mouth.

      “Ashes to ashes…”

      “Lyla, what happened?”

      She turned dull yellow eyes on him. The pain in them slicing through him. “They wanted to kill the babies. I couldn’t let them. But Nick, he knew. He saw it. He bought them time to get away. I did what I could.”

      She’d been more than strong enough to be alpha, if she’d done all this. It made him nervous, knowing this brutality had been lurking within his pack for years, and them none the wiser.

      He leaned forward again, voice projecting a calm he didn’t feel. “Where are Aria and Xavier?”

      Lyla shut her eyes, blood leaking from her mouth. “Gone to their father.” And then she turned inward, clutching the dead boy – Nick – close to her chest. Holding him safe, in death.

      Then over and over again, she murmured, “Ashes to ashes…”

      Dust to dust.
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        Present Day, Skarva City

      

      Someone was following her.

      Ari pretended that she hadn’t detected the shadow, pulling her navy-blue cloak up higher over her head. Why someone would be trailing her, she didn’t know, but she wasn’t about to stop and ask them why.

      Ducking down a stone-lined alley, she hurried her steps. The passage stank of refuse, horses, and other gross things. Not that horses smelled bad, but their little…deposits sure did. Buildings soared high overhead, limiting the moonlight that crept into the narrow space, their windows lit with a dull, flickering yellow. Candlelight: this area of town couldn’t afford the more expensive gas lamps. It meant there was no street lighting, which was bad for the humans that lived here, but good for her.

      Part of her almost felt sorry for the mortals who called this part of town home; they were easy prey. Not all vampires were willing to ask for permission before draining a human of blood. Sure, there were laws about that kind of thing, but when a human was high on vampire saliva, they were unlikely to remember if they’d said yay or nay. Even less likely if they were dead. But if you chose to live in a vampire-run city, then those were the risks you took.

      She couldn’t smell the species of the person trailing her; they were downwind, and there was the whole alley-stench thing going on, as well. It could have been anyone following her, and when you were the daughter of one of the four rulers of Skarva, that was dangerous.

      Although, Ari preferred to think of it as interesting.

      Ducking into a darkened stoop – eww, the urine smell was potent – she waited to see if the person would stroll by, but the footsteps had stopped. Whoever it was, they were keen on staying incognito.

      Normally, she might turn the tables and stalk them, but she was on a deadline. Her father was due back in thirty minutes, and she was supposed to have been home at the estate all night. Reading.

      Ha.

      More than sixty years old, and treated like a recalcitrant child. Probably because whenever she was near her father, she acted like one. They didn’t get along. That was probably the best – aka nicest – way to describe their relationship.

      Pulling out her gold pocket watch, she checked the time. She was going to have to hurry. Ah, well. She’d had a good night. Peering out from the protection of the recessed doorway, she saw no one – her stalker was good – and decided that if they knew enough to follow her, they probably had heard the rumors that she was fast.

      With a burst of speed, she ducked out into the alleyway, the cobbles slippery under her feet. It had rained during the night, but then, it always rained here – at least, that’s what it felt like. Skarva was a damp place, especially compared to the forests where she’d spent the first decade of her life.

      But better not to think of that.

      Righting herself on the pavement, she leapt straight up onto the rooftop of a two-story dwelling. Have fun following me now. Now she was out of sight, presumably, she started running. Even if her stalker was a vampire, they’d struggle to keep up; she made weres look slow. Suffice to say, there was no way a human could even try to match her pace.

      Just to make sure she lost her tail, Ari chose to duck through the Duchess of Roses’ estate. It was way too easy to break into the townhouse. A picked lock, a shimmy up a wall, another picked lock, and voilà! She was in.

      She doubted her father knew of her breaking and entering skills, and she was happy to keep him ignorant of such. But she needed the practice, and this was the second-closest vampire holding to her father’s. Better to have her tail get lost here, rather than in the Duchess of Ravens’ estate, which was technically closer. While that particular vampire was apparently on a holiday in the city of Pinton, Ari wasn’t about to take a chance on her being home. Ari didn’t want her stalker turned into mincemeat. Literally. The Duchess of Ravens was nuts. Like, rip-your-throat-out-and-then-invite-you-to-dinner-afterward nuts.

      But even if the Duchess of Roses’ bloodlust paled in comparison to the genocidal mania of the Duchess of Ravens, she was still murderous, and it wouldn’t be good if Ari was caught wandering in the estate. Time to get a move on. She skulked down an over-decorated hallway, before slipping into the library and froze.

      “Oh, harder, harder!”

      Nope.

      A million times nope.

      The Duchess of Roses’ daughter and a servant were getting kinky right there, surrounded by hundreds of tomes. Ari hadn’t thought a body could bend that way, but apparently… She winced and backed away fast. The Duchess of Roses’ daughter wasn’t good people. Like, torture-kittens-for-fun kind of people. And Ari could see the woman’s sex life was heading in that same direction. Her lover was bleeding all over and she wasn’t sure the human spine could recover from that kind of angle.

      Wondering if she could bleach her eyes clean, she quickly exited the library before anyone realized she’d ever been inside.

      Those poor books.

      That poor man.

      Although, he might have chosen the…fun time. Who knew? It certainly wasn’t Ari’s place to interfere. But now she had some interesting information she might be able to pursue. How many of those lovers had survived? She’d be making a few notes in her little black book when she arrived home.

      Hurrying down the hallway, Ari snuck out of a side door and into the gardens. This was what made the duchess’ estate special. The heady and overpowering scent of roses filled the air, making it hard for Ari to pick out the guards that might be lurking in the foliage. The flowers were beautiful – she was tempted to steal one or fifty, but it would give away the fact that she’d been out and about.

      Running through the garden, she headed straight for the perimeter wall, leaping over it with ease. Quickly she wove her way through the streets, sometimes over the rooftops of buildings, and a few minutes later she was home. Well, as much of a home as someone like her might have.

      The walls of the Duke of Ashes’ town estate soared much higher than that of the Duchess of Roses’ or Ravens’, and inside there were fewer gardens and more work areas. Her father was interested primarily in industry, not beauty.

      Scaling the boundary, Ari stilled. A figure was sneaking through the courtyard. She sniffed…and almost fell from the top of the stone wall. That scent.

      It was utterly delicious.

      She’d never detected anything like it before in her life, which meant that there was a stranger wandering around the estate. That was unacceptable: only Ari was allowed to go skulking about town, sticking her nose into other peoples’ business. Reciprocity of that nature was unwelcome.

      As silent as she could be, she climbed down the wall and approached the stranger. She breathed through her mouth, so the caramel and fig aroma of the newcomer didn’t distract her. Closer, she could see the figure’s broad shoulders and height marked the spy as male, and there was a faint smell of wolf on the air. Her own wolf scratched, wanting out.

      Not now.

      She didn’t have time for that; she just hoped her own beast stayed put, inside her skin.

      The unknown were tensed to leap up a wall to the inner courtyard, and that’s when she moved.

      Jumping on his back, she used the power of her strike to force him to the ground. He hit the compacted earth with a thud, her knees pressed into his lower spine, her hands on his upper back. She quickly pulled one of his arms behind him, wrenching his shoulder.

      It wasn’t the same person who was tailing her, she’d put money on that. There was no way they could have beaten her back home, and while they’d been impressive in their ability to stay hidden, she doubted they’d have made it into her father’s estate. And there was his scent. If she’d got even the remotest whiff of it before…no, it was a completely different person.

      So why were there two people acting shady tonight? Aside from herself, of course.

      The were twisted under her to throw her off, but she didn’t budge. She was a lot stronger than she looked.

      “Who are you and what do you want?” she growled.
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      Sebastian had been pinned rather effectively, and from the weight of it, by a rather small person. It was a tad humiliating, what with him being a six-foot-four-inch-tall werewolf who was packed solidly with muscle. There weren’t all that many people who would attack someone like him.

      Especially not if they knew he was an alpha.

      Those knees pressed hard into his back, right on his kidneys, and his shoulder was screaming at him, like it was on the verge of popping right out of its socket. What’s more, his cheek was grazed by its impact with the ground: it stung. It was a good thing that, as a were, he could heal pretty much any wound, otherwise he’d be worried right about now.

      A low but feminine voice growled in his ear. “Who are you and what do you want?”

      He took a deep breath, to get a lock on her scent, but there was nothing. Night air, coal smoke, and the estate, which had the tang of blacksmiths, leather and old sweat, but the woman herself was invisible to his wolf’s nose. Which was impossible. Everyone had a unique perfume.

      “Name’s Sebastian.” He figured it couldn’t hurt, admitting who he was. He had been invited to visit the estate, after all.

      Just not tonight.

      Tonight? Well, he’d been doing a little reconnaissance, working out why he – an alpha werewolf with no pack – had been invited to a vampire estate. The two did not normally mix, especially when the were had his reputation. Besides, the Duke of Ashes wasn’t known to be a very welcoming sort of vampire.

      “Sebastian what?” She was a suspicious little thing. He liked that about her.

      How had she masked her scent?

      “Fair’s fair. You haven’t told me your name yet.”

      “You’re the one skulking around this estate, not me.”

      Suspicious and pragmatic. What a combination. Unfortunately, he liked women with bite.

      You don’t like her, you don’t even know her.

      Well, that was a blow. His mind was always the party pooper.

      He contorted to look at her over his shoulder, but couldn’t quite crane his neck to the right angle. From what he could see, her face was cloaked by some kind of hood. “I was just having a look around.”

      “Why?”

      “Thinking about moving into the neighborhood.”

      “Right. There’s plenty of ways you can scope the city out, and none of them include sneaking through the Duke of Ashes’ estate. You do know what happens to foreign weres who visit vampire estates uninvited?”

      “Ah, but you presume that I was not invited.”

      “I would have known.”

      “Would you, little lady?”

      “Little lady?”

      Maybe he’d made a mistake with that one. She certainly seemed to think so. The next thing he knew, he was on his back, head being banged against the pavement. Hard. His ears rang.

      Had that really been necessary?

      Then she was leaning down over him, but no longer pinning him to the ground. That’s confident of her. Or foolhardy.

      One bright violet eye peered at him, the other hidden by an eye patch. A vampire with an eye patch? It was rare for a leech to have an injury they couldn’t recover from. They were like weres – if it was a physical injury not caused by silver, or wood in a vampire’s case, then it could be healed. Perhaps she had a birth defect?

      But the extra-odd thing was that she didn’t smell like a leech; no icy-cool stench of blood. Yet she was definitely a vamp – yellow eyes were for weres, purple for vampires, with humans taking the other colors.

      He studied her, learning as much as possible about his attacker. From what he could see under the hood, her face was fine-boned and pretty, with full lips and a pointy chin. Too pointy; it made him think of stubbornness. Her hair was covered, and her body was largely obscured by the cloak, but she was petite, dainty like a dandelion.

      Then, as he examined her, she whispered a word, a shocked, broken sound.

      “Alpha?”

      She backed away fast, almost tripping over, her visible eye sparkling with recognition. Sebastian didn’t remember her, though, and he should have; he wasn’t old enough yet that he’d forget a face like hers.

      He sat up, the gravel crunching beneath him, the grazes on his cheek and chin healing as he moved. Narrowing his gaze on her, he focused her features, but there was nothing…except maybe something familiar about the shape of her face.

      “What’s your name?” he asked.

      “Like you don’t know.”

      “Would I ask if I did?”

      Throwing back the hood on her cloak, she tilted her chin in challenge. The moon glowed behind her, casting the night in silvery relief; the empty blacksmiths, the packed earth, the piles of unprocessed metal. And her. Her long hair was tied back in a braid, the honey color glimmering, and her face was bathed in soft shadow.

      She removed her eyepatch.

      Sebastian’s heartbeat stuttered, restarted with a kick that had him gasping.

      Her mouth twisted cruelly. “How many children has your pack turned on? Too many to remember?”

      Her mismatched stare bore through him. One violet eye, one yellow eye. The perfect vampire-were hybrid. The child that should never have existed.

      The child his pack had decided was an abomination.

      Her brothers, the two albino boys, had been bad enough. There was an unwritten law for weres and vampires that albino children had to be put down at birth. Sebastian’s father hadn’t agreed with that, and neither had he: they’d fought the pack against it. There was no law about a were-vampire hybrid, but that was simply because there’d never been one before. The pack hadn’t cared either way; they’d just wanted all the pups destroyed.

      Supposedly, they’d bring bad luck.

      What a bunch of superstitious nonsense.

      “No,” he said, answering her question at last, “there have been no others.”

      “I seriously doubt that.”

      Even after all these years, there was no question in Sebastian’s mind that this was Lyla’s girl – her accusations notwithstanding. She’d survived. But where was her brother, Xavier? He’d thought both children had died years ago, lost in the wilds. He’d searched for them for months, after he’d meted out justice to the rest of the traitors, but there’d been no sign of them.

      Sebastian should have known better, though. Lyla was their mother, and she’d been tough as nails.

      “You escaped here? To a vampire-run town?”

      She drew herself up, folding her arms across her chest. “What, you’re sorry I managed to survive?”

      “No!” A pause. “No, I looked for you.”

      “Sure you did. To finish the job, no doubt.” She hissed, actually hissed, like a pissed-off cat. Then the skin on her face rippled, fur sprouting then disappearing, like her wolf wanted to come out. Probably to rip his face off.

      He deserved it.

      Not that he’d had anything to do with the attack, but he’d been alpha. It had been his job to protect his pack – all of its members. And those children especially so; they’d been defenseless.

      He shook his head. This was pointless. He doubted she’d ever believe him; the pack supposedly followed the alpha, and her brother and mother had died. He’d buried them himself, hands raw and bleeding from digging so many graves.

      He held his palms out to show he wasn’t going to do anything violent, and stood slowly. “I wasn’t involved in the attack.”

      She followed his movements, her eyes wary. “No, you were just conveniently away.”

      “Convenient for them.”

      Her eyes flashed. “Packs don’t do anything without their alpha’s go-ahead.”

      “I call bullshit on that.”

      “Really? Then you were such a poor alpha that they turned on you? Thing is, you’re still here. If they rejected you, you’d be dead.”

      She had a point, even though she was wrong.

      Sebastian shook his head. “When a pack rejects their alpha, they usually have a new alpha ready to step into the void. That’s what happened with my father, when you were born. Some of the elders of the pack called for your immediate execution. My father protested.”

      It had been one of the worst moments in his life. He’d been thirty, barely out of leading strings for a werewolf. His father had been challenged by one of their new pack-members, a former loner, who’d been just under six foot in height, and mean as pissed-off bear. They’d fought. To the death.

      His father’s.

      There’d been blood everywhere. His father had battled long and hard, but the other man had been younger and, it turned out, just that little bit stronger. Sebastian had been forced to watch as the newcomer had torn off the former alpha’s head. No were could heal from that kind of an injury.

      And then the new alpha had ordered Lyla and the triplets killed; his second decree had been that Sebastian be exiled. Most of the pack had been averse to the barked commands, but the alpha’s will was law. It was the only way a pack could function. If you didn’t agree, you left, and no one had wanted to follow Sebastian into exile.

      So he’d stepped up. Challenged the challenger. And won. He’d been too young to take on the position and, looking back, it was clear his pack hadn’t followed him like they would an older, more experienced were. They wouldn’t have betrayed him when his back was turned, otherwise. But there’d been no other choice. No one else had been strong enough to take on the alpha.

      Apart from Lyla.

      How he wished he’d known that back then. She hadn’t had the personality to hold a pack together, and she’d been weak from the birth, but she could have taken on the role until Sebastian had grown old enough.

      Aria snorted. “So your daddy was a nice guy, but you aren’t?”

      He couldn’t help the low growl of frustration that burst forth. “I didn’t order you killed. I was away!”

      Her eyes hardened, cold and empty. “You aren’t welcome here.”

      “I was invited.”

      “Not by me. And I seriously doubt by the duke. Don’t come back, or I’ll be mounting your pelt on my wall.” With that, she turned and melted into the darkness.

      He would have laughed at her statement, a tiny five-foot-nothing vampire mount his skin on a wall? But he’d felt her strength. She had the power to back her words up. He’d put gold on that.

      All the same, he was going to be visiting her sooner than she’d like. With a grin, he climbed the wall and disappeared into the night.
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      Ari hurried into her room, slamming the heavy metal door shut behind her. She dropped her cloak onto the floor, where it puddled at her feet. Leaning against the panel, she focused on breathing.

      Inhale.

      Exhale.

      Inhale.

      Gargh! She could still detect that amazing caramel and fig scent. She’d never remembered that about him. Why did he have to smell like a tasty treat? Why couldn’t someone so horrible stink like shit, or garbage, or something equally gross?

      And since when had he gotten handsome? Her memory of him didn’t include the crow-black hair, or the tilted yellow eyes, or the bronze skin with full, biteable lips…

      He’s responsible for your family’s deaths.

      Her libido didn’t seem to care at all about that.

      No. Uh uh. She was not going to go there, even in her mind.

      “Beware the alpha.”

      Xave’s words were sudden and loud in her head, almost as if he were still in the room with her, not dead these past ten years. Killed, largely, by his own hand.

      Shutting her eyes, she thought back to the last thing he’d said to her. Like Nick, Xave had eventually stopped speaking, lost in the visions of the future. Fate was never set in stone, he’d told her once. It was fluid. People made decisions all the time, and sometimes, they made unpredictable choices. It changed things. Shaped their lives in ways that couldn’t be foreseen. That meant some things would never come to pass.

      Every time Xave had seen her future, she had crossed paths with their former alpha. When she did, her brother had said, it would end in blood and pain and death. For her.

      Because killing her family once hadn’t been enough.

      He didn’t kill Nick and Mama. He wasn’t there.

      No, he’d just left the pack unattended, a pack that had supposedly decided that killing the unnatural siblings had been the only way forward. Oh, she didn’t know for certain that Mama and Nick were dead, but Xave had seen it, and Mama had never come looking for them. If she’d survived, she would have. Ari knew that in her bones; she didn’t need some horrible mental ability to clue her in on it.

      But where was Sebastian getting off, thinking that someone had invited him here?

      Sharp pain sliced into her. Her hands had shifted into claws, and they were cutting deep into her thighs. She hadn’t even noticed they’d changed. The iron-rich scent of blood flooded her senses.

      “Grrr.”

      Annoyed, she pulled off her torn, blood-stained clothing. The wounds were already closing over. There were certain benefits to being an ‘impossible’ hybrid.

      Ari was the only vampire-were in existence. She’d never known what to call herself: a vampere, or a werepire? She didn’t like either one, but there was no other name for one such as herself. She’d have to give it more thought. Because you’ve managed to come up with so much in the last few decades.

      There might have been another hybrid, before, way back when the races had first been created, but none that her father knew of since, and he’d been alive a long time. He wasn’t as old as the Duchess of Ravens was rumored to be, but he’d seen a number of millennia.

      She threw her pants on the ‘to be mended’ pile. It was embarrassing how many clothes had accumulated there. You’d think, at sixty years of age, she would have mastered the ability to shape-shift. Most weres had it under control before they reached puberty. Not her.

      There have to be some side-effects to being so awesome.

      Hah. Wasn’t she just a comedian?

      Still…she was faster than most weres or vampires, stronger too, and she healed really quickly. Then there was the other strange quirk – she didn’t have any body odor. Most people had a smell to them, like the bloody alpha with his caramel and fig flavor that made her mouth water. Her father reminded her of frozen lemons, with a hint of sugar. People’s scents tended to be a blend of their species, and the unique aroma that was just them.

      Yet she didn’t have one.

      Xave had teased her that it would mean she’d never find a mate like other weres, who supposedly detected their partners through a psychic sense of smell. No one would be able to find her, because she’d never show up on anyone’s register.

      As an abomination that shouldn’t even exist, it was difficult to think about having a partner, a relationship, or a family. Who’d want to have kids with her? Who knew what she’d give birth to?

      That didn’t stop her dreaming of having something of her very own, though.

      Enough of that. She had things to do.

      Naked, she stood in the center of her room, her skin prickling in the chill, the stone floor cold against her soles. The other bedrooms and guest chambers in the estate had thick handwoven rugs and carpets, but Ari hadn’t seen the point for her room. She tended to bleed a little too easily, and it wasn’t fair on the servants, forcing them to clean the mess up. She’d do it herself, but it wasn’t worth the war with her father – apparently, duke’s daughters didn’t do menial labor. How little he knew.

      Pivoting, she stared at the huge four-poster bed, its sides swathed in sheer white curtains, the mattress covered in a damask quilt. That was about it for the fancy display. Oh, she had tables and chairs, but they were bare wood and metal, all hard angles. She had a window seat with a couple of cushions she’d embroidered, but that was only because she liked to read in the weak sun that streamed through the bubbly panes.

      Sighing, she trudged over to the bathroom that adjoined her bedchamber. She’d better wash the blood off before she went to talk to her father about Sebastian Talien’s ‘invitation’. While she didn’t have a scent, her blood still did, and her father would want to know what had happened to her. Admitting she’d accidently hurt herself would be almost as bad as him finding out she’d been gallivanting over the city.

      The bathroom had floor-to-ceiling tiles, all in a beautiful pastel blue that she’d chosen. The bath had been positioned in the middle of the room, and had gold detailing and four proud, clawed feet. While she loved soaking in a bath, she needed to wash fast, so opted for the shower was tucked away in the far corner. She turned on the faucet and waited for the hot water to emerge, then she scrubbed her skin raw.

      There was no way her former alpha was coming back to the estate. Xave’s warning pounded through her head; she didn’t think she could deal with Sebastian again. He was too big, too powerful, too treacherous. And too bloody delicious-smelling.

      She had to corner Father before he retired for the evening. It wouldn’t be fun, but then again, dealing with the Duke of Ashes never had been.
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      “What do you mean, you asked him here?” Ari slammed her palm down on the huge metal desk in her father’s study. It dented a little.

      Well, too bad. He’d gone and invited her former bloody alpha to the estate, without asking her first. It wasn’t like she wore an eyepatch for fun; she was deliberately hiding her were nature from the vampires in Skarva. It’s what had painted such a large target on her back as a child, after all, so why would her father risk exposing her secret?

      The Duke of Ashes, otherwise known as Parker Ash, didn’t even frown, just slowly shook his head at her. He was seated behind the desk, his posture ramrod straight, the white plaster walls soaring behind him up to a high, vaulted ceiling. He was always so measured, it made her blood boil.

      He was tall, at over six foot five, and all sharp lines, with ash-blond hair that he kept short – that meant daily trims for a vampire. She supposed he was good-looking, since most vampires were, but she thought he was about as interesting as a stick.

      Wait, that wasn’t a fair comparison to the stick.

      Her father’s even voice broached the temporary silence. “I honestly fail to see what the problem is. I didn’t think I required your permission to invite people to my house.” Such cold precision in those words.

      “You do when it’s him!”

      “Am I to understand you have some problem with him personally?”

      And didn’t that just shut her up.

      He didn’t bloody know? How could he not know?

      Ari opened her mouth to speak, but then snapped it shut. He didn’t know. She wanted to place the blame on her father’s wide shoulders, but that wasn’t actually fair. She’d never told him, now she thought about it, about the pack that had slaughtered her family. Sure, he knew it had happened, but neither she nor Xave had been keen on rehashing their past, so they hadn’t given names, or a location.

      They hadn’t wanted to lose the only parent they had left – because even though Ari didn’t like her father much, she’d known that he would have gone out and hunted down the pack responsible for his other son’s death. Vampires were like that, especially older ones like Parker: children were precious. And Parker hadn’t been aware he’d even had children, not until Xave and Ari had shown up on his doorstep. He might not have believed their claim, if not for the fact Ari was the spitting image of his long-dead sister, and Xave had had enough of his father in him that it made the question moot.

      So Parker hadn’t doubted that they were his children, born of a short-term fling with a were. He hadn’t known about them – if he had, he would have come for them, Ari didn’t doubt that. Children were rare and prized to long-lived vampires, even freak offspring like her. Maybe that was why Mama had never said anything to him. She hadn’t wanted to fight for them.

      Ari sighed and sat down. Normally she didn’t bother with chairs; she didn’t spend a lot of time in the office, mostly because she was too angry to listen to him. Glancing down at her hands, she frowned. Sprinkles of sandy-colored hair rippled across the skin, disappearing almost as quickly as they appeared.

      Then, with a calm she didn’t feel, she met her father’s stare directly. His deep violet eyes were the same hue as her single purple iris. “Sebastian Talien was the alpha of my former pack.”

      The Duke of Ashes exploded from his seat. The chair fell to the floor, and his heavy desk screeched a few inches toward her. “What?”

      So, he really didn’t know.

      “He was away when the attack happened.” Ari didn’t know why she said that. “But he was the alpha at the time.”

      Her father took a few deep breaths, reclaiming his renowned calm, then turned and righted his seat. “I see.”

      “I found him here, last night. He was sniffing around. Father, it is a bad idea to have him here.” Her chin jutted out. “Xave said so.”

      Her father shut his eyes at Xave’s name, regret visible across his features. Talking about Xave was the only time she ever saw true emotion from him – aside from his out-of-character outburst before. But then, he had a lot of guilt about his son, didn’t he?

      “While I don’t approve of Sebastian sneaking through the estate – and I will talk to him about that – you need help. And he has a certain reputation, regardless of what Xavier may or may not have said.”

      “I need help?” Ari glared at him.

      The duke looked down at her clenched hands, at the fur appearing and reappearing there.

      “You can’t control the shift. You need to learn how. It makes you vulnerable.”

      How fatherly.

      Unfortunately, the bastard was correct.

      “What’s this about ‘a certain reputation’, then?” she asked. “That he slaughters innocent children?”

      Her father sat down, flicking his coattails behind him as he did so. “Quite the opposite.”

      “The opposite of a child-slaughterer?” One blonde eyebrow shot skyward.

      “That is what I said. It was very difficult to track him down, but he seems to have spent the last fifty years helping at-risk children. He’s rumored to have slaughtered an entire pack once, for harming one.”

      Chills zapped down her spine.

      “He killed a pack?”

      Those normally emotionless eyes bored into her. “The most I could find out about the incident was that he killed the lot of them, after a child was hurt. And that it was several decades ago.”

      Could that have been her pack?

      No.

      Don’t be an idiot. He probably started the rumor so that people wouldn’t hate him on sight. Although, would they have?

      Not when there were rules about albino children. Stupid, horrible, disgusting rules.
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      Sebastian was not excited about visiting the Duke of Ashes’ town estate. He was not. Maybe if he kept telling himself that, he’d eventually believe it. As much as it pained him to admit it, however, he was keen to see Aria again.

      He barely remembered her as a child, just a skinny little urchin with a cap of blonde hair, who’d been thick as thieves with her brothers. He’d spent more time watching his other pack members than actually getting to know the pups he’d killed to protect.

      But he was certainly interested in getting to know her better now, which was absurd. Yet there it was. It was a very rare day that someone was able to physically best him, and even rarer when someone left him slack-jawed with surprise. She’d managed to do both, and it made him keen to see what else would happen.

      Straightening his collar, he did a quick check in the mirror. He’d do. Starched shirt, black evening suit and no cravat. He tied back his jet hair, then curled it into a bun. He wasn’t into fashion, and this was about as fancy as he was going to get. One shift, and his clothes would be ruined anyway.

      Turning around, he surveyed his room in the Grumpy Bear Inn. Single bed, built for were proportions, stone walls, wooden floor, and a small table with an ewer and a bowl. His packs were sitting on the floor next to the bed, a tidy pile of leather. That was it. If he didn’t come back tonight, there wouldn’t be much that Milly, the innkeeper, would have to get rid of. Sebastian figured there should be something depressing about that, but he didn’t really care. The impact he left on the world wasn’t about objects, it was about the smiles and the laughter of pups whose lives he saved. Well, that’s what he hoped, anyway.

      Descending the stairway into the main taproom, he breathed in deep. Wolf, bear and herbs. A hint of tobacco. That was it. Nice and clean: a little oasis in the stench of a big city. Only one other patron was in the large room, sitting in a huge brown leather armchair near an almost-dead fire. Her hair was a shock of white, with sections colored blue and green, and small bones and shells woven into the locks. It made him stop and stare, his eyes locked on the back of her head, skin prickling. Could it be?

      No.

      Not here. Not in a city the size of Skarva. That was asking to be murdered.

      Later. He’d look into this later, because while he’d spent the last five decades of his life saving albino children, they weren’t exactly common. Born more to weres than humans or vampires, they were still few and far between. And that’s if he could get to the families before ‘pack justice’ was enacted. To find an adult albino in an inn in the middle of Skarva? Unlikely.

      He’d kick himself if he didn’t learn for sure, but there wasn’t time to stop and introduce himself. He’d already cut it fine enough as it was.

      He had a date to make.

      [image: ]

      Sebastian knocked on the huge metal doors at the entrance to the Ashes’ estate. The building rose three-stories in front of him, the dark stone cold and forbidding, but decorated with beautiful carvings. The long, snaking gravel drive wound away behind him, leading into a small city square, with two large gates barring the entrance from regular visitors. The crest on the metalwork had caught his interest – a sword surrounded by a laurel of thorny rose stems. He had wondered how ‘ashes’ could be represented stylistically, and he saw that the duke hadn’t even tried.

      He raised his hand to knock again, but then one of the doors swung inward. A purple-eyed vamp wearing a butler’s uniform sneered down his nose at him. “Yes?”

      “I am here to see His Grace.” The title tasted sour, but such was life. Sebastian hadn’t come from a fancy city, with aristos or the like. No, he’d come from a werewolf-run town that served no master aside from the alpha. But the world outside a wolf pack was quite different, so he’d learned, and aristos really hated it when you got their titles wrong.

      As if they’d earned the respect. It was laughable; being born into something didn’t earn you squat. He’d been taught that the hard way.

      The butler wasn’t moving.

      “Did you need me to repeat that?” he asked, a slight growl layering his words.

      More of the butler looking down his nose. “Do you have a card?”

      “I have an invitation. Which I’m not too sure I should show you, considering it’s the duke’s personal correspondence.”

      “Wait here, I shall check if you are expected.”

      Sebastian stepped past the butler and into the entrance hall. He fought the urge to roll his eyes. As the servant walked up the main stairs, his back stiff, Sebastian headed over to a set of steel benches against the wall near the door. At least he didn’t have to worry about someone sneaking up on him from behind.

      The foyer was easily half the size of the Grumpy Bear, with high vaulted ceilings and soaring walls. Considering the decorative nature of the outside of the building, the inside was austere. The floor was terrazzo, which had been sealed with a kind of glaze, but there was no carpet, no art on the walls. There were weapons, however. A sword here, an axe there, a dagger or ten all over the place. He wondered if each of the four main Skarvan estates reflected their namesakes. Ashes, Roses, Ravens and Stone. He had a feeling that last one might be the most boring, but what did he know about rocks?

      The butler returned, his pace slow and even as he descended the stairs. “His Grace will see you.”

      Sebastian stood. “Which way?”

      “You will follow me.”

      They started walking, at a pace only slightly faster than a snail’s. What was with the butler? Didn’t like weres? Maybe Sebastian’s lack of cravat was offensive. Who knew with leeches?

      As they crawled up the stairs, he had the feeling that he was being watched, and not the side-eyed glances being given him by the servant. From the way his skin tingled, he had a feeling it was a certain were-vampire hybrid, but he couldn’t spot her anywhere, nor scent her. With her lack of body odor, the latter wasn’t a surprise.

      Eventually they came to a stop outside a black metal door. The servant knocked twice, then pushed it open. “A Sebastian Talien is here to see you, Your Grace.”

      As if the duke hadn’t known that.

      Sebastian strode past the servant, straight up to the huge metal desk the duke was seated behind. It had a dent in the center of it, at the front, which was odd; everything else was so precise, even if the large room had little decoration, bar some weapons hanging on racks. One wall of the room, however, was totally dedicated to books, which made his hands itch. He loved to read, but rarely had the opportunity. Books were pricey, and he didn’t make much coin doing odd jobs here and there, between trying to locate and save at-risk pups.

      “Sebastian Talien. You’re a hard man to find.” The duke stood and came around the front of the desk. His evening suit made Sebastian’s look like a cit’s work uniform, but that was the difference between having money and well, not having money.

      The duke waved elegantly toward two chairs by a small metal table. A decanter of some dark-colored spirit and two glasses had been set on it.

      Sebastian gave a short bow and then followed him to the chairs. “Your Grace, it is a pleasure to meet you.”

      He was lying through his teeth, but manners were important. He didn’t really give two figs about meeting the duke, it was Aria he was keen to see again. He wasn’t really sure why the duke wished to see him, though, and that was what had made him agree to meet in the first place.

      “I’m sure it is.” The duke’s face was utterly impassive as he took his seat. Sebastian wasn’t sure if there was a fine layer of sarcasm behind the words or not.

      Parker Ash had an interesting reputation. Of the four founding members of Skarva, he was probably the most introverted, although the Duke of Stone was rumored to be a bit reclusive at times. Tatiana Romanov, the Duchess of Ravens, was reportedly the oldest of the four, and the most insane, while the Duchess of Roses was meant to be the most lavish. Having never met the other three, he couldn’t really say if they merited their reputations, but Ash certainly seemed reserved.

      “So, I received your invitation.” Sebastian sat down opposite the duke. They were of a height, although the vampire was built on leaner lines. “You said I might be able to help you with a personal matter.”

      “You’re blunt.”

      Sebastian gave a half-shrug. “I find it keeps things interesting.” And brief.

      Those deep purple eyes studied him for quite some time. “I have heard that you have been rather heavily involved in saving…disadvantaged children over the past few years.”

      That had Sebastian sitting back in his chair. It wasn’t that he hid his hobby, but he didn’t exactly advertise it, either.

      “I’d be keen to know what you’ve heard.” Sebastian hooked an ankle over his knee.

      “You prefer bluntness, yes?” The duke reached over and poured two glasses of strong-smelling alcohol.

      Gee, that would burn his nose right off if he got a whiff of that up close.

      “Indeed.”

      The duke took a small sip and then exhaled. “You track down and find albino children, or children with physical deformities who might be viewed as distasteful by their parents or packs. You then extract the children, rehome them somewhere safe, and keep an eye on them afterward.”

      That would be a fairly accurate summation of his activities. Sebastian tapped a finger against his raised knee. “But how does this relate to you?”

      “Well, I’m not sure it will. First, you have to answer me this: were you involved in the murder of a young boy fifty years ago? He was albino. I believe he was in your former pack.”

      Suspicions slammed together in Sebastian’s mind, and the blood drained from his face. Aria was half-vampire. Her brothers had also been half-vampire, but were albino, so they didn’t share her heterochromia. Aria – and maybe Xavier – had fled to the Duke of Ashes after they’d been attacked. Lyla had been an old wolf, and the duke was rumored to be an old vampire. And Aria had been very sure that she could get his invitation to the estate revoked.

      Was Aria his daughter?

      Was this some form of delayed revenge?

      And Lyla’s last words…‘ashes to ashes’. He’d thought she’d been quoting the old human funeral saying, but maybe she’d been trying to tell him where her children had gone.

      “I was away when the attack happened.” There, that’s what he’d told Aria.

      “So I’ve heard.” The duke’s tone was so dry it made Sebastian thirsty. “But were you involved in it?”

      Not that Aria would believe him, but what the heck. He may as well be honest with the duke. It might mean that he could leave the estate largely in one piece.

      “No. They planned and…executed it when I was gone. I don’t know how Lyla knew of it, but she managed to get two of her three pups out, and fought to the bitter end.” He locked stares with the duke. “She took out more than half the pack. I’d never seen the like.”

      The duke’s mouth tightened. “What of the boy?”

      No emotional disturbance regarding Lyla’s actions, as far as Sebastian could see. Or regarding her death.

      “Nick?” Sebastian shook his head. “She was cradling him when I found them, but he was already gone. I dug their graves myself.”
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      The Duke of Ashes’ eyes were haunted. “Was his death…bad?”

      The question crystalized Sebastian’s theory that the vampire aristo was the triplet’s father. Or if not the duke, someone closely related to him. Why else would he care how the boy had died, especially since he hadn’t seemed too concerned about the pups’ mother? That disregard was unappealing. Just because she’d been a were that didn’t make her life any less valuable. She’d been the pups’ mother, for blood’s sake, and a good one at that. She’d sacrificed herself so that two of her children could live. What more could a parent do for her babes?

      “Well?”

      Sebastian refocused. He hadn’t answered the duke’s question. “It looked like a single knife wound to the heart.” He didn’t mention the dozens of other small cuts.

      “So he wasn’t in a lot of pain.”

      If he had been, Sebastian had the feeling Lyla would have killed the boy herself, to spare him any unnecessary suffering. While Sebastian’s heart broke at the thought, he approved of it. Why let someone linger in agony, when there was no hope for survival?

      “No.”

      “Praise the blood.” Ash shut his eyes for a moment.

      Sebastian had never heard that saying before. Maybe it was old-fashioned, like the ashes thing. “The triplets, are they your children?”

      The duke took another sip of alcohol, savoring the taste. “What triplets?”

      Sebastian was no fool, and he didn’t enjoy being treated as one. To get called here, to then meet Aria, and have this roundabout conversation with the duke? Kind of made his patience a little short.

      “The boy,” he said. “Nick. And his siblings, Aria and Xavier.” The vampire’s expression betrayed nothing, nor did he say anything in response, but Sebastian wasn’t having any of it. “I know you know Aria, because I saw her here last night.”

      Ash put the glass down. “So you are aware of Aria’s…state.”

      Sebastian fought the urge to fidget. He didn’t want to look intimidated by the aristo, because he wasn’t. “That she is the only vampire-were hybrid in the world? Sure.”

      “What makes you think I’m her father?”

      Because I’m not an idiot, he thought. The duke probably wouldn’t appreciate that answer.

      “You asked about Nick’s death. Aria lives here.” When no comment came, Sebastian continued. “Lyla was a were, so the pups’ father must have been a vampire. And here you are, owner of this fine estate, where one of the pups happens to live. I can’t imagine too many vampires taking in a half-breed, or keeping it a secret. If I hadn’t known who Aria was, I would never have guessed she was a hybrid, and I certainly haven’t heard rumors of one in Skarva.”

      And he’d been listening out for them. Oh, he’d heard that one of the Skarvan dukes or duchesses had a ‘special’ daughter, but she was supposedly more than two hundred years old. Too old to have been Aria, and so Sebastian hadn’t pursued that gossip any further.

      Still the duke gave no response.

      “So you’ve made every effort to keep her real identity a secret,” Sebastian went on. “Only someone who cares would do that. So I assume ‘father’. Could be an uncle. Could be another brother, for all I know. But you’re a relative of some kind.”

      “I could just be a concerned patron,” Ash said.

      Sebastian rolled his eyes. “And I am the Duke of Stone.”

      Silence, then the aristo angled his head in acknowledgement. “If you were anyone else, I’d kill you for knowing about my daughter. There is a reason she wears that eyepatch.”

      “I gathered as much. But I knew about them when they were pups.”

      Another tilt of the head.

      “Is she, or Xavier, the reason you asked me here? I know for a fact that she isn’t happy I’m around.”

      “I hadn’t known about your…relationship with my children prior to asking you here. Or your shared history.” The duke leaned forward. “If I’d been aware of the association, I might have thought twice about extending the invitation. But Aria needs help, and she is not able to get it from me.”

      Sebastian frowned. “Help?”

      “Before I explain further, I just want to say this. If I find out that you ever had anything to do with my son’s death, I will kill you.” The duke sat back a little. “But you don’t smell of deception, so I am willing to believe you, for now.”

      “You can smell lies?” Both of Sebastian’s eyebrows shot up. He’d never heard of such a thing before.

      “It’s how I describe my ability. But only to a very rare few.” Ash leaned forward slightly. “You understand?”

      Blab about it and die. Yeah, he got it. Suddenly, the large room was a little too tight for comfort. He was an alpha werewolf, sure, but this guy’s daughter was stronger than him, and Ashes was an old vampire. He had been growing more and more powerful over thousands of years. And the fact this guy could scent a falsehood? Bizarre, but Sebastian believed it.

      “I understand.”

      “I’m glad.”
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      What could they have been talking about that took so long?

      Her father was meant to do the meet and greet, and then kick the were’s ass to the curb.

      Ari paced the hallway outside her father’s study and glared at the well-dressed servants as they glided by. Normally, she made an effort to be friendly, but they were checking up on her, making sure she didn’t have her ear pressed to the door.

      If they weren’t watching, she would totally be doing that.

      The stone-walled space was rather oppressive, and the bare plaster walls boring, but that was her father: he was all about industry and practicality. Beauty without purpose was wasteful, he claimed. Ari liked pretty things. Sue her.

      She wanted to rush over and slam the door open, demand to know what they were discussing. Instead, her feet just kept on strolling up and down the hall.

      The sounds from within the room suddenly became clearer – they were heading toward the door. She dashed to the T-intersection at the far end of the hall, and peered back around the corner as Sebastian opened the door. He said something to the duke, then headed towards the staircase, away from Aria.

      He didn’t even glance over his shoulder. Or look for her in any way at all.

      Wait. That shouldn’t matter. She didn’t want him looking for her, because that would imply she wanted to see him again. Which she didn’t.

      As he disappeared down the hall, her eyes lingered over his broad-shouldered physique, dropping to his butt; the one that should have been kicked out of the estate. But man, he did have a very nice rear end.

      What is wrong with you?

      Hormones. Hormones was what was wrong with her. Even though she hated to admit it, there was something about black shiny hair, bronze skin and a shapely butt that was appealing to any woman.

      There, you’re not being a traitor. You’re just admiring him the way anyone would admire art.

      Yeah. Art. Right.

      It turned out that lying to herself wasn’t one of her strong points.

      [image: ]

      The Grumpy Bear Inn.

      What a name. She rarely ventured near this part of town, mostly because it was a market district and she kept her spying – uh, investigating – restricted to other vampires and wealthy cits. But she’d heard of the inn, and avoided it. Not having a scent tended to upset weres, and upset weres were dangerous.

      Sebastian didn’t seem to mind.

      Yeah, well, it was clear that he was lacking in the brains department.

      Ari was here for a reason. Sebastian hadn’t even paused on his way out of the estate, just headed down the stairs, out the door, and into the dark streets. She had half been expecting him to sneak around the back, try to enter the estate on the sly. It’s what she would have done; but he hadn’t. And so she’d followed him.

      Now, she stood on Market Street, watching hackneys drive by, their passengers largely comprised of the upper social set. It was halfway through the night – the best time for attending parties – and normally she’d be loitering in the shadows, eavesdropping and gathering blackmail information from the revelers. Not tonight.

      Walking around to the side of the building, she studied the windows that faced the mews. A shutter had been thrown open, and the smell of caramel and fig carried down to her. Found him, she thought with a smirk.

      Quickly, she assessed the side of the building and then scaled the wall. Being nimble, and having claws on demand, was rather helpful at times. The multi-paned glass window was open, and she balanced on the ledge, staring inside.

      A large bed took up the center of the room, with a small grouping of satchels on the floor next to it. Her former alpha stood in a doorway that led presumably to a small bathroom. He’d shed his jacket and shoes, and was wearing just a white shirt and slacks. A single candle illuminated the room beyond him.

      Silently, Ari climbed through the window and stopped just inside. She willed her claws away, hoping they actually obeyed her command.

      “So,” she said into the quiet, “what did you talk about with the duke?”

      Sebastian let out a yelp that had her grinning. He spun around on the balls of his feet, and settled back when he saw it was her. She wiped the humor from her expression; she didn’t want him getting the idea that she might find him amusing. Because she didn’t.

      “I see you let yourself in.”

      Ari breathed shallowly. The delicious scent that radiated from the alpha was stronger in here, and she didn’t want that clouding her senses. “You left the window open. It was practically an invitation.”

      “Breaking and entering is a crime, you know, one that I am told is not looked upon favorably by the vampires in this town.”

      She could feel the sarcasm.

      “You didn’t answer my question.” She folded her arms.

      “Did you ask one?”

      By the blood, she hoped he didn’t have a memory issue. That would make things awkward. What things, she had no idea. She shouldn’t even be thinking beyond this particular conversation. This would be the last time they dealt with each other. It had to be.

      “About what you and the duke spoke about?”

      “Oh, that. Your father and I had an interesting chat.”

      And didn’t that make her jaw drop? “He actually admitted he’s my father?”

      “Why wouldn’t he?”

      Well, the rest of Skarva knew, but she had wanted Sebastian to remain unaware of her connection to the duke, so that he’d do his business – or get kicked out of the estate, anyway – and then depart. And look how that worked out.

      She’d only been fooling herself, anyway. All the aristo circles in Skarva knew that the duke’s daughter had an eyepatch, and Sebastian had seen her wearing one last night. He would have eventually been able to put two and two together, if he’d stuck around long enough. Which she’d hoped he wouldn’t.

      Looks like things were continuing to go her way, as usual.

      Not.
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      Sebastian fought to keep the self-satisfied expression from his face. After all, he’d hoped Aria would follow him back to the inn. It’s why he hadn’t bothered looking for her when he left – he’d sensed her eyes on his back, and that she’d be annoyed at his casual attitude.

      Shouldn’t you be worried that she threatened to skin you alive?

      So worried, in fact, that he’d opened his window back at the inn. He’d wanted to make it easier for her to work out which room was his, even though it let the stink of the city in.

      He let his eyes rove up and down her body, noting the still unsheathed claws, the eye patch, her thrown-back hood and braided honey-blonde hair. Did she wear the patch everywhere? Was she annoyed, was that why her claws were still out? Or was she suffering the problem her father had briefly hinted at?

      “So, why’d you follow me home?” He leaned a shoulder against the bathroom door jamb, deliberately looking as calm and relaxed as possible. He even hooked one ankle over another.

      Her eye narrowed. Sebastian wished he could see the bright yellow of her other iris.

      “I told you not to come back.” She took a step forward.

      By the blood, she was a dainty thing, but he could feel the strength radiating from her, her sheer willpower. It was intoxicating.

      No, it isn’t.

      Right. It wasn’t. She was just Aria, a girl with a chip on her shoulder the size of a continent and a whole lot of anger that he partly didn’t, and partly did, deserve.

      “Yes, but I had an invitation from your father. It would have been rude not to make my appointment.”

      Her full lips thinned out into a tight line. “You could have sent your excuses.”

      “I could have, but I didn’t. A person is only as good as their word, and I didn’t want to break mine.”

      Oh, the look on her face. Priceless. The sheer anger as he implied that her word was worth nothing, since his pelt wasn’t mounted on her wall.

      And there it was. The skin on her hand flickering, fur appearing and then receding. He hadn’t ever seen a were with that kind of loss of control. If the animal slipped its leash, it usually resulted in a completely turned limb, or extremity. Or a whole body shift. Not just rippling skin.

      “You want me to skin you? Because I will.” She waved her clawed hand in the air.

      He shrugged. “I have things to do, places to be. Not having to regrow my skin would be a bonus.”

      A brief tightening of her eyebrows. “Uh, I wasn’t implying you’d survive the experience.”

      He would, though. It just wouldn’t be fun. “That would be a shame. I do like living.”

      She rolled her eye. “Do you ever take anything seriously?”

      “Sure.”

      Ninety-nine percent of the time. Just not with her, apparently.

      “So what did my father want to talk about?”

      She was persistent, he’d have to give her that. Tonight, she only had two topics of conversation: what had he talked about with her father; and that she wanted to skin him. He wished her attention would turn to something else, like maybe getting naked – no! – or telling him everything about her – wait, almost as bad – or just having a cup of tea – that was better, but tea? Really?

      What was wrong with him?

      Maybe that she was smart, beautiful, strong, and hot-headed. All the things he liked in a potential lover.

      No. Not a potential lover. Do we have to have a talk?

      Great. Even his conscience thought he was being an ass.

      All right. While he was enjoying riling her with his evasiveness, he didn’t want to annoy her so much she left. They needed to talk. That was it. Talk. Nothing else. “He wanted to know if I had anything to do with Nick’s death.”

      Her stare flattened. “So you lied to him.”

      He stood up straight. “I told him the truth.”

      “That you ordered the kill?”

      “That I had nothing to do with it. That they planned and executed it without me.” He fought a wince. That was a bad choice of words.

      “Oh, you sound upset that you were left out.”

      “That’s true. Because I would have stopped it, if I’d known.”

      “Look at you, acting the hero.”

      “You asked what your father and I talked about, that was it. It’s not my fault that you don’t like it.”

      She clenched her fists, then hissed, ever-so-slightly. The scent of blood, iron-rich and heady, burst into the air. She’d cut herself. Without thinking, Sebastian closed the distance between them and grabbed her hands. He forced her fingers open and stared at the cuts.

      “Don’t touch me,” she said, but she didn’t snatch her hands away.

      “Did you forget your claws were out?” His fingers gentle, he explored the wounds. And boy, was he surprised to see the flesh knitting itself back together as he watched. Weres could heal fast, but this was off the scale in terms of speed. Soon, there were just patches of blood smeared on her fingers and palms, the skin as good as new. Not even a faint scar remained.

      Her chin jutted. “No.”

      “So you deliberately cut yourself?”

      “No.”

      He let go of her hands before she could jerk them back, which he figured she’d been about to do. “Do you realize your answers are contradictory?”

      “Yes.”

      It seemed she was down to one-syllable responses. Lucky him. Having a discussion with a brick wall might prove more fruitful. But he was enjoying himself a little too much, despite the conversational angst.

      “There was one other thing your father might have mentioned.” He strolled around her, pretending to size her up. For what, he let her guess, too busy telling himself not to think about how adorable she looked with her eyepatch, snapping eye, and firm mouth. Or how he wanted to untie her braid and thread his fingers through that honey-colored satin.

      Think with your head, not your cock.

      Trouble was, his head was doing most of the thinking.

      She swiveled on the spot, following his movements. “What else did you discuss?”

      So, she was back to full sentences.

      “How often do you forget your claws are out?”

      “Not very.”

      “Hrm.” He tapped his chin.

      “It doesn’t happen all that often.” That was a tad too defensive.

      “And how often does your skin do that?” He pointed at the back of her hand, at the patches of fur.

      She tugged down her sleeve. “Rarely.”

      More like every day, he thought. That kind of loss of control…

      “Do you ever fully shift?”

      “What?”

      “Do you ever go fully wolf?” He knew she could. Or rather, he knew she had been able to as a child, unlike her brothers. It wasn’t uncommon for an albino child born to weres not to be able to shift; if a child had pink eyes, they likely had a different kind of ability, one that had nothing to do with being a were.

      “It’s none of your business.”

      So in other words, no, she didn’t shift. He frowned. That wasn’t good. Weres were as much their animals as they were human. To cage one half of you…Well, that wasn’t healthy. It would be like a vampire trying not to drink blood. It was physically necessary for survival.

      He had to do something to show her how dangerous her lack of control was – and how harmful it was to trap her wolf.
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      Sebastian was looking at her strangely.

      His eyes were narrowed, his face serious for once, and he was tapping his foot. It was bad enough being trapped in the room with him, his scent everywhere, and his sheer presence almost overwhelming. It made her a little light-headed, drunk. She didn’t know why the fragrance affected her the way it did, or why his good looks registered when she should notice nothing more than his duplicitous heart. But they did, and she didn’t like it.

      It spoke of a loss of control, and that was something she couldn’t ever allow. As it was, her wolf slipped its leash far too frequently for her own personal safety. She couldn’t allow it free rein, or others would get hurt.

      Although, would hurting Sebastian be a bad thing?

      Why did she even bother asking herself that question? Of course it wouldn’t be. She had promised to mount his pelt on a wall, after all. And from her childhood memory, he had very nice fur: jet-black, with red undertones. She’d enjoy lying on it in front of a fire, while he writhed in pain as his skin regrew.

      “I don’t see how your turning wolf is a private matter. Weres are pack animals, after all.”

      “I don’t live in a pack.”

      He rolled his eyes. “No shit. You live with vampires.”

      “Because living with a pack worked out so well for me the last time, didn’t it?” He opened his mouth, as if to say something, but she cut him off. “And, I’m half vampire, in case you’ve forgotten.”

      “How could I forget with that purple eye glaring at me?”

      “It will keep glaring until you leave town.”

      “Don’t want to kill me anymore?”

      “Of course I do.” But even she could hear how the statement lacked the venom of the night before. Was she already relenting? A few soft words and a look of regret and she’d forget what had happened to Mama, to Nick?

      No.

      She was stronger than that.

      They deserved more. Xavier deserved more.

      “Prove it.” Then Sebastian was right in front of her, moving so fast she barely spotted the movement.

      “You want me to rip your head off? Because I’m more than happy to do it.” She forced a grin. The thing was, she might threaten to murder him every five minutes, but she hadn’t actually ever killed anyone. Until now, she hadn’t had the stomach for it.

      Blackmail, bribe, bully, pester…yes, she’d done all of those. Even physically hurt a person or twenty. But never kill. It had always felt like a betrayal to her family, because they had died at the hands of others. She hadn’t wanted to do that to anyone else’s sister, or brother, or parents. She knew the pain all too well. However, she might be able to make an exception to her rule, just for him.

      His yellow eyes glowed. “Then do it.”

      When she didn’t move, he gave a low growl and surged forward, his mouth coming down on hers, freezing her in shock, even as her blood began to boil in her veins.

      His lips were so soft, like silk, and the hot slide of his tongue against her closed mouth had her heart racing with something more than anger. Surely not? It couldn’t be lust. No. Her body wouldn’t mutiny like that. When his arms closed around her, something snapped and she jolted out of his hold – but not before she bit down on his wandering, jerk of a tongue.

      “Ow!”

      The taste of his blood in her mouth was even worse than the kiss. Flailing on the spot, arms cartwheeling like a drunk circus performer, she tried to get a grip on her emotions, on reality. But his blood flooded her taste buds, and it was the most delicious thing she’d ever eaten. Better than caramel. Better than figs. Better even than chocolate. She retched, trying to get the flavor out of her mouth.

      Now he looked annoyed. “It was not that bad.”

      It wasn’t her blood in his mouth, so he wouldn’t know. Shit, she could still taste it, and that just made her want more. She eyed the artery in his neck like it was the last meal she’d ever eat. And boy, was she starving.

      What was wrong with her?

      “Your fangs are out.”

      The scent in the room changed, became darker, more sensual, a hint of something overriding his normal aroma. Instantly, she knew what it was, and where it came from.

      He wanted her.

      Her.

      Not just to kiss and torment, but to bed. And no, he wasn’t going to have her. No way. Not ever. But her body was reacting, warming, the resistance in her draining, and her…no. She wasn’t even going to think about what was happening in the downstairs department.

      This wasn’t right.

      Then he was standing next to her again, all bronze skin and tasty, tasty blood. “Also, your fur is out.”

      Glancing down, she trembled. Her claws were unsheathed, and a thick pelt covered her hands.

      “When you get home, shift, if you can. I think that will help you. Your wolf is part of you. If you never let her loose, you’ll cripple her, and she’ll fight you. It’s what’s happening now. You lose control, and then she’s there, wanting out.”

      Shock ripped through her. A demonstration, that’s what the kiss had been. No matter that it had aroused them both. That, she realized, had been an accidental side-effect. Her gaze flew to his, and she was horrified by the understanding she saw there. So that was why her father had asked him here. To help with her little ‘problem’.

      Well, no one could help her. Because she wasn’t fixable.

      They’d just have to learn that the hard way.
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      Subject 2013 had been in the Grumpy Bear Inn for an awfully long time. That puzzled Naomi Castle, because she’d never seen the vampire visit a were before, and she’d been trailing the Duke of Ashes’ daughter for long time now...

      Of course, Subject 2013 wasn’t who she’d actually come to Skarva to find, but that’s how things play out sometimes.

      Naomi had originally been drawn to the city by a rumor. The Duchess of Ravens had been understood to have a ‘special’ daughter, with eyes so dark a purple they could be Black. No one had seen the child in years, though, so no one could corroborate the tale.

      And Naomi needed verification, because no one – no one – had Black eyes.

      There was a universal truth in her world: that people with eye colors other than Brown, yellow or purple were different. Very few individuals were meant to know that, of course, that was the whole point of being part of a secret race: the Graced.

      The Graced only had three – well, technically four – eye colors: Gray, like Naomi, Blue and Green. Each color dictated what a person could do, because each color reflected their psychic powers. Marcia, Naomi’s Blue-eyed sister, was an empath, and Faith, her Green-eyed sibling, was a telepath. Naomi, well, she had telekinesis. There were also Hazels – halfbreeds like her brother Fin – but they didn’t really count. They were also largely ignored, provided they didn’t develop any psychic powers.

      Any color other than that? Well, her ancestors had been wiping out the mutations for generations. It’s why albino children, with their Pink eyes, were killed at birth, a command that had been psychically imprinted on people for so long that they just acted on the rule, even if they didn’t want to.

      Naomi, personally, didn’t like the idea of murdering babies: let them grow into adults, and then assess the threat then. She didn’t exactly agree with the idea of immortal Graceds either, which was what would happen if an albino was born to a were or vampire, but she wasn’t about to kill a baby because of it.

      She had her own rules.

      It didn’t matter that she was born to a family of Hunters, and as a Gray, she was meant to follow in her sister Faith’s footsteps. She wouldn’t kill someone for an accident of birth, and that made her different, even more so considering she was living in a secret society within a secret race. And it was why she’d popped her hand up to investigate the rumor of a Black-eyed vampire. Other Hunters would just kill the woman and be done with it, but Naomi had wanted to confirm the information. Then she’d stumbled across Subject 2013, and the puzzle it represented.

      “Naomi Castle, what a surprise to find you here.”

      Naomi stood slowly from her crouch. The tiled rooftop she’d been occupying was no longer empty, and she silently cursed herself for being so inattentive. That she’d allowed herself to be snuck up on was a bad sign.

      “Monique.”

      The woman flicked her long red hair over her shoulder, and placed a hand on her hip. She was wearing all leather, with weapons sheathed everywhere, and she maintained perfect balance on the slightly tilted roof. Her Green eyes flickered with amusement. “What brings you to this corner of the world?”

      “I’m on holiday,” Naomi replied. She kept her face, and thoughts, blank. She didn’t have natural mental defenses like her brother, Fin, but she had spent years living with one of the most powerful Greens in the world. There were few who could match Faith in ability or sheer strength, and Naomi had learned to construct a shield against her. If she could keep her thoughts hidden from Faith, she could keep them hidden from just about anyone.

      Too bad it took so much effort.

      “Really? Not spying on anyone?”

      “Now why would I do a thing like that?”

      “I don’t know. Have you met your sister?”

      Naomi wouldn’t be surprised if Faith and Monique had some kind of rivalry going on. That would just be her luck.

      “So, if you’re not spying on anyone,” Monique continued, “why are you standing on a rooftop with a really lovely view over the Grumpy Bear?”

      “Maybe I’m looking for accommodation. For my holiday.”

      “Pigs might fly.”

      “Well, I could make one fly if that would make you feel better.” It would be too easy.

      Monique took a step forward, her hand resting on one of the sheathed blades at her waist. “Just a note. If you are following a certain duke’s daughter by any chance, stop. She’s mine.”

      Naomi kept her focus on her mental shields; she wasn’t wearing an arsenal like the other Graced, but then again, she didn’t need to be. Her mind was her weapon. “I didn’t know you swung that way.”

      Monique’s mouth tightened in annoyance. “I mean it. Keep away from her.”

      Something shoved at Naomi’s brain, hard. It was blunt-force trauma on a psychic level, but even though she dropped to her knees from the pain of it, it didn’t shatter her.

      Something trickled down her lips. She licked the moisture away: blood.

      Monique crouched next to her, those Green irises burning with enjoyment. “That was but an appetizer of what I will do to you if you get in my way.”

      Naomi’s mind might have been fried, but she still had control of her ability. Shoving out with her power, she grabbed hold of the other woman and threw her over the rooftop, slamming her into the back of a redbrick chimney. A sharp crack sounded, but Naomi didn’t think it was the other woman’s spine or head.

      Naomi got to her feet and stumbled toward the other Hunter. Monique was breathing hard, her face pinched with pain, but she was conscious. Naomi leaned down and kept her voice calm and level. “You might be a Green, but I don’t have to be within your mental range to snap your scrawny neck. I’d remember that if I were you.”

      Then slowly, painfully, she headed to the fire escape and climbed down from the roof. Her reconnaissance mission was over for tonight. Her hands were shaking, her limbs like cooked noodles. Worse, her head was scrambled, and she was going to have an epic migraine in an hour or two.

      That was the problem with Greens. They always thought they were the most powerful of the Graceds, and they always tried to fuck with you.

      It was too bad for them that Naomi could level a city in her sleep.
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      Ari scrubbed and scrubbed her skin, trying to wash away Sebastian’s smell. The water in the shower had long gone cold, and goosebumps prickled all over her skin, but she feared that his scent was implanted within her nostrils, because she couldn’t get rid of it. Her fangs were out, and her mouth watered, like this hunger he’d started was never going to be sated.

      Never, because she wasn’t going to have anything more to do with him. And she was certainly never, ever, going to sleep with him. Or bite him.

      Why is he trying to help me?

      Sure, her father must have mentioned something to him about her lack of control, and she was going to talk to Parker Ash about that tomorrow. Talk. Shout. It was all the same. But Sebastian Talien should have just walked straight out of the estate and out of her life, rather than let her follow him, open the window for her, and give her advice.

      It was only after their confrontation that she’d realized how easy he’d made it for her to trail him, and that smarted. She’d thought she was so clever tracking him. Oh, she would have been able to find him, no problem – it’s what she did after all – but not so quickly or easily.

      Shivering, she turned the faucet off and grabbed a soft blue towel from next to the shower. Drying herself roughly, she worked some heat back into her limbs, then strode into her bedchamber, dropping the towel on the floor. She stood in front of the full-length mirror, her reflection telling a story she didn’t want to see.

      Patches of fur were manifesting all over her skin, only to disappear just as fast. Added to that, a pain was growing at the back of her eyelids, like something was trying to push its way out from within.

      Her wolf.

      “I can’t let you out.” Her voice was a broken whisper in the room. Backing away from the mirror, she bumped into the far stone wall and slid down it to sit naked on the floor. She wrapped her arms tightly around her knees, her feet crossed at the ankles, and buried her face in her arms, her wet hair draping over her like a curtain.

      A mournful howl rose in her mind.

      Shutting her eyes, she tried to reason with her wolf. But all she felt was pain. Anger. Resentment.

      “It’s your fault,” she said into her arms.

      That’s why she didn’t change anymore – because she blamed her wolf for Xave’s death. Oh, it wasn’t directly responsible, and Ari had known that Xave had been unhappy, but she’d needed to run. If she hadn’t gone out, hadn’t listened to her wolf, maybe he would still be alive, would have known that he hadn’t had to make the choice he did.

      But she hadn’t realized how bad her brother was, and so she’d shifted and vanished into the woods behind the city. She’d run for hours, chasing small prey, playing with other predators, stayed out until her pads were sore and her limbs shaky, and then she’d made her way back into the estate.

      She’d never forget what she’d discovered on her return.

      Xave had been in his bedchamber, his pale skin glittering in the candlelight. A silver knife protruded obscenely from his chest as he dangled from the ceiling, a noose cutting into his neck. A chair lay broken on the floor underneath his dangling feet.

      She’d cut him down, crying, screaming for help. The servants had come running first, then her father. They’d rung for a sawbones, but he was limited in what he could do. A normal vampire or were could heal broken vertebrae without too many issues, but the silver next to Xave’s heart had been more problematic. Against all odds, he’d been alive.

      She’d sat next to his bed, in another bedroom, away from the memories of what had happened, but he’d refused to look at her.

      “Let…me…die.”

      That’s when she’d understood that he hadn’t been attacked; it hadn’t been their old pack finishing what they’d started all those years ago. He’d tried to commit suicide.

      Those three words had been his last request, and he’d repeated it over and over, as if she’d change her mind the more she heard it. He wasn’t allowed to die, though. She wouldn’t let him. She’d already lost Mama and Nick; she couldn’t bear to lose Xave, too. The duke and Ari had sat by his bedside, waiting for him to heal. Days later, however, Ari and her father had stepped outside to talk. They’d been gone a mere three minutes, long enough for Xave to stab himself in the eye with a pencil.

      She’d screamed her throat raw.

      Xave had lapsed into a coma after that. A brain injury wouldn’t have been beyond the normal ability of a were or vampire to heal, but he hadn’t been pureblooded, and wasn’t a hybrid like her. He’d just grown paler and withered away with each passing week, until their father couldn’t take it anymore.

      Ari could never forgive Parker Ash for dealing out his own very specific type of mercy. No matter that Xave appeared to have been desperate for it, it hadn’t been their father’s choice to make. It had been Ari’s.

      Xave had been hers.

      Xave was his own person. He wanted to die. It wasn’t up to you to choose for him.

      She ignored that rebel thought. Oh, she knew it had broken a part of Parker to kill his son, because it had ruined her. But she couldn’t forgive him for making the decision to take away her last sibling, no matter that ultimately it might have been what Xave wanted. Ari didn’t believe Xave knew what he wanted, though, not really. His mind had been too clouded by visions of the future – he should have been stronger, should have fought it more. Shouldn’t have wanted to leave her.

      And there it was.

      He’d chosen death over staying with her.

      Was she such horrible a person that even her brother hadn’t wanted to spend any more time with her?

      Sebastian’s voice rolled through her mind. “When you get home, shift, if you can.”

      Xave is dead. Even if you never turn wolf again, it won’t bring him back.

      Keeping her wolf chained hurt, but she deserved the pain. She wanted to be punished for being a bad sister, for not being there when her brother needed her the most. For running away, when Mama and Nick died.

      “If you never let her out, you’ll cripple her, and she’ll fight you.”

      Xave’s power had crippled him, and look what had happened. He hadn’t been able to live another day with the visions that plagued him. By refusing to shift, had she only crippled herself?

      She didn’t want to know the answer to that.

      The truth hurt, worse because it came from Sebastian. Now Ari wasn’t so sure the were was as guilty as she’d believed. Sure, he’d been alpha, but it was true, he hadn’t been there the night the pack had turned. They could have gone rogue. If what her father had said was true, most of them were dead, and Sebastian didn’t seem to have a pack any more. That was the sign of an alpha who had been wronged.

      So why was he trying to assist her now? Atonement? She didn’t think so. It was certainly part of that, but not all of it. Maybe deep down, he was actually not a horrible person.

      Are you serious? You’re actually going to give him the benefit of the doubt? Just because he has a nice scent and tasty blood? And that you liked it when he kissed you?

      ‘Tasty’ wasn’t even a vaguely accurate adjective to describe his blood, but no, she wasn’t going to be swayed by that. Or by how soft his lips were, how sneaky his tongue.

      It was because what he’d said was true, and that he seemed to genuinely worry about her control and what it meant. If he’d wanted her and her brothers dead, then he would have finished the job once he’d worked out who she was., but he hadn’t even tried to hurt her.

      Lifting her head from her arms, she shut her eyes and searched out her wolf. It was there in the corner of her mind, damaged, whimpering. She called it, but her other half refused to come.

      She’d truly broken herself.
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      Sebastian waited in the courtyard of the Ashes’ estate, silent and wary. His yellow eyes surveyed the stone courtyard, his ears perked and tail raised in defiance. A wolf in a vampire den. Some would say it took iron balls to be where he was right now, but he didn’t care. If he wanted his daughter ‘fixed’, the duke would have to put up with Sebastian’s methods.

      He wondered how long it would take Aria to track him down.

      Night had fallen, and so the blacksmiths and many of the tradespeople who worked within the estate’s walls had finished for the day. Most of the craftsmen were human, and kept to daylight hours, which was unusual, in a vampire-run city. Normally humans were forced to become nocturnal, to please their vampire bosses. It made Ash seem more human, but that wasn’t exactly a good thing – not when it came to vampires. They usually had ulterior motives.

      Sebastian noticed a slight movement in the darkness by the rear wall. There she was. She was covered by a dark-blue cloak from head to toe, her face obscured by the hood, but he knew it was her: the slight stature of her size, her bearing, and the anger that radiated from her.

      She strode across the courtyard with quick, sure steps, halting in front of him. “I thought I made it clear I didn’t want to see you again.”

      He opened his mouth and let his tongue loll out.

      Her eyes narrowed. She wore gloves today: to hide her wolf’s fight for freedom?

      “Coming here in your wolf form just makes it easier for me to skin you.”

      Sebastian snorted. He might not be wearing his human body at the moment, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t able to communicate. If she’d grown up in a pack, she would have also learned the unique body language used by wolves. She hadn’t been with other wolves in five decades, however, so he doubted she’d be up to speed on the silent lingo. Snorting it was, then.

      The hood tilted as she looked up at the quarter moon. “I have things to do. Are you going to loiter here all night?”

      He shook his head, then stepped forward and head-butted her.

      “What?” But she didn’t push him away, or hit him.

      He repeated the gesture.

      She took a step back and folded her arms over her chest, refusing to either agree or understand. That left him little choice. Shifting from wolf to human and back only took a few seconds, but the sheer agony was overwhelming during the change. Plus, it left you vulnerable, but he didn’t think she wanted to kill him. At least not right now.

      During the change, some weres screamed, others moaned. Sebastian had spent years learning to make no sound at all. Skin rippled as fur receded, and bones crunched as they re-formed into a different skeletal structure. And then he was human, kneeling on the ground, and naked as the day he was born.

      As he rose to his feet, his breath sawed in and out of his chest, but he willed his heartbeat to steady, and soon he was back in control of his body. He could feel her eyes roving over him from underneath that hood. Or her eye. She was probably wearing that eyepatch again.

      “Like what you see?” His voice came out more gravelly than expected.

      “It’s a little…underwhelming.”

      Underwhelming? Him?

      She had to be lying, because there was nothing underwhelming about a six-foot plus were, naked as a jaybird, and rocking an eight-pack, with enough muscles to put a blacksmith to shame. Sebastian wasn’t bad looking, and had a body women liked, and he knew it.

      “Someone’s a liar.”

      A huff of laughter escaped her. “So why are you here?”

      “Did you change into a wolf last night?” He’d given her the day to recover from their little meeting, but he hadn’t been able to wait much longer than that.

      “None of your business.”

      “I thought we already discussed that response.”

      Stony silence.

      “Did you shift?”

      Her hands moved in a series of agitated gestures. “No.”

      “Didn’t try? Or couldn’t.”

      “Does it matter which?”

      He took a step forward, conscious that his…reaction to her would become very noticeable if he didn’t keep a tight rein on his impulses. He didn’t want her to take umbrage with Little Sebastian, after all. That would just end badly for everyone involved.

      He lowered his voice and leaned forward. “It matters.”

      “I couldn’t, okay?” She paced away from him. “It hurt.”

      “And the gloves?”

      She shoved her hood down – yes, she was wearing the patch – and her face was pinched, tight. “The partial shifting has gotten worse.”

      “Then come with me.”

      “Come with you?”

      “Okay, bad choice of phrase.” Considering his undressed state, a very unfortunate selection of words. Stay down, Little Sebastian. Or should it be Big Sebastian? He didn’t want to undersell himself. “Run with me.”

      “Run with you?”

      “What are you, a parrot?”

      She blinked. Or was it a wink, considering he could only see the one eye?

      “Why would I want to do that?”

      “I will go running in wolf form. I am an alpha,” – although, he had the suspicion she was, too, she just didn’t know it – “and it might help your wolf find the courage to emerge.”

      It was a long shot, but if she couldn’t shift just by willing it, then Aria’s wolf needed help to escape the prison of her own mind.

      “So I run with you, as I am?”

      He nodded.

      “I have things to do.”

      “They can wait.”

      She shook her head, but he reached out and put a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Unless your task is more important than your health, then it can wait.”

      Aria stared at him, and then shrugged his hand away, and slipped out of her cloak. “Fine.” She gave him a lopsided smile, and something in his heart kicked. “But do try and keep up.”
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      They had gone into the woods.

      Naomi watched the distant figures blend into the darkness between tall oak trees, and eventually disappear altogether. She could have continued to track them, but the forest was large and dense, and her eyesight wasn’t as keen as a vampire’s or a were’s. Plus, she had to be careful. When a were went hunting, anything that moved was technically fair game; she could accidentally become their prey.

      Why is a duke’s daughter – a vampire – going out into the forest at night with a were?

      Could they be lovers?

      It was an odd combination, but she’d heard rumors of such couplings before. Those pairings were, of course, of interest to her family. Any child that might be produced from such a union had the potential to have a new color of iris, be a new type of Graced. Naomi figured the odds of that happening were far slimmer than the production of normal yellow, purple or even Brown eyes, but no one ever asked her.

      No, they just wanted her to watch and listen, and then mete out ‘justice’ to the unfortunates. Too bad she’d broken with tradition. Oh, technically she was still a Hunter, but there were two factions now. One group believed everything different must be killed; the other thought that those who were different should be protected and studied, terminated only if they posed a risk to themselves or the Graced race as a whole.

      Some went a little too far with the observation mandate – Naomi had heard of a group of Graced that had held a werebear captive for a century, experimenting on the poor specimen until he managed to escape. Their goal had been to breed an immortal Graced from him. They were all dead now. Many by the were, and others by her sister, Faith.

      Deliberately mixing the races was frowned upon, with only one penalty. And her sister, who was normally level-headed and kind, was a zealot on this issue.

      Was death too severe? As far as Faith was concerned, the answer was no. But Naomi? Well, for her it would depend on how these race-mixers went about obtaining their goals. Falling in love and having a child that happened to be different? No, they didn’t have to die. Capturing a vampire or were and holding them prisoner and then forcibly impregnating them? Death was probably too kind a punishment. Rape was never okay, no matter how it happened or what the motivation. And when it came to working with Greens, they did it on a mental level far too frequently for Naomi’s liking. Just because she was Graced, that didn’t mean she thought her people were without flaw.

      Overall, however, a new type of Graced was something Naomi had no desire to see. Just imagine if someone managed to produce a vampire or were with Gray eyes. What then? With the madness that would surely come with age – they lived for thousands of years, after all – would come trouble. A snap of control, and someone’s neck would be broken, or their body shattered. Or down a building would go.

      Being a Gray came with a lifetime’s curse of obsessive-compulsive behavior. Everything had to be controlled, calm, unexciting, or bad things could happen. Add that to a lifespan of several thousand years? Well, even Naomi could see how that would be a bad idea.

      The faint sound of humans brought Naomi’s thoughts back to the moment. Maybe the were and vampire had ventured in the other direction to get away from a camp? But who would be out in the woods, when there was a city with lots of cheap accommodation right next door?

      Naomi hovered about the leaf-covered ground, her telekinesis floating her forward, more silent than even the trickiest of weres. She blurred the air in front of her, making it hard to lock onto her physical appearance and muddying her scent. Approaching the noises, she found a nice patch of deep shadow on the edge of a small clearing and looked around.

      Monique.

      And she wasn’t alone. There were another four people – two men and two women – in the open expanse, all seated before a fire that burned merrily in the center of a camp. Some small animal was being rotated over the flames on a spit. Two canvas tents had been erected off to the side, and a small pile of gear lay near the fire. A horse was tethered on the opposite side of the clearing, a blanket spread over its back.

      Quickly, Naomi made her thoughts as blank as she could, while still trying to listen in to their conversation.

      “I think it’s the one.” Monique leaned over and grabbed a pack from near her feet.

      “Are you sure?” This was from a man whose face was largely in shadow, but who had silvered hair. Did Naomi detect a hint of Gray in his eyes?

      “No, I was just making it up.”

      “We have to be sure.” This was from a woman who bore a remarkable resemblance to Monique, but an older version. A sister or even her mother?

      “It’s why I said ‘I think’, rather than ‘I know’.”

      The other two remained quiet, but Naomi had no doubt they were also Graced. What color eyes did they have? It was hard to tell from her position. Most Hunters were Greens and Grays. Blues struggled with the job – it was difficult to be an assassin when you could feel every emotion your victim was suffering as you killed them.

      “Is the brother still alive?”

      Brother?

      Naomi thought back to what she knew about the duke’s daughter. Yes, there’d been another child, but he’d died long before Naomi had arrived in Skarva. There had been rumors he’d been an albino, but nothing had been confirmed. Naomi had considered that the duke himself might have started the gossip, to give his family an air of mystery – potentially to match that surrounding the Duchess of Ravens and her ‘special’ child. Now, listening to this, she wondered if the story may well have been true.

      It was rare for vampires to have albino offspring, and that just made her all the more suspicious of Subject 2013. It was the eyepatch that had originally caught her attention – and the way the girl moved. She had the speed and agility of someone much older and more powerful, or like someone who had Gray eyes. Or a Gray eye. Everyone said that the girl had been injured as a baby, and that her covered eye had been damaged beyond repair. But what if she was hiding heterochromia?

      Naomi had been studying her to find out.

      “There is no sign of any brother,” Monique said. “If he truly was albino, he’s probably dead. You know how weres get. Even vampires. Our programming is too effective.”

      ‘Programming’. What a nice way to describe deeply implanted mind-control, mind-control so strong it was passed on as a genetic memory. The command didn’t work on those with natural mental shields, though, no matter if it was effective on their parents and siblings, but people with that handy talent were supposedly few and far between.

      “That leaves only the abomination.”

      Abomination?

      It seemed Naomi’s guesses about Subject 2013 had been correct. Hunters wouldn’t bother using that kind of language for a normal vampire. They didn’t like them, but wouldn’t go so far as to label them an ‘abomination’.

      “I just need to confirm it’s truly her, and then I will make the kill,” Monique said.

      “If you suspect,” said one of the previously silent listeners, “kill her anyway.”

      “She is the daughter of the Duke of Ashes. If we kill her and she isn’t the one we’re after, he will come after us.”

      “If she really is his daughter, and he’s harbored her here for all those years, he will seek justice anyway,” offered Monique’s mother/sister/aunt. “Kill her and be done with it. Make it look like an accident.”

      She’d changed her tune pretty quickly.

      “We don’t slay innocents.”

      Hah! That was rich, coming from Monique. She was a straight-out killer. Naomi doubted the woman had ever considered whether her prey was blameless on not – her definition of ‘innocent’ seemed rather skewed.

      “When will you learn? No one is innocent. Especially not a vampire-were hybrid. Kill the girl and then we can leave.”

      A vampire-were what?
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      They’d gone running every night for the past week, and Ari’s wolf still refused to emerge. It hung back in the corner of her mind, whining in pain and anger. Even though she was now willing to give it free rein, it just didn’t trust her anymore.

      Which was a sad state of affairs, considering that her wolf was part of her.

      But that was her life: things always went wrong.

      Standing under the arched stone entryway into the estate, she felt eyes on her again. She’d had the feeling she was being watched for days, and the only time the sensation lapsed lately was in the estate proper, and in the forest. She had no idea who was following her – they were good – but she was getting mighty sick of their stalking.

      Leaning down, she grabbed Sebastian’s scruff. His pelt was warm in her hands, the fur ever-so soft. She pushed the sensations from her thoughts.

      Her voice quiet, she asked, “Do you smell anything?” Ari’s sense of smell was impressive, but she wore her human nose now. In wolf form, Sebastian’s might be a bit better right now. Although, if she’d shifted…but that wasn’t the case.

      The wolf lifted his nose to the air. Reluctantly, she let go of him and stepped back.

      A small whine. She took it to be a question.

      Crouching down, she murmured, “Someone is following us.”

      He raised his nose again, and huffed wetly as he took in the air. A small shake of the head. His bright eyes were sad in his sooty face.

      “Next time.”

      Opening the rear door into the estate, she nodded at the vampire guard on duty and headed toward the inner courtyard. Sebastian followed her quietly. Her hand was still hot from where she’d touched him. She’d avoided contact the entire time they’d been making these nightly runs, because she hadn’t wanted a repeat of what happened at the inn. Sure, he’d largely been in wolf form tonight, but he’d proven it didn’t take long for him to return to his human body.

      And that was the body she was most worried about.

      Early in the morning, when she’d return from her nightly rounds of the city, she would still smell his scent on her sometimes, taste his blood in her mouth, even though she’d only ever had that tiny sample. It made her body burn. She’d never endured that kind of hunger before, and it terrified her with its intensity. She shouldn’t want him – couldn’t want him, not like that. But she did, and she needed to avoid any contact that could create a spark.

      Oblivious to her thoughts, Sebastian followed her quietly as she made her way through the estate. She opened a door, allowing him inside the main building. “Would you like something to eat?”

      He shook his head, so Ari led him up the servant’s stairway and down the back corridors to her room.

      Is it wise to have him in your bedchamber?

      No, it wasn’t, but she’d stashed his clothes there, and she wanted to talk to him away from prying eyes. If they were in a parlor or a sitting room, her father’s servants would be nearby and their eavesdropping habits was almost as bad as hers.

      Once inside the room, she motioned to the bathroom. “Your clothes are in there.”

      Sebastian nodded again and then padded over to the ensuite, nudging the door shut with his head. Weres weren’t uncomfortable with nakedness, but she certainly was with his. She hung her cloak on a hook to avoid thinking about his eight-pack, and his broad shoulders, and his amazing butt…

      Failed.

      Part of her wished that he was affected by her as she was him. She didn’t have a scent, however, so there was no way he could react the way she did, every time he came near her. She knew he wasn’t attracted to her like that anyway: he always shifted at least once during their runs to command her to change, and he never got hard during the process. She’d checked.

      Too many times.

      Even unaroused, he was something to behold.

      Stop right there. You’re being a pervert.

      There was nothing wrong with looking.

      He’s trying to help you, but he’s still the alpha who let your mother and brother die.

      Perhaps she’d imagined the lust that had poured off him back at the inn that time, but she couldn’t understand why she’d make something like that up.

      “Who do you think is following you?” Sebastian stood in the bathroom doorway, his shirt loosely buttoned, and buckskin pants hanging low, the dark line of hair leading to his waistband visible. She snapped her gaze up to meet his.

      “I have no idea.” If she knew, she’d be hunting them down.

      “You should try and find out.”

      “No shit.” She wasn’t exactly free when it came to time, though. She had her evening jaunts of failure with her former alpha, and then there was her spying, which took up the rest of the night. And she needed to sleep. Not a lot, but enough that she had to make time for it.

      He changed the topic. “Your wolf should recognize mine as alpha and obey.”

      She growled, low. Just because he had once been her alpha, that didn’t mean that she still recognized him as such. Because she didn’t; she had no alpha and was most assuredly a loner.

      “Maybe that’s the problem,” she said. “My wolf trust doesn’t you. And doesn’t consider you her alpha.”

      “Your wolf doesn’t trust you.”

      She winced. That was no doubt true as well. “You keep blaming me, but maybe it’s partly to do with you.”

      He took a step toward her. “It’s not always my fault.”

      “I didn’t say it was.”

      “You pretty much did.”

      She tugged on the end of her braid. “Look, I don’t know why my wolf refuses to come out now that I am trying to get her to.”

      “It’s not ‘her’ versus ‘you.’ It’s you versus you. Maybe that’s part of the problem.”

      “So now you are saying that it’s how I think?”

      Would she never get a break? Was everything she did wrong?

      “Look, you’ve separated your identities for some reason, but they should act as one. The wolf is you and you are the wolf.”

      “Maybe that’s how it’s meant to be for a normal were. But I’ve never been a normal were.”

      Wasn’t that the truth?

      “I’ve always been different. My wolf has always felt…separate from me. Like we’re two halves of a whole. Maybe the best way to think of it is like twins.”

      Or triplets.

      Sebastian frowned. “I guess that could be possible.”

      “I’m half vampire. Of course it’s possible. I shouldn’t even exist, according to nature.”

      Although, considering that vampires and weres were rumored to have been created by humans, thousands and thousands of years ago, maybe nature didn’t have a whole lot to do with anything, anymore.

      “We could try with just focusing on small shifts – hands, or feet, or ears – for a little while. See how that goes.” Sebastian ran a hand over his hair, which was loose and shiny and ever-so silky-looking.

      Argh! What was wrong with her?

      “I can make claws.” Although not always when she wanted to.

      “Yeah, we want a little more than that.”

      A small silence, then she blurted, “Why are you doing this?”

      Oh, she didn’t.
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      “Why are you doing this?” As soon as the words left her mouth, embarrassment turned her cheeks red.

      Sebastian winced; for him and for her. He suspected the answer ‘I don’t know’ wasn’t going to be good enough. After all, he wasn’t exactly sure why he had agreed to help her, either. Oh, there were plenty of reasons – guilt, atonement, the challenge, lust – but when he actually thought about it, they were all too simple.

      Just being near her made his body crave her touch, his skin tingle, and his inner wolf go crazy. Every part of him wanted her, and it was a building fire that was going to burn him alive. Her resilience, her mental strength, her physical prowess, even her bloody-mindedness, appealed to him on a deep, primal level.

      And the worst part? He knew she could never feel the same way back, for some very strong reasons. He was an idiot, led around by his cock. After all, how could he let himself want her? She’d been a child that should have been protected in his pack, but her family was murdered instead. He owed her more than a hard-on; he just wished he could convince his body to get onboard with that.

      She’s not a child any longer, and she’s attracted to you.

      No, she wasn’t.

      Why did she kiss you back?

      He’d wondered about that. A lot.

      “Well?” She was tapping her foot.

      He shoved a hand through his hair, then quickly tied it back with a small piece of leather. “It’s not right.”

      “What isn’t?” Her stare narrowed.

      “That you can’t change.”

      He had to wonder if it was somehow his fault. Oh, she’d been able to fully shift as a child, but had she been able to since she left the pack? He didn’t know. It was something he really should have asked earlier, but she wasn’t the type to let him ask personal questions.

      “Of course it isn’t right. That’s why I am letting you help me.”

      “How long has it been since you shifted?”

      The flash of pain in her expression pierced him. “Ten years.”

      So she had been able to shift after she left the pack, which meant it wasn’t a lack of other weres that had caused the problem.

      “What happened a decade ago?”

      “Not going there with you.”

      Now he was on to something; she only clammed up when it was private. He moved right up into her personal space, but she didn’t step back. No, she just tilted her chin up in defiance.

      “What happened?” His voice was low.

      She has to be an alpha.

      The truth of it settled into his bones. Alphas were rare – only one was born in maybe every two or three hundred – and considering were birth-rates weren’t all that high to begin with…

      No other were could tolerate being so close to him without acceding to his dominance. Only another alpha would challenge him back, and she’d been fighting him ever since he walked back into the estate. Maybe half of her dislike of him stemmed from her wolf protecting itself, because two alphas together? A perfect match on paper, a terrible one in reality.

      It also explained why she wouldn’t shift when he ordered her to. Her wolf wouldn’t – or couldn’t – recognize his authority.

      That red mouth. Blood, he was so close to her now, he could almost taste her lips. Her lack of scent was driving his wolf nuts in a way that just excited him more, because he couldn’t tell if she was aroused, enraged or just bored by him. He was also hard as a rock. Thank goodness for his foresight in bringing clothes, because his arousal would be hard to miss, otherwise.

      “I’m not telling you.”

      He leaned down. Her breath smelled of mint. “Yes, you are.”

      “No.”

      “I need to know.”

      “Trust me, you don’t.”

      “Look, I can’t help you if I don’t know—”

      A low growl rose from Aria, and then her lips were on his. They were cool, but plump and silky. He stood there, immobile, stunned. She nibbled gently on his lower lip, and then sucked it into her mouth. Her hand moved up to her face and flicked the eyepatch away. Both eyes opened then, her mismatched stare going straight through him.

      His voice hoarse, he asked, “What are you—?”

      Then she kissed him again. Harder this time, more demanding. Her tongue thrust into his mouth, and his control shattered, like he’d wanted her forever, no matter that it had only been a week. And now she was kissing him. His arms wrapped around her, and he hauled her close, every inch of him plastered against her. It wasn’t enough.

      Her hands were everywhere, stroking over his shoulders and back, and then she hopped up, her legs wrapping around his waist, pressing her sex right against his erection. He pulled away from the kiss with a moan, and then his mouth was moving over her jaw and neck, leaving a trail of desperate kisses. He didn’t know who started it, but she was riding him, grinding against him, her hips matching his thrusts. He thought he’d explode, and he wasn’t even inside her yet. Their clothes were a barrier he hated, but some small, sane part of his mind said he needed to keep his pants on.

      Raising his head, he looked at her: head thrown back, neck exposed, panting, her mouth open to reveal her fangs. She was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen.

      He couldn’t stop the words from coming. “Bite me.”

      Her eyes flew open.

      “Bite. Me.”

      A little breathy moan and then she struck; so fast he couldn’t see it. Her fangs pierced his neck, the pain sharp, intense, and then fading as his body healed the damage. She bit him again, sucking against the wound, and it burned, ramping up the pleasure as her hips ground against his cock.

      She moaned and turned wild while her mouth latched onto his neck, her body writhing against his. Her claws dug into his back, cutting his skin. She’d lost control, and it just made it better. Sebastian cupped a hand behind her head, pushing her against his neck. She could drink every last drop of his blood, he didn’t care, just as long as she kept moving against him, kept her fangs in him.

      Seconds later, she pulled away, her lips red and glistening, and her whole body tensed. She pressed against him, gasping, whispering his name as she shuddered and came.

      Pleasure spiked out of control, his balls going tight, tingles shooting down from his spine, lights exploding behind his eyes. He pumped against her, spilling into his pants like a teenager with his first lover.

      It had been the best orgasm of his life.

      He held on tight, her body limp and sated in his arms, her defenses down. Right now, he could ask her about her wolf, and she’d probably answer, but he didn’t want to ruin what they’d just shared. For this brief moment in time, they had an accord, their bodies in perfect sync. They could deal with all the drama later.
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      What just happened?

      Ari’s brain wouldn’t get back on track; her nerve endings were fried, the pleasure she’d just experienced overriding everything. She could still taste Sebastian’s blood on her tongue, and she shivered with remembered ecstasy. His arms were around her, and he was slowly sinking to his knees, gently lowering her with him. Cradling her, like she was a treasure.

      One minute she’d been kissing him to shut him up, and the next, she’d been riding him, out of control, her body desperate for release, his blood in her mouth. They technically hadn’t even had intercourse, but it was the best sex of her life.

      She couldn’t imagine how good it would feel to have him inside her.

      No. Don’t go there.

      Those mental warnings were wearing thin: chemistry like they had was rare, even she knew that. But physical lust shouldn’t be enough to make her forgive him for her past. For Mama and Nick.

      “Aria, I—”

      She thrust herself away from him, landing hard on her butt on the stone floor. If Sebastian apologized, she’d splinter. After everything that they’d said and done, this had certainly been bad idea but she couldn’t regret it. Not right now, not when aftershocks were still making her body sing.

      “If you say you’re sorry, I will rip your throat out.”

      He laughed, a low chuckle that had her insides warming in a completely different way. You’re in trouble.

      No shit.

      He met her gaze, his expression serious. “Fuck no, I am not sorry that just happened.”

      Relief poured through her, and the intensity of the emotion shocked her. She sat there on the floor in front of her former alpha, raw and exposed. It didn’t matter she was still fully clothed, she’d never felt so naked before. Like he could see her, all the flaws and secrets and shadows she’d kept caged alongside her wolf for years.

      “Then what were you about to say?”

      He moved closer to her, and ran a thumb over her lip. “That I should get going soon.”

      “So you’re a bang ’em and leave ’em kinda guy?” Oh no, she didn’t just say that. When it came to Sebastian, her mouth had a mind all of its own.

      He pulled his hand away. “Sometimes. I just didn’t think you’d want me to stay.”

      “Right.”

      She wasn’t sure she believed that excuse, but maybe him going would be a good thing. It would help get her equilibrium back.

      “I can stay if you want?”

      She shook her head. “It’s okay. You should go. I have things to do.” And she did have things to do. She was sure of it. Things that did not involve mooning over the were in front of her. Or worse, actually having sex with the guy. There’d be no going back from that.

      He didn’t look convinced, but turned toward the bathroom anyway. The back of his shirt was shredded and covered in blood. She’d done that.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      He spun back, mouth compressed into a thin line. “Now who’s the one apologizing?”

      She pointed. “Your shirt, I shredded it. It’s covered in blood. I’m sorry I hurt you.”

      He strode to her and presented his back, tugging away bits of the shirt. “They’ve already healed.”

      And they had. She pressed a trembling finger to a faint pink line that would no doubt vanish within the hour. He was a fast healer. Not as quick as her, but then, no one was.

      “But didn’t it hurt?”

      Just because vampires and weres could heal fast, it didn’t mean they were pain-free. They suffered just as much as a human, from what she understood. The injuries just faded faster.

      He gently cupped her cheeks and pressed his mouth against hers, soft, fleeting, tender. “It felt fucking amazing.”

      Ari’s cheeks burned.

      He disappeared into the bathroom, no doubt to clean up, and emerged soon after, his feet bare, his shirt gone. He gave a shrug when she raised her eyebrows.

      “It was past salvaging.”

      Then he swooped down, pressed another firm kiss to her mouth, and was heading out the door of her chamber. He shot a heavy-lidded glance back at her. “I’ll see you tomorrow night.”

      Then he was gone. She stared at the closed door.

      You can’t just sit here all night.

      No, she had her errands to run. The world tilted a little as she stood up, and it took a second to get her bearings. She righted her clothing and then headed to the far corner of her room. Pressing a stone that looked like all the surrounding others, she waited as the secret panel slid open. Then she retrieved the small leather-bound book that she had stashed there.

      Her little black book of names.

      Flipping it open to the third-last entry, she nodded to herself. Each name in this book was an influential person in the city of Skarva, and she had dirt on every one of them. She’d started spying long before Xave had hung himself. It had been her attempt at protecting the family, ensuring that anyone who came after her and her brother would regret it. She had enough material to blackmail most people in the city into the next century.

      It was amazing how aristos and cits backed down when their livelihood or reputations were on the line. Some had even managed to forget they’d ever seen an albino child near the Duke of Ashes’ estate. They’d certainly never come after Xave as a result. Or her. After Xave had gone, she’d kept the habit up, because her life was never going to be safe, and while she hated her father for what he’d done with Xave, he was the only relative she had left.

      No one touched what was hers.

      Yet somehow, during the last hour, things had changed. Shifted. Now she didn’t have just one person to protect, she had two. Sebastian had managed to wrangle his way into her life, and she wasn’t sure she could deal with it when he left. And he would leave. But for now, while he was in Skarva, and dealing with her, he was under her protection.

      No one would get to kill her former alpha except her.

      It was time to go hunting.
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      Naomi was perched on the high stone wall that ran around the Duke of Ashes’ town estate. She wouldn’t have dared get this close to her quarry normally, but tonight was an exception.

      Monique was here.

      The Green and another Hunter were also crouched atop the perimeter wall of the estate, hidden within the shadows. Naomi was invisible to them, thanks to her ability – she had developed a sight-shield as a child, while hiding from two very powerful sisters and one annoying brother – but they were clear as day to her. That meant a vampire would be able to spot them, too.

      What were they doing?

      Minutes later, Subject 2013 emerged from the inner courtyard, striding into the large expanse of the outer yard. Her footsteps, cat-like and graceful, were silent in the night, and a large blue cloak billowed around her. The same garment she wore for concealment gave her away – she wore it everywhere, day and night.

      A vampire-were hybrid. Naomi shook her head. She’d known something wasn’t right with the woman, but she hadn’t considered that possibility. Why would she? There had never been such a thing on record before, and there had no doubt been vampire and were matings previously. The two species hadn’t always hated each other.

      So Naomi’s suspicions had been wrong: Aria Ash’s strangeness had had nothing to do with being Graced. The revelation did raise a number of concerns, though. If there was one half-breed, could there be more? And what could they do? Were they as powerful as a normal vampire or were, or more so? Could they shift? Could they breed with a Graced?

      The last issue was Naomi’s greatest concern. There were rumors – old, old rumors – that vampires and weres had once been able to have children with her species, and that’s why the Graced had wiped everyone’s memories of their existence. They’d been sick of being stolen, raped and tortured, used to swell the vampire and were ranks while decimating their own.

      There were so many questions, and as a Gray rather than a Green, Naomi had no real way to get answers. It wasn’t like she could simply introduce herself to the girl and have a little chat.

      Well, she could, but she didn’t see that working out too well.

      Movement caught her attention, and Naomi saw Monique being counter-balanced by her companion while lowering a bow.

      Lowering a bow? Naomi whipped her head back to Subject 2013.

      Aria Ash staggered, an arrow in the center of her chest.

      No.

      Naomi threw her hand out, but it was too late. The girl was as good as dead. A wooden arrow to the heart? She was part vampire, after all.

      The hybrid let out a startled shout and dropped to her knees on the gravel-covered ground. Other cries then sounded, and footsteps pounded toward the courtyard. A man appeared, his speed of movement something to wonder at.

      It was the were from the forest. He was shirtless, and his hair was tied back in a ponytail, but he moved like the predator he was.

      “ARIA!”

      Vampire guards were arriving now, too, swords out and at the ready. Crouching next to the girl, the were cradled her in his arms, but she struggled against the hold. Pushing herself to her feet, Subject 2013 wobbled a little and then straightened. She was alive.

      How could she be?

      The hybrid snapped the arrow in half, pulling the point from her back, then turned to the wall.

      “Run!” Monique’s yell shattered the air.

      She and her companion turned to leap off the wall, but the hybrid was already running, her arm snapping out with incredible speed and throwing the broken arrow like a spear. A soft thud, and Naomi watched in horror as Monique’s companion dropped from the ledge, impaled. The hybrid kept running though, straight for the wall, the werewolf close at her heels.

      The Hunter was dead before he hit the ground.

      Monique had launched herself off the wall the moment Subject 2013 had broken the arrow. She landed with a thud on the cobbles outside the estate, and took off at a sprint down the darkened street, toward the busiest part of town. No doubt she hoped to mask her scent in the crowds.

      Subject 2013 paused at the top of the wall, looking toward where Monique had been. Her eyes then travelled over Naomi’s hiding place, but she gave her head a shake, and then jumped from the wall to land at the dead man’s feet.

      The hybrid’s voice travelled up to Naomi. “He wasn’t alone.”

      “It smells like someone is still here, but I can’t see any one.”

      Naomi blanched. She thought her shield also muddied her scent, but obviously it needed a bit more tweaking when it came to fooling were senses. They were stronger than she’d assumed.

      The were placed a careful hand on Subject 2013’s shoulder. “Can you track them?”

      The hybrid was rubbing her chest. “Probably, but I am not really up to running around town. That bloody arrow pierced my heart.”

      “What?”

      “Aria!” The Duke of Ashes himself had arrived.

      Naomi shrank back against the stone of the wall. She’d seen the vampire before during her surveillance of his daughter, but never this close. He was intimidating, to say the least. Her pulse raced in trepidation just from looking at him. Tall and muscular, with ash-blond hair, he was enough to make most women throw caution to the wind and climb into bed with him. Or just take him where he stood.

      Naomi.

      Funny how her conscience suddenly sounded like her sister, Marcia. Her elder sibling would have been traumatized by that thought.

      But her thoughts didn’t matter, because Parker Ash’s eyes were a deep purple, which meant he was a vampire through and through, and he was confident in his power and position in society. And he was just as ruthless.

      He reached a hand out, as if to touch his daughter, then pulled it back. “There’s blood on you, what happened?”

      “Someone shot her in the heart with a bloody arrow.”

      The full-blooded vampire looked up, eyes tracing over the stone wall, lingering on Naomi’s location. He wouldn’t be able to see her, she knew that, but she couldn’t stop the involuntary swallow when his gaze locked on her, then darted away.

      The duke turned his attention back to his daughter. “Why did he attack you?”

      “It’s not like I had time to stop and take tea with him, Father. He’s dead.”

      Interestingly, Subject 2013 was beginning to look a little queasy, as if the body at her feet bothered her.

      “There was a second person, but they got away,” the were said, nodding in the direction of the city. “I will go after them, I think I have a scent.”

      “Do it.”

      The were gave Subject 2013 a long look, and then sprinted off into the streets, following Monique. Naomi wondered if he’d be able to catch the Green-eyed woman.

      Then the duke was shepherding his daughter into the estate. “Come back inside, let’s get the wound checked out.”

      “It’s already healing,” she said, but she went with the vampire anyway.

      As they passed under the arch in the wall near Naomi, she heard the duke ask, “What was it made from?”

      “Wood.”

      So, a wooden implement to the heart wasn’t enough to kill the hybrid?

      Fascinating.
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      The other attacker had vanished. Once they’d reached the busy streets, there were so many scents all tangled together that Sebastian couldn’t pick out the archer’s. What did strike him as strange were the glazed expressions some of the people wore as they stood about in the street, like all the nearby humans had been summoned out to mingle with each other, just to confuse the trail.

      Growling low in frustration, he headed back to the Grumpy Bear. It was early morning, and the vampires were still out and about on their social whirl. Not wanting to bump into any of them – or even just get close enough to be asked why he smelled of blood – he headed down the back streets. They were narrow and stank of urine, but at least that was better than having to deal with aristos.

      He fucking had to find the person who’d hurt Aria, but there was no point in pursuing anything further tonight. The assailant was long gone. Someone had been following her, though, and he’d bet his eyeteeth the attacker would try again. They’d be back to finish the job.

      Over my dead body.

      It might come to that, he realized.

      Aria had been shot in the chest by a wooden arrow and survived. Somehow, her weird bloodline had saved her. Yet when he’d heard her cry out, the adrenalin... He’d been just outside the estate, lingering nearby like a lovesick fool, rather than returning to the inn. At the sound of her pain, he’d bolted to her as fast as he could, in time to see her drop to her knees.

      He’d thought she was dying.

      Agony had roared through him. He’d just found her, only to lose her so soon? How had he managed to fail her twice? Allowed her get hurt so soon after she’d changed everything for him?

      But she’d shrugged him away, stood up and thrown that arrow like a fucking javelin. It had been astounding. Especially when she’d hit one of the two humans who’d been squatting on the stone wall like deranged pigeons.

      Even now, he wanted to rush back to her side, but that probably wouldn’t go down all that well. She’d proven to him time and again she was strong, that she didn’t need his help. It didn’t stop him from wanting to give it to her, though. Plus, Ash had been with her, so maybe it wasn’t the best time for him to visit. He didn’t want her father knowing about what was developing between them.

      Sebastian stopped outside the inn, opened the door and ducked inside. Without even stopping to give the taproom a quick once-over, he made straight for the stairs.

      “Sebastian!”

      He turned toward the sound of his name; a woman was waving at him from one of the leather chairs near the fire.

      Sebastian’s mouth dried up. Her hair was snow white, and her skin just as pale; he couldn’t quite see the color of her eyes from where he stood, but he had a feeling they’d be pink. Her pale hair was woven with string, beads and bones, and some strands had been dyed blue and green. She wore a strange tunic over tan-colored pants, and looked about as comfortable as you could get.

      It was the woman he’d spotted the other day, and as he drew closer, it was plain she was an albino. He was halfway to the chair opposite her before he’d even consciously acknowledged they were going to chat.

      He stopped, noting absently that the fire was burning pathetically low. She was pretty with her pink eyes, this woman. Not beautiful like Aria, but definitely striking. How had she managed to survive to adulthood?

      “Sebastian, nice to see you.”

      “Have we met?” Maybe she’d heard Milly the innkeeper using his name?

      “I guess not.” She flicked away a few strands of hair that had spilled over her shoulder. “Sorry, this kind of thing tends to happen a lot.”

      “It does?” He sat down, the leather chair squeaking a little as it molded to his body.

      “You ever wonder why all those albino children you’ve been trying to save are hunted down like rabid animals?”

      How had she known about his ‘hobby’?

      Who was this woman?

      “Of course.” He had wondered about that a lot. Why kill defenseless babies? What could possibly be gained? Sure, some of the kids were, well, odd. Not quite living in the present, but saying that they could sometimes see the future. While he’d spent half of his life saving all the kids he could, he hadn’t really stuck around to see how they’d developed in their new homes, but he kept track of their progress. It was crushing to learn that about half of them were dead by the time they turned twenty. Most of their lives were taken by their own hand.

      “Have you ever noticed how few humans have eye colors other than Brown?”

      He frowned. What had this to do with albino children? “Not really.” He didn’t spend much time with humans.

      “Well, if you had looked around, you’d see that it’s fairly rare for humans to have Blue, Green or Gray eyes.”

      The way she said the colors... like she was putting extra emphasis on the words. Like names. “So?”

      “What is Pink then, if not another color?”

      “I don’t get it.”

      She sighed, and pinched the bridge of her nose. “Argh. Okay. You know the origin story of vampires and weres, at least?”

      “That we evolved out of humans?” People didn’t really talk about how the species had appeared – they just had.

      She shook her head. “Incorrect.”

      “What?”

      “Vampires and weres were made by humans. That’s a bit different: being created, versus evolving.”

      He laughed. “That’s ridiculous. How could they make us?”

      “They don’t have the technology anymore, but they once had.” Her eyes had developed a faraway look, like she was seeing through him into another time. “It was before my day.”

      How old was she?

      “Look, I have other things to do…” He made to stand up.

      “Like saving that half-breed girlfriend of yours?”

      He froze. “What did you say?”

      “You heard me. I know all about Aria Ash and her issues. I’m willing to help you both, but first, you have to hear me out.”

      “I don’t have to do anything.”

      “Fine. Leave. But when everything goes wrong, remember that I could have helped you.”

      He sat back down. “When what goes wrong?”

      “Not yet.” She tapped her leg. “What I am about to tell you is considered to be very secret. If you reveal it to people, they will track you down and kill you.”

      “Who will?”

      “Hunters.”

      He was getting a headache. “Who are the hunters?”

      “People with colored eyes.”

      “And why do people with colored eyes want to kill me?”

      “They don’t right now, but they will if you blab.”

      “I’m confused.” Man, more than confused. “Okay, how about we start at the beginning?”

      She rolled her eyes. “I was trying to do that.”

      “With humans with colored eyes?”

      “Yes. You’re finally starting to get it.”

      He really wasn’t.

      “Let’s try again.”

      Her sigh was long-suffering. “So, humans made vampires and weres, but they also made another sub-species of human. They are called the Graced, and they are humans with eye colors other than Brown. You following?”

      “Vaguely.”

      “So, early on, all four races were relatively close, genetically speaking. It meant they could interbreed; well, except for normal humans. But after years of war and other things I don’t have time to go into, they began to separate out. Vampires could only breed with vampires, and weres with weres. But, back in the beginning, it was possible for them to have kids with each other, and with the Graced – the people with colored eyes.”

      “So anyone with colored eyes is Graced?”

      “Yes, except for vampires or weres.”

      “You have colored eyes.”

      “Exactly.”

      “But you smell a bit like wolf.”

      “My parents were weres.”

      Sebastian’s headache was getting worse by the minute. “So you are a were but also Graced.”

      “Yes, I am one of the few who are both.”

      “But what does being Graced mean?”

      “People with colored eyes have special abilities. I’m sure that you’ve noticed that the kids you’ve saved have been…different.”

      He didn’t really know what to say to that, so he just nodded.

      “People with Blue eyes can read emotions; Gray eyed people can move things with their will, and Greens can read other people’s minds. People with Pink eyes – I do prefer to call them Red, but today is honesty day – can see the future.”

      His heartbeat paused for a moment, then kicked back in, drumming loudly. So she thought she could see the future. And the crazy thing? He kind of believed her. Some of the kids he’d saved had told him the same thing.

      “Is that why they kill themselves?”

      Her expression grew sad. “I can’t see the future of other Pinks, so I can’t say with certainty, but yes, I’d guess that would be the case. Seeing the future, all the possible outcomes, choices, decisions, and how they impact, yes, it would be enough to make someone want it to…stop. Some Pinks only ever see glimpses, some see it all. It can be overwhelming, and some might do whatever it takes to end the visions.”

      Sebastian swallowed. He couldn’t imagine what a life like that would be like. Had he done the right thing, in saving those children? “You said you know about Aria?”

      “She was born to a fourth-generation vampire, and a fourth-generation were. They beat the odds. I didn’t know about her until her last brother died, though. I couldn’t see her future with him nearby.”

      Xave had been albino. So Xave is dead.

      No wonder Aria was furious with the world.

      He sat forward. “What’s going to happen to her?”

      “Well, I can’t say right now. There’s too many choices to be made.”

      “But you told me—”

      “That I’d help.” She stood. “Just not right now.”

      She turned to leave the taproom.

      “Wait, what’s your name?” Sebastian asked.

      “Oh, I forgot. It’s Ralia Lovett. You can call me Lia.”

      “Lia.” Lovett, he knew that surname for some reason.

      “And don’t forget about what I said. You talk to anyone – even Aria – about this, and they’ll find out and hunt you down.”

      Then she was gone, leaving him with more questions than answers.
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      “She fucking killed him!” Monique slammed down her tankard of ale.

      The inn was about as shady as they came in Skarva; drugs, food, alcohol and flesh for sale. The only thing it was missing was blood, and that was only because it catered to human, rather than vampire, clientele. Naomi had hidden herself in the next booth over, the thick cloud of tobacco smoke assisting her sight-shield in hiding her identity.

      “But you said the shot was true?” asked Monique’s companion, a woman Naomi couldn’t see from her seat.

      “Yes,” she snapped. “Vince made sure it was.”

      “And she didn’t die? From a wooden arrow to the heart?”

      “No.”

      “Then it’s the right girl.”

      “But Vince is dead.”

      “There are casualties in any war. You know that.”

      The speaker was stone cold, but her logic was sound. If you fought in this particular war, you couldn’t expect to skate through without any injuries or deaths.

      “Too many, if you ask me.”

      “Not this again.”

      Stubborn silence. Interesting. Naomi wouldn’t have really pinned Monique as the type to have a conscience. Not when she forced her way into people’s minds and stole their thoughts on a daily basis.

      “That whole pack was slaughtered. Is that what you want to happen to us?”

      “Not all of them.”

      “Most of them.”

      “I had no idea that the she-wolf would be so protective of her mutant offspring.”

      “Most mothers would do anything to protect their children.”

      “So I’ve learned.”

      Naomi hoped that Monique’s companion wasn’t the older woman from the forest who had looked awfully similar to the younger Green-eyed Hunter. If she was, their relationship was really screwed up. Even Naomi could pick out the undertones.

      “Why not just program that wolf she’s spending time with to kill her and be done with it?”

      That was more like the Monique Naomi knew: busy trying to make other people do her dirty work.

      “He has a natural shield. As did three other members of his pack. It’s phenomenal. They were all resistant. I had to wait until he had left before I could coerce the other pack members into hunting down the children. Even then, the mother killed most of them. The alpha finished them off afterwards. The fact that he’s back in town is a bad sign.”

      So Subject 2013 had known the were before? Maybe that explained the nightly forest visits. It had nothing to do with romance at all, and everything to do with a shared history.

      “You could have just said no.”

      “We want to attack her when she’s alone.”

      “She’s never alone.”

      “That’s ridiculous.”

      “No, it’s true. If she’s not surrounded by servants, her father – who also has a mental shield – is there, or that wolf. And then there’s bloody Naomi Castle.”

      Awww, she didn’t know they cared about her that much.

      “One of the Castles is here?”

      “She’s been following the abomination as well.”

      “That isn’t good news. Why didn’t you tell me before?”

      “I gave her a bit of an incentive to stay away, but if she’s anything like that sister of hers she won’t stay away for long.”

      Naomi hadn’t stayed away at all. After the migraine had worn off, she’d been back out on the streets, following her quarry.

      “I’ll set one of the others on the job.”

      “What job?”

      “Making sure Castle isn’t in our way.”

      Naomi didn’t like the sound of that one bit.

      She’d killed someone.

      I’m not a murderer.

      The facts didn’t lie though, did they? Ari had seen that body sprawled on the ground, the back of his skull shattered on the cobblestones, the arrow protruding obscenely from his chest. She’d done that.

      For the millionth time, she fought the urge to vomit, and burrowed into the bedspread and mattress even further. She’d returned to the estate, showered, and then crept into her bed after the city coroner had trundled away with the body. Death was so final, so absolute. And she’d cut short a human’s life – when their time was so brief to begin with.

      Guilt gnawed at her.

      They shot you with an arrow.

      Yet it didn’t kill her, had barely even slowed her down, although they couldn’t have known that would happen.

      They deserved it.

      No one deserved to die.

      If they hurt us or those we care about, then they do.

      He wolf was speaking to her.

      Why won’t you come out? she thought back.

      Can’t. A small whine in the back of her mind. Hurts.

      Well, that was it. She was crazy. She was talking to her inner wolf like it was another person. Ari had always thought it as more like a sister than a part of her, and she’d somehow split it into its own entity. Great. She really had broken herself.

      The shutter on her window banged and the scent of caramel and figs hit her. She didn’t even emerge from her blanket cocoon. “Did you find the other shooter?”

      The mattress dipped as Sebastian sat on the edge of the bed. His voice was low, rough. “No.”

      Part of her was happy about that, really happy. There’d be one less death tonight. Sebastian would have killed the archer, no doubt about it. Ari had finally come to understand that he wouldn’t hurt her, but would harm anyone who dared try. Too bad he hadn’t been there for her when she really needed it.

      He peered over the top of her blankets, his gaze bright. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      He lay back on the bed, hands tucked behind his head. She rolled over, drawn toward him. He had a new shirt on, and a jacket, although his pants were still the same, and his hair was out, spreading over her pillow like a cloud of raven silk. Her fingers itched to touch it.

      “I don’t know why they’re after me.”

      “You don’t?” He looked at her exposed yellow eye; she hadn’t bothered putting the patch back on after her shower.

      “No one knows, I’ve been really careful.” She had, plus she’d blackmailed anyone who had ever claimed she wasn’t what she seemed.

      Sebastian sat up and then took hold of her, blankets and all, before lying back and tucking her against him. She tensed, waiting for something else to happen, but nothing did. Eventually, she relaxed against him. It felt…nice. She’d never really cuddled before.

      In the past, all of her romantic relationships had died quick deaths. Inevitability, her partners wanted access to parts of her that were hers, and she couldn’t share the secrets of herself, not without putting other people at risk. When there was no trust, there couldn’t be anything more, and she wasn’t about to hurt someone just so she could get laid. She’d stopped bothering, after a while.

      “I can’t think of another reason why someone would want to hurt you.”

      With her ear pressed to the smooth planes of his chest, she felt more than heard his words. She looked up at him, her mouth quirking in a half-smile. “You can’t?”

      “I’m not going to answer that.”

      A soft laugh escaped her. “If we were to ignore my wonderful personality for a few moments, there’s the fact that the Duke of Ashes is my father. He has a few enemies. It wouldn’t surprise me if one of them went after me to get at him.”

      It was more likely than someone wanting to kill her because of her mismatched eyes, anyway.

      Sebastian gently stroked her hair. “What luck you’ve had.”

      That was one way to put it.

      His hand swept down her back, leaving a trail of fire in its wake. Her skin tingled, the remembered taste of his blood making her crave him in her. How could he evoke such responses from her? He made her feel so alive. Ari propped herself up on her elbow and then leaned down, her mouth an inch from his. “Want to try and change my luck around?”

      “You need to rest.” He frowned. “You got shot in the chest.”

      She sat up, lifted an eyebrow. “I can show you the scar.”

      “You have a scar?” The idea had him sitting upright, too.

      “You’ll have to wait and see.” She dropped the bedding around her, and then pulled her shirt off. His eyes went wide, locking on her breasts. Her nipples tightened at the attention.

      He shoved a pillow over his lap. “You need to put your shirt back on.”

      She fought a smile. “Weren’t you going to check the scar?” She ran a fingertip between her breasts.

      His eyes clamped shut. “Shirt.”

      Oh, he was trying to be noble. That wasn’t going to do at all. Ari leaned forward and nipped his lip.

      “What?”

      “I feel fine.”

      “You were shot.”

      “Want to kiss it better?”

      A low groan and then he was moving away from her – to the edge of the bed. She pounced after him, pinning him down and straddling him. He struggled, but that just thrust his cock against her sex, creating delicious friction. He cursed and lay still. “How is it you’re so tiny, but you’re also so strong?”

      “Awesomeness.”

      He huffed.

      She pressed her body down and moved against his erection. They both groaned.

      “Aria, this is a bad idea.”

      “Why?”

      “You’re injured.”

      “I’m healed.”

      “You hate me.”

      “Haven’t your heard? Hate sex can be good.”

      His gaze narrowed to menacing slits.

      “Fine. I don’t hate you – as much – anymore.”

      “You blame me for your brother’s death.”

      “That will take me a little longer to get over. But I believe that you didn’t order it.” That understanding had come over the past week, slowly and begrudgingly.

      “You—”

      She’d had enough. Why did he always get chatty at the worst times? She pressed her upper body against his torso, and then licked her way up his neck. Mmm. Salted caramel. He breathed out slowly, hardening even more against her. Despite wanting to do the right thing, his body still desired her. And she desired him.

      She ran a feather-light kiss over his lips, then bit down hard on his chin.

      “Ow!”

      “Kiss me.”

      “You’re too bossy.”

      “You like it.”

      He moved, twisting her underneath him, his mouth fusing to hers, igniting a fire in her blood. Warmth pooled between her legs, and she reached down, gripping his erection firmly, stroking it. “I want this inside me.”

      “Ari—”

      She increased the tempo.

      “If you don’t stop, I’ll come now.”

      “Take off your pants.”

      He did, then removed hers, his claws slashing out and shredding them. She loved it. Soon after, his tongue swirled its way up her inner thigh, driving her mad. “I have to taste you.”

      “Not now.” She couldn’t wait, had to have him in her now. Flipping them both over, she straddled him again, and then sank down on his length in one hard thrust. He moaned her name as she gasped. He stretched her, filled her up to bursting, and it was wonderful. Shutting her eyes, she savored the sensation.

      “Aria?”

      “Mmmm?”

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yes.” In fact, she was better than okay. She felt…peaceful. Like this joining was meant to be, that he was a part of her that should never have been separated.

      “Good.” And then he turned her on her back again and began to thrust. Pleasure exploded through her and she clutched at him. This was perfect. No matter what the world threw at her, this was perfect.
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      She’d killed someone.

      I’m not a murderer.

      The facts didn’t lie though, did they? Ari had seen that body sprawled on the ground, the back of his skull shattered on the cobblestones, the arrow protruding obscenely from his chest. She’d done that.

      For the millionth time, she fought the urge to vomit, and burrowed into the bedspread and mattress even further. She’d returned to the estate, showered, and then crept into her bed after the city coroner had trundled away with the body. Death was so final, so absolute. And she’d cut short a human’s life – when their time was so brief to begin with.

      Guilt gnawed at her.

      They shot you with an arrow.

      Yet it didn’t kill her, had barely even slowed her down, although they couldn’t have known that would happen.

      They deserved it.

      No one deserved to die.

      If they hurt us or those we care about, then they do.

      He wolf was speaking to her.

      Why won’t you come out? she thought back.

      Can’t. A small whine in the back of her mind. Hurts.

      Well, that was it. She was crazy. She was talking to her inner wolf like it was another person. Ari had always thought it as more like a sister than a part of her, and she’d somehow split it into its own entity. Great. She really had broken herself.

      The shutter on her window banged and the scent of caramel and figs hit her. She didn’t even emerge from her blanket cocoon. “Did you find the other shooter?”

      The mattress dipped as Sebastian sat on the edge of the bed. His voice was low, rough. “No.”

      Part of her was happy about that, really happy. There’d be one less death tonight. Sebastian would have killed the archer, no doubt about it. Ari had finally come to understand that he wouldn’t hurt her, but would harm anyone who dared try. Too bad he hadn’t been there for her when she really needed it.

      He peered over the top of her blankets, his gaze bright. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      He lay back on the bed, hands tucked behind his head. She rolled over, drawn toward him. He had a new shirt on, and a jacket, although his pants were still the same, and his hair was out, spreading over her pillow like a cloud of raven silk. Her fingers itched to touch it.

      “I don’t know why they’re after me.”

      “You don’t?” He looked at her exposed yellow eye; she hadn’t bothered putting the patch back on after her shower.

      “No one knows, I’ve been really careful.” She had, plus she’d blackmailed anyone who had ever claimed she wasn’t what she seemed.

      Sebastian sat up and then took hold of her, blankets and all, before lying back and tucking her against him. She tensed, waiting for something else to happen, but nothing did. Eventually, she relaxed against him. It felt…nice. She’d never really cuddled before.

      In the past, all of her romantic relationships had died quick deaths. Inevitability, her partners wanted access to parts of her that were hers, and she couldn’t share the secrets of herself, not without putting other people at risk. When there was no trust, there couldn’t be anything more, and she wasn’t about to hurt someone just so she could get laid. She’d stopped bothering, after a while.

      “I can’t think of another reason why someone would want to hurt you.”

      With her ear pressed to the smooth planes of his chest, she felt more than heard his words. She looked up at him, her mouth quirking in a half-smile. “You can’t?”

      “I’m not going to answer that.”

      A soft laugh escaped her. “If we were to ignore my wonderful personality for a few moments, there’s the fact that the Duke of Ashes is my father. He has a few enemies. It wouldn’t surprise me if one of them went after me to get at him.”

      It was more likely than someone wanting to kill her because of her mismatched eyes, anyway.

      Sebastian gently stroked her hair. “What luck you’ve had.”

      That was one way to put it.

      His hand swept down her back, leaving a trail of fire in its wake. Her skin tingled, the remembered taste of his blood making her crave him in her. How could he evoke such responses from her? He made her feel so alive. Ari propped herself up on her elbow and then leaned down, her mouth an inch from his. “Want to try and change my luck around?”

      “You need to rest.” He frowned. “You got shot in the chest.”

      She sat up, lifted an eyebrow. “I can show you the scar.”

      “You have a scar?” The idea had him sitting upright, too.

      “You’ll have to wait and see.” She dropped the bedding around her, and then pulled her shirt off. His eyes went wide, locking on her breasts. Her nipples tightened at the attention.

      He shoved a pillow over his lap. “You need to put your shirt back on.”

      She fought a smile. “Weren’t you going to check the scar?” She ran a fingertip between her breasts.

      His eyes clamped shut. “Shirt.”

      Oh, he was trying to be noble. That wasn’t going to do at all. Ari leaned forward and nipped his lip.

      “What?”

      “I feel fine.”

      “You were shot.”

      “Want to kiss it better?”

      A low groan and then he was moving away from her – to the edge of the bed. She pounced after him, pinning him down and straddling him. He struggled, but that just thrust his cock against her sex, creating delicious friction. He cursed and lay still. “How is it you’re so tiny, but you’re also so strong?”

      “Awesomeness.”

      He huffed.

      She pressed her body down and moved against his erection. They both groaned.

      “Aria, this is a bad idea.”

      “Why?”

      “You’re injured.”

      “I’m healed.”

      “You hate me.”

      “Haven’t your heard? Hate sex can be good.”

      His gaze narrowed to menacing slits.

      “Fine. I don’t hate you – as much – anymore.”

      “You blame me for your brother’s death.”

      “That will take me a little longer to get over. But I believe that you didn’t order it.” That understanding had come over the past week, slowly and begrudgingly.

      “You—”

      She’d had enough. Why did he always get chatty at the worst times? She pressed her upper body against his torso, and then licked her way up his neck. Mmm. Salted caramel. He breathed out slowly, hardening even more against her. Despite wanting to do the right thing, his body still desired her. And she desired him.

      She ran a feather-light kiss over his lips, then bit down hard on his chin.

      “Ow!”

      “Kiss me.”

      “You’re too bossy.”

      “You like it.”

      He moved, twisting her underneath him, his mouth fusing to hers, igniting a fire in her blood. Warmth pooled between her legs, and she reached down, gripping his erection firmly, stroking it. “I want this inside me.”

      “Ari—”

      She increased the tempo.

      “If you don’t stop, I’ll come now.”

      “Take off your pants.”

      He did, then removed hers, his claws slashing out and shredding them. She loved it. Soon after, his tongue swirled its way up her inner thigh, driving her mad. “I have to taste you.”

      “Not now.” She couldn’t wait, had to have him in her now. Flipping them both over, she straddled him again, and then sank down on his length in one hard thrust. He moaned her name as she gasped. He stretched her, filled her up to bursting, and it was wonderful. Shutting her eyes, she savored the sensation.

      “Aria?”

      “Mmmm?”

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yes.” In fact, she was better than okay. She felt…peaceful. Like this joining was meant to be, that he was a part of her that should never have been separated.

      “Good.” And then he turned her on her back again and began to thrust. Pleasure exploded through her and she clutched at him. This was perfect. No matter what the world threw at her, this was perfect.
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      “Blood and pain and death.”

      Xave’s words echoed in her mind as Ari walked through the forest, Sebastian – in human form – by her side. The scent of rain lingered in the air, along with the astringency of various plants, the musky tang of small mammals, and the ever-present mouth-watering aroma of Sebastian.

      The call of night birds, along with the skittering and crunching of various animals made the forest come alive after dark. The towering oak trees meant little moonlight reached them in the depths of the foliage, but that was fine with her. Wolves didn’t rely on their vision when it came to hunting, and hers was perfect anyway.

      Blood and pain and death.

      There had already been blood and pain and death, but it hadn’t broken her like Xave had said it would. Guilt still gnawed at her over the human’s death – she hadn’t wanted to become a killer, to take someone like she’d had people taken from her. As her father said, however, it was survival of the fittest.

      To be weak was to be dead.

      And she didn’t want to die.

      “You said your wolf hurts?”

      Snapping her attention back to the present, she looked at the solid tree behind Sebastian’s right shoulder. It had strange, wormlike patterns over its trunk, patterns she couldn’t place... “She does.”

      “Hrm.”

      She didn’t like the subtext of the syllable, but she wasn’t about to get into a debate with him about ‘merging with her wolf’. If she knew how, she would have done it already.

      Ari was walking along the deer track when the silence finally registered. Everything had gone quiet. Peering over her shoulder, she held up a finger to her lips, but Sebastian already had his head tipped back, nose in the air. Inhaling deeply, she searched for scents that shouldn’t be here.

      There. Sweat, metal, horses…and humans.

      They were surrounded.

      She turned in a slow circle, the better to pinpoint people in the trees, but there was no one. Strange. If she could smell them, then she should be able to see them. Something wasn’t right.

      “How many do you detect?” Her voice was low, so the humans wouldn’t be able to hear it.

      “Roughly four.”

      Four. That should be easy. If she could find them.

      He sidled up next to her, growling low in his throat. “One smells familiar.”

      “My shooter?”

      He nodded.

      Great. They hadn’t given up like she’d hoped. The human’s death must have incited them. Why couldn’t they see that if they’d left her alone, he’d still be alive? Why come for revenge?

      A shadow flickered in the distance, and Ari spun toward it. She was moving fast when a howl of pain stopped her. Sebastian was flying through the air, as if he’d been thrown. His back slammed into the tree she’d been staring at earlier with a meaty thud.

      “Sebastian!” Her eyes scanned madly for an attacker, but she couldn’t spot anyone.

      His yellow gaze turned wild as he struggled, but he couldn’t seem to peel himself away from the tree. It looked like he was being held down, but there was no one there.

      “I’m stuck!”

      What is happening?

      She sprinted to him as the sickening sound of breaking bone shattered the air. Sebastian let out an agonized growl, and sweat beaded across his forehead. Ari skidded to a stop. His arm was bent at an unnatural angle. How?

      Where was the bloody attacker?

      A high-pitched whistle reached her ears, followed by a series of soft thuds. Four darts had embedded in Sebastian’s chest. Quickly, she plucked them out, murmuring useless words of comfort. Each dart had a glass chamber that held fluid – chambers that were now empty except for traces of a gleaming metallic liquid. She ripped Sebastian’s shirt open, exposing puncture wounds that were already turning black.

      Silver poisoning.

      She stared at his face, his bronze skin ashen. “How do I help? What do I do?”

      “Nothing.”

      That hadn’t been Sebastian.

      Whirling around, Ari clenched a dart in her hand so hard the glass broke, silver droplets dripping onto the leaf-covered ground like blood. A figure emerged from the shadows, stepping cautiously into the small area: it was an older human, with wide green eyes and faded red hair. Most importantly, she was covered in weapons.

      “Who are you?” Ari opened her hand and let the debris fall away.

      “My identity is unimportant.”

      “I would argue against that.”

      “Co-operate and the were lives. Be difficult, and he will die in front of you. It’s that simple.”

      “Why do I get the feeling he’s dead anyway?”

      A smirk. That was it.

      How dare this woman try and take what’s ours?

      “We only seek your death. We don’t care about the were.”

      “How charitable of you.”

      Suddenly phantom fingers were tugging at Ari’s eyepatch. She grabbed onto the strap, and craned her neck, but there was no one nearby. How were these people doing it? The patch broke, falling away from her head, and she shut her eye in reflex. She couldn’t let these people see the secret she’d spent years hiding.

      “Open your eye.”

      “No.”

      “Open it.”

      “No.”

      Her head exploded in agony, like she’d been hit in the skull by a twenty-ton rock. Her vision blacked out, and her knees gave way. Every beat of her heart exacerbated the pain, until all she could sense was suffering so intense she’d become blind to the world.

      “Aria!”

      Sebastian was calling her, but she couldn’t draw breath to respond. The pain escalated, driving through her, and then every bone in her body was breaking, shattering, reforming into something new. Her face melted under the pressure and a new form took place.

      Her wolf was free.

      “I always wondered if you could shift,” the woman said. “Turns out you just needed a little…motivation.”

      Her vision slowly began to come back, hazy and fuzzy and then crystallizing sharp and clear. The woman was closer now, only a few body lengths away. She smelt of death; sweet, pungent rot.

      We hurt her now?

      Even though her wolf was now in charge of her body, the animalistic side of her still sought Ari’s approval.

      Soon.

      Ari growled at the woman, a warning. Come no closer.

      The human just smiled. “You don’t know how many years I’ve been waiting to finish this.”

      Ari tilted her head to the side. She’d never seen this woman before in her life.

      “Come now, surely you remember that night when the pack turned on you?”

      Ari froze.

      “Well, they needed a little motivation to get started. I provided it. Except you and that other brother of yours escaped.”

      This woman had been responsible for Mama’s and Nick’s deaths? How? She was a human. Weres did not obey human commands.

      “Ridiculous!” Sebastian’s voice thundered through the small area.

      “Really? You know how strong a bond is with an alpha.” Her voice was taunting. “It isn’t an easy thing to break.”

      “Then how did you manage to do it?” he demanded.

      “Come now, you were alpha. You knew this freak and her brother. You know that some humans are different.”

      “You’re saying you convinced the pack to turn on us with your mind?”
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      Parker Ash wasn’t prone to emotional outbursts, but he was slowly approaching a point where he was about to snap. Someone was stalking him. Or Aria. He didn’t know which, but he didn’t like it one bit.

      No one came after his family.

      No one.

      The only trouble with the situation? He didn’t know who the stalker was. He thought he’d spotted them once or twice, but the image would blur before he could get a lock on their face. A flash of strawberry blonde hair and a glimpse of wide, gray eyes; that was all he’d processed. Tonight, he’d sensed them again – on the wall, some distance from where Aria had been shot – and had tried to pinpoint them, only to have them vanish. How they kept escaping his senses, he had no idea.

      It didn’t matter; he was still going to hunt them down. And not because something about that gray gaze haunted him.

      “Your Grace.”

      He glanced up from his desk, and his heart shuddered. An albino woman stood before him, just inside the door, her skin glowing under the gas lighting, her hair decorated with bones and shells, and dyed strands. He closed and reopened his eyes to see if she’d vanish, but she was still there.

      “How did you get in here?”

      She gave a little shrug. “Through the door.”

      The door. Right.

      He sat back in his chair unable to avoid seeing something of his son in this woman. Xavier would have been sixty this year, as would Nick, the child he’d never even met. Rage still clouded his vision when he thought of that poor boy, dying in a fit of were madness, knowing his end was coming. The duke was well aware that Nick had been like Xavier – that they’d been special. The future had been something that was all too visible for Xavier, and he’d seen it with such depth and clarity that it drove him insane.

      That’s why he had listened to his son’s pleas when Aria had refused to. She was tough like steel, but also brittle. She would do anything to keep her loved ones close, even if it was better to set them free. It had broken him that day, when he’d had to kill his boy, but Xavier had craved death like a drunk craved alcohol. Parker had learned a long time ago that holding on to someone for yourself didn’t help the person you were trying to save.

      They had to want to be saved.

      He nodded at the stranger. “Why have you decided to pay me a visit?”

      The woman strode forward and seated herself opposite him at the metal desk. She flicked out her tunic-shirt then crossed her legs, and the faint scent of wolf reached him.

      So she’d been born to were parents, and she was alive. He ground his teeth, battling his envy.

      “It isn’t so much a decision as a need.” She gave a half smile as her fingers traced patterns on her knee. He was tempted to lean forward to see what shapes she’d drawn. He’d learned from Xavier that nothing was irrelevant when it came to albinos. His son had predicted his own death long before it had ever occurred and had extracted a promise Parker had never believed he’d have to fulfill.

      “My name is Parker Ash,” he said. “And you are?”

      “I know who you are, Duke of Ashes. I am Ralia Lovett.”

      Lovett. Yes, he knew that name, but he’d never heard of an albino were associated with it. Clay Lovett was an old werewolf, third generation, and he’d been travelling around the continent for longer than Parker had been alive. Was she a daughter? Sister? Mother? With people so long-lived, the family relationships got complicated.

      “And why do you feel the need to visit?”

      “I may have muddled my timing up a little.”

      “Your timing?” His gut sank.

      “Yes, I thought that Aria would have a little longer with Sebastian before…well, before. But I was out. It happens. It’s hard to see exactly when things will happen, there’s just so many factors…” Her pink gaze turned inward.

      The expression was like a punch in the face. How often had his son worn that exact same look?

      “So when do you think it will happen?” he asked. Not that he had any idea what ‘it’ was, but then, if it involved the alpha and his daughter, it was bound to be volatile.

      “About now.”

      He wasn’t about to lose another child. Especially not Aria. It’s why he’d contacted the bloody were in the first place; her shifting was a problem, and that meant it was a weakness. He needed his daughter to be as strong as possible.

      He stood. “What do I need to do?”

      She eyed him for a few moments and he fought the urge to fidget. Parker was not prone to fidgeting.

      At last, she said, “Follow me.”
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      Pain slashed through Sebastian; his broken arm hadn’t been set properly, and was healing incorrectly. If he got out of here alive, he was going to have to re-break it and enjoy having his arm mend itself all over again. At least that would only take a few hours.

      The only part he was iffy about was surviving, thanks to the slow burn of acid rolling through his veins. They’d shot him with four darts of liquid silver. His organs were fighting it, but the poison was spreading through his whole body.

      The human woman was glaring at him; something dangerous flashing in her Green eyes. Lia’s warning blared throughout his mind: if they found out he knew about the Graced, they’d come for him. But she would have no idea he knew anything, not unless she could read his mind.

      Could she?

      The woman didn’t react to that thought, so he had to wonder… but Lia had said Green was for telepathy. Blue was for emotions and stuff, and Gray…well, that explained why he was plastered to a tree trunk. There had to be someone with Gray eyes hiding in the forest.

      Was everyone susceptible to these abilities, or were there people with natural protections? He wished he’d paid more attention to Lia, because he hadn’t realized what she’d said was a warning, dressed up as history.

      Were they after Aria because she’d known there was something different about her brother? No wait, this woman had said she’d had something to do with the pack’s deaths all those years ago. Sebastian’s eyes drifted to his lover – she was a petite wolf, all lean lines and elegant angles. Her amber fur was draped in torn clothing, which had survived her shift. He mouthed, “It’ll be okay.”

      Another woman stepped out of the trees, a younger version of his tormentor. Sebastian struggled against the invisible force that held him.

      The newcomer stayed close to a large oak. “Just finish this and let’s go.”

      “Fine,” the older woman said. “I just thought I’d give the abomination some closure.” She turned and stared at Aria.

      A scream tore through the clearing and the small wolf writhed in pain. Fur melted away, bones broke, and then Aria was lying on the forest floor, naked.

      She was forcing Aria to shift.

      Aria lay panting as the older woman knelt next to her, a dagger held high in one hand. One side gleamed like metal, the other was dull, like wood. Her arm swung downward—

      “No!” Sebastian bellowed as he fought, but he was still stuck. He could only watch as that human killed Aria. Not again. Not her.

      “Stop!”

      The knife-wielder was lifted and thrown through the air like a ragdoll. She hit a nearby tree with a crunching of bones and fell limp to the ground. Sebastian’s desperate gaze swung back to Aria; she lay immobile, the weapon’s hilt protruding from her chest.

      “Aria!”

      He struggled anew, fighting to get to her. She’d survived the wooden arrow, but both silver and wood at the same time…

      A third woman was emerging from the trees now, a strawberry blonde. Sebastian had never seen her before, but from her large Gray eyes he guessed she must have been the one who’d thrown Aria’s attacker across the forest.

      “You!” The younger woman glared at the new arrival. “I told you to stay away, Castle!”

      The blonde – Castle – gave a strange smile. “But then I’d miss all the fun.”

      “I told you what would happen.” The redhead advanced on her. At least she’s moving away from Aria.

      “And I warned you not to mess with me.”

      Great, Sebastian thought. A pissing contest.

      Two men burst into sight, their expressions panicked. The hold on Sebastian wavered, and he shoved against the tree, but with no luck. He was still pinned. Maybe this Castle would help him.

      Castle’s expression grew serious. “Three against one? That’s hardly fair.”

      “You’ve got it coming.”

      “Actually, I meant for you.”

      The two men flew into the air, tossed away like toys. One slowed quicker than the other, flipping in a somersault before landing. The earth exploded around Castle, soil launching high, and a tree trunk was torn free with a rip. It floated in the air and then zoomed toward the two men, hitting one hard across the head.

      The vice around Sebastian vanished. He ran toward Aria, ducking low to avoid being hit by the bits of forest these people were throwing at each other.

      Who used a tree as a weapon, anyway?

      He skidded to a stop next to Aria. She was pale, but breathing, sweat dotting her forehead. Sebastian stared at the knife hilt. Pull it out, or leave it in? Out, he decided. With a sharp tug, he ripped the blade free – her body was already healing around it. Aria gasped, her eyes snapping open, and she inhaled in a hard, raspy draw. She jackknifed upright, hands pressed to her chest.

      “Sebastian?”

      He leaned down to grab her as a scream of rage rent the night. Castle was hovering in the air, her hair blown back by a wind he couldn’t feel. Blood leaked from her nose, and her eyes blazed. Her teeth were bared, smeared with crimson.

      “Get the fuck out of my head, Monique!”

      “Just go and you’ll live!” the redhead spat.

      Both men were back on their feet now, one staggering, and they threw out their hands, just as Monique created a fist. Castle groaned, and then she was flying back through the air. Sebastian didn’t see where she landed, but there was a loud crack.

      Fuck. That was it then; their only help was probably dead. Quickly, he gathered Aria into his arms.

      Time to get out of here.

      Except Monique was there, standing in his path.

      “Not so fast.”
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      Naomi’s head hurt.

      Just her head, though. The rest of her body – nothing.

      Panic clawed its way up through her throat as the dizziness subsided. Her hands and feet, there was no sensation there at all. Shouts echoing in her ears, though, which meant the battle was still being waged and that her ears worked. Thank goodness for small mercies.

      She willed her muscles to move her hand; nothing happened. She just lay on the leaf litter like a broken doll. Wetness dripped into her eyes and without a hand to wipe it away, she used her powers.

      I have a broken neck.

      Or something horribly like it. She’d been flung out of the fight by the two Gray males. Normally, they wouldn’t have been an issue for Naomi, but they’d managed it because Monique had clawed her way inside her mind first. If not for that, she’d still be in the fight. Blood, she probably would have ended it by now.

      Using her telekinesis, she lifted her limp body off the ground, steadying it and straightening her spine until she looked like she was standing. Then she glided through the air toward the yells and obscenities. On the edge of the fight, she could see the alpha, injured and struggling to pick up Subject 2013. Naomi had been late to this particular party, so she hadn’t seen the first strikes, but she could guess: darts filled with liquid silver, no doubt. It was a new favorite of the Graced.

      Her eyes narrowed on the two Gray men. One was helping Monique’s relative, the other was staring at the were. The alpha rose, levitating off the ground, but it was slow. The Gray must be weakening. It happened. When it came to their powers, not all Graced were equal.

      Naomi spared one last glance at the older woman. She hoped she hadn’t hurt her irrevocably when she’d thrown her, but then, that woman was responsible for more deaths than most vampires. Maybe her demise would be a blessing.

      You are not to judge.

      That was exactly why she’d chosen to go against her family’s path: they acted as judge, jury and executioner for those that didn’t comply with their laws. Naomi hadn’t wanted blood on her hands – still didn’t – but sometimes you had to make the hard choices, and there were two innocent lives at stake.

      Well, relatively innocent. Naomi was convinced Subject 2013 was a blackmailer, and who knew what the were had done? But in all the time she’d been following the hybrid, Naomi had never seen the girl kill or hurt anyone. That spoke volumes.

      Ignoring the pain ricocheting through her skull, she focused on the Gray closet to her. Methodically, she snapped his forearms and shin bones – clean breaks, so that they’d heal nicely, but breaks nonetheless. And perhaps she’d gone for both arms and legs because of her neck. Payback was a bitch.

      The man screamed, high-pitched and ear-splitting. Before he finished, she’d broken the other Gray’s arms and legs, too. Snap, snap, snap, snap. Sure, she could have killed both of them; crushed them until they’d resembled nothing more than pulverized meat, but pain was enough. When it came to telekinesis you really had to want something to make it work; pain made it hard to concentrate, an excellent – and non-deadly – distraction.

      In a way, it was probably better her neck had been broken, because she couldn’t feel the agony her body was no doubt suffering. Her headache right now? It was tolerable, although her vision was starting to get a bit spotty.

      Not good.

      Now that was the understatement of the year.

      As Naomi picked the two men up, preparing to dump them out in the woods away from the fight, Monique spun back toward her, her expression furious. Red hot pokers seared into Naomi’s mind.

      Not again.

      Everything went black.

      [image: ]

      The blonde woman collapsed on the forest floor like a puppet who’d had its strings cut. Ari gaped at her. She’d been floating. But no matter what creepy, weird thing was going on, she’d been clearly helping, because those two men had stopped whatever they were doing and had collapsed on the ground in agony.

      The younger woman – Monique? – stepped toward her. “Look, it’s nothing personal, but you have to die.”

      Sebastian was wavering on his feet as he tried to pick her up, but her wound was already healing. Sweat clung to his face, and his breathing had grown raspy. Was he dying? Could his body fight the liquid silver?

      Fear and adrenalin shot through her.

      Got to distract her. She shot the redhead a look. “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why do I have to die?” Ari propped herself on her hands and knees. Gee, her chest still hurt. Maybe that knife had done more damage than she’d imagined. “What did I ever do to you?”

      “Exist. You’re a hybrid.”

      “I was born this way, in case you hadn’t been told that.”

      “It’s unnatural.”

      “I’d say it’s very natural. Like I said, born this way.”

      Sebastian’s voice cut across them. “Did you ever stop to think that maybe she’s the next step in evolution?”

      “She’s an abomination!”

      Ari turned to the source of the scream: the older human woman was crawling along the ground, one hand clutching her ribs, which must have been broken from her landing. Her green eyes blazed with anger.

      The woman’s free fist clenched, and something battered at Ari’s mind, trying to break in, to cause the pain that had debilitated her the first time. This time, it didn’t work.

      Shock froze the human. “Wh-what? How are you doing that?”

      Then Monique was in front of her. Ari suddenly threw herself at the younger human, claws bursting from her hands as she sliced at her chest. The redhead fell back with a scream, clutching her torn shirt, before Ari used her speed to launch herself on the older woman, hands locking round her throat.

      “Why’d you kill my mother and brother?”

      The woman gasped and gurgled, so Ari loosened her grip a little.

      “Weres cannot be like us,” the choking woman said. “They must not be like us. You all had to die.”

      The strange sensation reached into Ari’s mind once more, but again, there was no pain.

      “Let her go!” Monique dived at Ari, but Sebastian crash-tackled her to the ground. More than two hundred pounds of enraged were had her pinned, but he was weak, and clearly struggling to hold her down. Ari had to act fast.

      “How are you…deflecting me?” Anger tainted the green-eyed woman’s features.

      Ari looked down. She had hated killing that man, but this woman…she was possessed by hate. It stung Ari like a whip.

      “I’m a quick healer. You attacked me, my body healed the wound.”

      “Impossible.”

      “I exist, don’t I?”

      Pain burst through her, and she looked down at her torso. A knife protruded from her flank.

      She stabbed me. Again. Fool me once…

      Without stopping to think, she let her wolf take control. Clawed hands reached out, gripped the human’s neck and then twisted. There was a sharp, hard crack, and the woman’s body went limp. Within Ari’s mind, her wolf howled its victory.

      “No!”

      Monique struggled, fought to get to the dead woman, but Sebastian held her back. Dirt streaked his face, and leaf litter was in his hair. He’d never looked more impressive.

      Ari eyed Monique – her physical resemblance to the dead woman was strong – perhaps they’d been mother and daughter. Ari didn’t care. A life for a life. They’d taken two – more, if you counted the pack that had been slaughtered afterwards – so she’d taken two.

      She stepped away from the body and pulled the knife from her side, letting it drop to the torn-up ground. There had been enough death: even her wolf agreed.

      Taking a deep breath, she met that furious green gaze, and bared her teeth.

      “If you want to live, I’d start running.”
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      Naomi was dying.

      She had no feeling below her shoulders and breathing was a challenge. Instinct made her call out, but all she could manage was a breathy, “Help!”

      This is it. I am going to die here in this forest, alone, and all because I tried to keep a half-breed alive.

      When she was younger, she’d been told that if you did a good deed, you’d get rewarded. Well, that was certainly a lie, because all she’d ever tried to do was save people, rather than letting them get murdered by the likes of Monique, and now she was going to die. Worse, Monique and her merry band of hunters had probably killed Subject 2013 and the alpha anyway.

      So what had been the point of all this?

      She wanted to tell her family that she loved them, but didn’t have telepathy, couldn’t reach out to her Green-eyed sister, Faith. Maybe Faith would feel her die and come looking for her.

      Footsteps nearby; they were going to run right by her.

      Opening her eyes she saw him: Parker Ash, the Duke of Ashes. He was staring at her like she’d sprouted a second head, but there he was, with blood all over his chin and hands...

      He pointed a long, elegant finger at her. “You!”

      She wanted to say, “Me,” but she didn’t have the breath.

      Next thing she knew, he was kneeling on the forest floor next to her, his hands touching her everywhere, checking for injuries. It was too bad she couldn’t feel a thing; she might have enjoyed it otherwise.

      Naomi!

      What? She was dying and he was a handsome man, so what if he was a vampire.

      Maybe that just showed how far away from the cause she’d strayed: admiring a vampire, protecting his daughter, saving lives rather than bowing to some twisted sense of justice and taking them.

      His hands reached her neck and she gasped.

      “What’s wrong?” His voice was quiet, deep, and it rumbled through her mind. She could enjoy listening to him speak. Maybe it wouldn’t be a bad thing that he’d be the last person she’d ever hear.

      “Neck’s…broken.”

      He tilted his head to the side. Show off. “That’s a bad thing, right?”

      She huffed out what might have been a laugh. “Very…bad.”

      His dark purple gaze locked on her face. “Why are you here? You’ve been following me.”

      Surely he couldn’t know that. She’d had her sight-shield in place. “Not…you.”

      His eyes widened. “Aria.”

      Nodding was beyond her. All she could see was his face now, as if down a tunnel. It was everything she would have imagined, if she’d ever considering dreaming up the perfect man. “You’re pretty.”

      Had she just said that aloud?

      Probably, he was frowning.

      “Why were you following my daughter?”

      She swallowed. It hurt. “She…alive?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good.”

      She shut her eyes. Something touched her face.

      “Go…away. Dying.” Her eyelids flickered open; the duke was rolling up his sleeves.

      “I’ll Choose you,” he said.

      “No!” Sure, she was dying now, but she couldn’t feel a thing. If he got his blood into her, it might start the healing process, and that would leave her in agony until the third blood transfer. Then she’d die.

      No Graced had ever survived being Chosen, or Bitten.

      “It’s the only way to save you,” the duke said.

      “Choose…will…kill me.” But the effort of speaking was too much. The last thing she saw was Parker Ash’s face. His cheeks were drawn tight, and his mouth was pursed, almost like he was worried. About her. Which was crazy.

      Then there was nothing but darkness.
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      Sebastian’s pulse was weak. He’d collapsed on his back, barely conscious, his head propped up on a broken branch; sweat dripped from his chin, and his shirt and pants were torn to shreds. Somehow, he’d reset his arm, but Ari could tell it wasn’t healing like it should.

      Monique – the bitch – had run, as fast as she could through the woods. Ari hoped to never see her again.

      “Feed him.”

      Ari spun, ready to face another attacker. Instead, shock glued her to the spot. A stranger stood looking back at her; a stranger who looked like Xave and Nick.

      Well, not exactly like them – she just had their coloring – but it was still like a punch to Ari’s gut. Gradually, however, the shock wore off. It was good to know that people like her brother could survive, although Ari had no idea how this woman had managed that.

      Now was not the time to ask.

      “Feed him?” Ari replied at last. “With what?”

      “Your blood.” The woman moved closer, with a musical tinkling sound. Ari spotted little bells woven into her hair.

      “Uh, he isn’t a vampire.”

      “No, but you aren’t exactly a normal vampire, either.” Her pale gaze narrowed.

      “He’s a were. Were’s don’t drink blood to live.”

      Sebastian coughed. “Look, I’m not all that into the idea of drinking blood, but I’d do what she says.”

      “Why?”

      His gaze locked on her. “You know what she is, right?”

      Blood and pain and death.

      Yes, Ari knew what this woman was.

      “How is this going to help him?” she demanded.

      “You drank his blood, yes?”

      Ari nodded, fighting the blush that threatened to bloom over her cheeks.

      “Then it should work.”

      “Should?”

      The albino gave a half-shrug, with raised palms. “Probably will?”

      Ari didn’t like those odds, but still she swiped one of her claws over her wrist, and shoved it at Sebastian. His lips clamped down over the wound and he sucked. The cut was healing too quickly, however, and he bit down on her soft flesh. She hissed at the pain, and he pulled away, guilt stamped on his features.

      If this was going to help him… “Do it again,” Ari said.

      “It hurts you.”

      “Your kicking the bucket will hurt me. Drink. Now.”

      When he didn’t bite down, she slashed her wrist again and he latched on. Over and over she had to cut herself until eventually the albino stopped her.

      The woman looked over Sebastian from head to foot and nodded. “That should be enough.”

      “What do we do now?” Ari rubbed her wrist. It had healed, but the remembered pain lingered.

      “Wait.”

      “I need some help!” Her father strode into view, carrying a woman over his shoulder – the redhead. The sight of the albino woman didn’t surprise him; in fact, he tilted his head at her. “Ralia.”

      They know each other?

      Ari stood up. “Father.”

      The duke dumped the body at his feet, then closed the distance to his daughter. Carefully, he cupped her cheeks. “You’ve got blood on you.”

      She couldn’t meet his gaze. “It’s okay, I’m healed.”

      He lowered his hands. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      Then Sebastian cut through the uneasy discourse, “I thought you told that woman to run.”

      Ari looked down at Monique’s body, the red hair was stark against the brown earth. “I did.”

      The duke just shrugged. “She didn’t run fast enough.”

      “But—”

      “Look, you can yell at me later for getting rid of this problem,” her father slashed a hand through the air, “but I have another issue to take care of.”

      Lia nodded. “The spy.”

      Ari frowned. “What spy?”

      “Follow me.”

      He strode back through the forest, to where the strawberry blonde woman lay – the scary one who could fly. Her eyes were shut, and her chest was barely rising with her breathing. Her body was limp, and her skin waxen.

      “What’s wrong with her?” Ari asked.

      “She says she has a broken neck.”

      Ari frowned. “Could she survive being Chosen?”

      Her father looked at her. “You would want to save her? She’s been following you.”

      That had been her stalker?

      “She tried to save us just now.”

      The duke crouched beside the woman.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I was you.” Ralia was at their side.

      “Why not?”

      “She’ll die.”

      “How do you know that?” Ari asked. “Humans usually make the transition.”

      “She’s different.”

      You idiot, Ari thought. Of course she’s different. Most humans can’t throw people around without touching them, and they certainly can’t fly.

      “Then she’s just going to die?” Something flickered in the duke’s eyes. Regret?

      “You do it,” Ralia said, her gaze intense on Ari.

      “Me?” Ari had never Chosen or Bitten anyone. She didn’t even know if she could – or, as a hybrid, what the outcome would be.

      “Ralia…” The duke’s voice was low, a warning.

      “Aria might be able to succeed.”

      “But it will hurt?” Ari asked, a little ashamed at the whiny note in her voice.

      Ralia flicked her hair over her shoulder. “Afraid of a little pain?”

      “I’ve been beaten black and blue today.”

      “Then add a few more bruises. She saved your life – are you willing to let her lose hers?”

      “But she can’t consent.” Consent had always been key to Choosing or Biting someone. Becoming immortal wasn’t a choice everyone would make, people had the right to make their own decision.

      “She’s dead if you don’t.”

      Her father stood, opening up the space next to the dying woman. “Do it.”

      Rolling up her sleeve, Ari sighed. “Someone needs to check on Sebastian.”

      Ralia nodded. “I’ll go.”

      Ari took the comatose human’s hand and bit down. She drank deeply, but couldn’t taste any difference in the woman’s blood. She was human.

      Her father’s hand settled briefly on her shoulder. “Enough. Give her your blood now.”

      Ari slashed her wrist – the left one this time – and placed it over the woman’s mouth, angling it so that the blood dripped inside. Crimson droplets trickled from the corners of her lips.

      “She’s not swallowing.”

      With a concern Ari rarely saw in him, her father bowed low over the woman. “Drink.”

      He massaged the human’s throat for a few moments. It wasn’t working, Ari thought, this savior of hers was going to die. She was about to pull away when cold lips locked over her wrist and the woman swallowed her blood in great tearing gulps.

      “That’s it,” Ari said. “Keep drinking.”

      Now, they only had to do this twice more, then wait three days.

      Easy.

      The only problem was, nothing about this situation had been simple so far.
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      “How do you feel?” Ari asked. She put the tray of silverware and plates out in the hallway, shutting the door behind her.

      Sebastian smiled and waved his spoon in the air. Atrocious table manners, but then, she didn’t like him because he knew how to use cutlery. Thankfully.

      “Almost as good as new.” He was reclining like a king in the large four-poster bed. Thick black curtains hung half-closed, blocking out the early morning sunlight. His bronze skin was still a little pale, but the bounce was back in his manner.

      She folded her arms over her chest. “Then why did you request pudding in bed?”

      He raised both eyebrows. “Where else would I want to eat pudding?”

      A laugh escaped her. Giving up, she climbed up onto the bed and he lifted an arm, so she could snuggle in next to him. “Sure you’re okay?”

      He rested his chin on the top of her head. “Yes.”

      Ari wasn’t sure how much of it was due to her blood, but Sebastian had survived the trip back to the estate. It had been touch and go after that. Ralia had drawn as much of the silver out of his system as she could – which had involved a lot of knife work that Ari would prefer not to remember – after which they’d just waited. And waited. And day by day, he’d improved.

      According to her father, that much silver should have killed a were Sebastian’s age. She was glad his calculations had been proven incorrect.

      Sebastian ran his fingers over her braid. “How’s Castle?”

      “Strange, and I have no idea.”

      “Still making things move?”

      “Just a tad.”

      The last time Ari had gone to Castle’s room to check up on her, everything in the place had been levitating. There had also been minor earthquakes each day since the first blood transfer, all centering on the estate.

      Sebastian stroked a hand down her back, then leaned away to pop the spoon on the bedside table. “Did Lia fill you in?”

      “On?”

      “The Graced.”

      Ari nodded. “Apparently the damage that Monique and her – Mother? Sister? Aunt? – did to me forced my mind to heal itself. The only way it could do that was create a shield like you’ve got. So now my mind is hidden from those people and me knowing about them isn’t a danger.”

      Those people.

      The Graced.

      Even her father hadn’t known they existed, but it turned out he had a natural mental shield, and so it was safe for him to know about them, too. Well, as much as Ralia – Lia – had been willing to reveal.

      What she’d shared had been enough to scare Ari senseless. Those Graced had been afraid of her? Heck, she could run fast, and heal quickly, and had super hearing and all kinds of other wonderful abilities, but she couldn’t read minds, couldn’t move things without touching them or feel other peoples’ emotions. Those abilities were frightening. And dangerous.

      Ari could understand their need to hide, she did that herself every day, but she wasn’t about to murder innocent people in order to keep her secret. A little blackmail was nothing in comparison. However, she couldn’t hate them. She wanted to – oh, she wanted to ban every colored-eyed person from coming within a hundred feet of her – but Nick and Xave had been Graced, and she’d loved them more than their own people had.

      Their own people had targeted them for death.

      Worse, she’d spent all those years thinking it was something to do with Sebastian. In fact, he’d been the one responsible for their staying alive as long as they had. Somehow his will had kept the mind control at bay and Ari should have been grateful.

      She pressed her ear against his chest; the steady thump thump thump of his heart was comforting. She hadn’t wanted to lose him, and the black, puckered scars on his chest reminded her of how close she had come to that.

      “I’m…sorry I blamed you.” Her voice was barely above a whisper.

      “What?”

      A little louder. “I said I’m…sorry.”

      He pulled her on top of him, and tugged off her patch so he could look her in the eyes.

      “I thought I just heard you say—”

      She jabbed him with an elbow.

      “Ow!”

      “Don’t make me repeat it. It burns enough.”

      “Oh, don’t make you repeat the fact that you apologized after years of believing I was a child murderer?” The twinkle in his eyes faded, and he placed a gentle palm against her cheek. “I am sorry, too. That I left, that I wasn’t strong enough to stop them from hurting Nick and Layla. I never would have gone if I’d known that was what they were going to do. And I do blame myself for their deaths, even if you don’t anymore.”

      She pressed a kiss against his palm. “If I hadn’t been weak, hadn’t run…”

      “Then you would have died, too. There were so many of them, and they tied up any of the other weres who would have tried to protect you. Plus, you were ten.”

      “But I’m weak. I couldn’t save Nick, I couldn’t save Xave—”

      He put a finger over her lips. “You saved me. You saved Castle.”

      “We don’t know about her yet.”

      “You’re a good person, Aria. Stubborn, pigheaded, obstinate…”

      “Those words all mean the same thing.”

      “Do they? Strange that.” He was smiling, and it made her heart beat triple time. He had a dimple! When did he get a dimple? It was sexy.

      Think about other things... He didn’t need to know she wanted to jump his bones. He was still recovering, and he wasn’t like her, so she had to be careful.

      “Anyway, what kind of a name is Castle? Do you think it’s a nickname?”

      “No idea. But you know what?” He placed a hand on the back of her neck, and gently tugged her down, so their lips were almost touching.

      “What?”

      “You talk too much.”
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      I’m not dead.

      Naomi jerked upright and opened her eyes wide. She froze. She’d just sat up – but she had a broken neck, she shouldn’t be able to move.

      How long have I been asleep?

      Maybe she’d fallen into a coma for months, and her body had healed itself. Maybe she hadn’t had a broken neck after all.

      Looking around the room, she was startled to see that the furniture – very expensive furniture – was levitating. Quickly diving into her mind, she took several deep breaths, fighting for calm. Everything is okay. Everything is fine. You are fine.

      Opening her eyes again, she took stock of the now-grounded objects.

      The room was big enough to hold the entire apartment she’d rented when she moved to Skarva. She was in a wide bed with a beautiful woolen comforter, and there was a metal desk in the far-right corner, accompanied by a beautifully wrought chair. A small sofa was in the far left corner, near a closed door, and there was a chest at the foot of the bed. Two bedside tables rounded out the room.

      She had no idea where she was.

      “You’re awake.”

      Flinging herself out of the bed, she landed with a thump on the floor, in a tangle of bed linen. Grunting, she tried to right herself. A hand appeared to help her up, but she ignored it, using her ability to unravel the mess she’d gotten herself into. Then she stood, brushing down her – nightgown? – in a show of dignity.

      “Did I startle you?”

      That voice.

      Her reply died in her mouth. The speaker was even better looking than she remembered, in a super-fine black suit with a dark gray shirt. The Duke of Ashes.

      Memories flooded her: flying through the air, her neck catching on a low-hanging branch, a horrible crunching noise. Using her ability to fly her body back to the fight, breaking those men’s arms and legs…the duke threatening to Choose her.

      “How am I alive?”

      The duke stepped back and waved a hand for her to return to bed. Oh no, I don’t think so. She didn’t want to be lying down for this conversation. Instead, she walked over to the sofa and sat.

      Taking her cue, the duke retrieved the desk chair and sat opposite her, crossing one knee over the other. He has short hair. She’d never noticed that before, and it caught her attention. Vampires usually had long hair – it just grew so fast. He would have to cut it every day to keep it that length.

      You’re losing focus.

      And what was that smell? Like lemon and spun sugar. It was delicious.

      Naomi!

      Right. Alive. Questions.

      “Well?”

      “It appears you were Chosen.”

      “‘Appears I was Chosen’?” Naomi frowned. “How is that outcome a surprise to you?”

      Hold on. She was what?

      Bolting to her feet, she looked for a bathroom. Somewhere with a mirror.

      “Where are you going?”

      But she wasn’t listening to him. She ran to the door, wrenched it open and coming to a jolting stop. There in the corridor, opposite the door, was a full-length mirror.

      “Mother fucker.”

      The glass shattered.

      The duke had his palms raised, as if to calm down a rabid animal. “Look, it will be okay.”

      “It will be okay? How the fuck is this okay?”

      “Language.”

      “Oh no, you don’t get to tell me how to speak.”

      “I gather this is a shock…”

      “A shock? A shock? I shouldn’t have survived. I should have died. I was meant to die. And then you, you, you—” She jabbed a finger at his chest.

      “You were meant to die because you are Graced?”

      She stopped dead.

      How does he know about us?

      “Yes, a secret sub-set of humans with special abilities. Ring any bells?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      His mouth twisted. “You see, I know you’re lying.”

      “Am not.”

      “You are.”

      “I am not a liar.” She poked him right in the chest. It was rock hard with muscle.

      “Well, you just employed a falsehood with me. If that’s not the definition of a liar, please enlighten me.”

      He can’t possibly know I’m lying. His eyes were dark purple – there wasn’t even a speck of Green.

      “You made things levitate a lot when you were unconscious.” He folded his arms over his broad chest. “So perhaps you’d like to start over with the truth?”

      Her face blanched. She picked up a shard of the mirror to check the damage. She looked almost the same, except her hair had gotten really long – which was annoying – and her eyes had changed. They now had starbursts of Gray near her pupil, fading into a dark purple around the rims.

      And she still had her ability, that much was obvious.

      Whispering, she asked, “How do you know about us?”

      “From seeing your compatriots’ display, among other things.”

      “They aren’t my partners.”

      “Weren’t.”

      She frowned.

      “They’re dead now.” His expression was calm as the surface of a lake.

      “You killed them?”

      “They tried to kill my daughter. What more reason do I need?”

      She glared at him, her new eyes slits. “Murder is not the answer!”

      “They almost killed you.”

      I was willing to die.

      Actually, that wasn’t quite true. She hadn’t wanted to die, she’d just come to accept it as the only outcome. She could have fought back early on, prevented herself from getting hurt, but if she’d let loose her power properly, then there wouldn’t have been a forest left, or any people in Skarva to save. She would have killed them all.

      And now she had to live with this power – her curse – for eternity.

      Wonderful.
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      Ari finally found Castle seated at the far end of the sunroom. It was on the third floor of the estate, its huge windows soaring from knee-height to ceiling – now, at night, it was shadowy, lit only by the gas lamps dotted decoratively throughout.

      “You’re awake,” she said.

      Castle just stared, her expression shuttered and face cast in darkness. Her long hair was tied back, and she was wearing loose trousers and a pale shirt.

      Act calm, Ari thought.

      Inside, she was scared. This wasn’t just any woman, this was the person that she’d Chosen/Bitten. Chitten? Bisen? Hrm, they were terrible. Maybe she should come up with a new term, like Metamorphosed. Too long. Changed? That was simple enough.

      You’re getting distracted.

      Well, duh. It was better than worrying over the woman she’d Changed and the reaction she was about to get from her. Or not get. The problem was that Castle was powerful and if she wasn’t happy with her new situation in life, she could make Ari suffer. A lot.

      Could she really hurt us? Chosen and Bitten aren’t meant to be able to hurt their makers.

      Her wolf had a point, but Castle was Changed. She was different.

      Ari was distracted again. It had happened a lot since she’d started the blood transfers. She was jittery now, edgy. Moving forward, Ari held out a hand. “We haven’t officially met. I’m Aria Ash.”

      Castle just sat there. Was she even alive? Maybe Father had lied to her, and the Graced woman had died.

      “Hello?” Ari asked.

      Castle surged to her feet, and the whole room did a jig. Ari ducked to avoid a flying candelabra, and dodged a metal-framed sofa.

      A heartbeat later, everything had settled back in its original place, like all the moveable items hadn’t just upped and swirled through the room.

      “That’s going to take some getting used to,” Ari said into the silence.

      “Yes, well. Sorry about that.” Castle’s voice was low and husky. Ari imagined it was better suited a bordello than a drawing room – it was sex on a stick, and the woman wasn’t even trying. It was at odds with her country-gentlewoman demeanor. Ari liked it.

      Ari waved a hand. “It’s fine.”

      Castle said nothing.

      “I get the feeling you’re unhappy with me.”

      The newly Changed woman sighed deeply. “I saved your life and you repaid me with immortality. Most humans would be happy about that, but not me. I’m now stuck.”

      Bile surged into Ari’s mouth. Great. The first – and quite possibly, the only – person she’d ever Changed and they would have preferred to die. Only she’d have luck like that.

      “You don’t have to…stay alive…if you don’t want to.” Ari paced the expensive handmade carpet, its yellow and gold metallic fibers catching the gaslight. She couldn’t believe they were discussing this. Not after Xave. “I just couldn’t have you dying to save me. There’d already been so much death.”

      “Let me ask you something.” Castle sat back down and motioned for Ari to do the same.

      Ari took the seat in the adjacent wingback chair. “Go ahead.”

      “Do you feel any different?”

      “Define different.” Ari could now change into her wolf, thanks to being mind-raped by that piece of racist scum. She didn’t like thinking she had anything to thank that woman for, but breaking the chains of her mind was something. Still, it made her vision haze over to think of how many other people that woman had hurt, and none of them would have had the healing ability Ari did.

      She’d recovered. Most wouldn’t.

      Castle leaned forward, and Ari caught her first proper glimpse of the woman’s eyes. She whistled. The center of her irises was a pale Gray, striating out into a deep purple, the same color as Ari’s left eye. She’d never seen anything like them, and might never see their like again.

      Touching a finger to the corner of her left eye, Castle let out a sad smile. “I’m a miracle. But not a good one.” She shook her head. “So, have you been noticing anything different in your habits – you’re hungrier, more tired, restless, you can hear other people’s thoughts…?”

      “Hah! No on the thoughts. But I’ve been feeling like I have a lot more energy, energy I can’t burn off.” And she’d tried, but it made no difference how far or fast she ran. She even left Sebastian for dead, although he claimed it was the poisoning that was making him so slow. Excuses.

      “Can you…move anything with your mind?”

      Ari shook her head. Then her eyes widened. “You’re saying that I could become like you.”

      “I have no idea. But if you were going to exhibit my ability, you would have already. I wonder.” She tapped her chin. “Your father says the worst that happened when I was changing was minor earthquakes and levitation?”

      “Yeah.” Wasn’t that bad enough?

      “Hrm.”

      “That doesn’t sound good.”

      “By rights, if my ability was out of my conscious control during my transformation, this city should be rubble. But it’s not.” Castle eyed Ari like she was an interesting science project.

      “The city? The whole thing?”

      Castle nodded. “I could level Skarva without even blinking. But now it’s like the pressure is off. It’s still there, and I could still do it, but my ability isn’t waiting to overflow like it normally does. And suddenly, you have more energy.”

      “But I haven’t gained your ability.”

      Castle frowned. “No, but that is a good thing, trust me. Maybe you’re acting as some kind of well, storing my power.”

      Ari didn’t like the sound of that, either.

      “Sounds like that could be a problem.”

      Silence. For quite a long time. At last, Castle met her gaze. “No, I don’t think so. In fact, it might actually be a good thing. Time will tell. It would be easier if there had been other Graceds who were Chosen, but as far as I know, I’m the only one.”

      “Why, because they keep getting killed?” Bitterness seeped into Ari’s voice.

      “Pretty much. That, and purebloods like me shouldn’t be able to make the transition. Maybe your blood, because it’s unique, made the difference.” Castle rubbed the spot on her wrist where Ari had drunk.

      If Ari’s freakish bloodlines were responsible for this ‘miracle’, then it was possible she was unable to Choose a normal person. And if that was the case – and she’d inherited a bunch of crazy energy from Castle – what would she get from other people with different colored eyes?

      You know what, I don’t want to know.

      “So why were you stalking me?” Ari asked. “You were pretty good, by the way.”

      A sigh. “I had heard rumors there might have been a Graced vampire in Skarva.”

      Ari blanched.

      “Not you. The Duchess of Ravens’ daughter. Then I spotted you with your eye patch, and saw how you moved…I thought you might have heterochromia, but instead of a yellow eye, I thought it might be Gray. I had no idea you were half were. Not until Monique came to town.”

      “If you’d known, what would you have done?”

      “I’ve already spoken to your father about this.”

      Ari frowned. “I am not my father.”

      “A truer statement I’ve never heard.” Castle’s hand made a fist. “You want the truth? I would have done nothing. Not unless you were proving dangerous, and in the whole time I followed you, you never hurt anyone. Apart from stealing their secrets.”

      Ari linked her fingers. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      A small smile danced on the corner of Castle’s mouth. “I’m sure you don’t.”

      “I guess that means you’re not like other Graced,” Ari said.

      “Most Graced don’t care about anything apart from living their lives and keeping their identities a secret. But I am from a family of Hunters, and they kill what they fear. I just never believed in letting blind hatred rule my emotions. So I handle ‘justice’ my own way.”

      Man, Castle was still scary. At least Ari knew she was compassionate, though, and that meant a lot.

      Those unique eyes flashed. “And it’s Naomi, by the way.”

      “Naomi?”

      Castle held out a hand. “Hi Aria, my name is Naomi. It is nice to meet you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Sebastian shoved the last of his clothing into his backpack and sat on the edge of the bed. Time to leave the Grumpy Bear, but what should he do next? Go and say goodbye to Ari, beg her to let him stay with her, or get moving and be gone by sundown?

      Tough choices, because he didn’t want to do either.

      He couldn’t stay here in Skarva, pretending to not care about her. Sure, he’d only been with her a couple of weeks, but it didn’t matter.

      “She doesn’t smell like your mate.”

      Sebastian whirled, snarling at the intruder. Lia stood in the doorway. “I said, she doesn’t smell like your mate.”

      “So? That whole thing is rubbish.”

      “It isn’t.”

      “You really believe that?”

      She stopped in front of him; her hair had orange stripes in it today. “Your ancestry goes back over ten generations. Most weres with that kind of lineage have a Graced or two in their background. The psychic sense of smell is a real thing, but all it does is tell you that the person is a good match. You don’t magically fall in love and live happily ever after. It just makes it a bit easier, I guess.”

      “So what if Aria doesn’t smell like whatever it is mates smell like. It doesn’t matter.”

      “Really? So if a woman walked by with the most irresistible scent you’ve ever come across, you wouldn’t leave Aria for her?”

      No.

      The response was immediate and instinctual. He didn’t care about anyone else, had never reacted with his whole being toward another person the way he did with Aria. She taunted him, maddened him, aroused him, and challenged him. There’d never be another person like her.

      He eyed Lia. “What generation wolf are you?”

      “This isn’t about me.”

      “Come on.”

      A dark shadow flitted across her expression. “Third on my father’s side. Second on my mother’s.”

      Wait – her mother had been first generation? His mouth dropped. “How old are you?”

      “Now that one I am not going to answer.”

      “Fine.” It was pretty clear he was a mere pup in comparison.

      “But you never answered me.”

      “No, it wouldn’t matter to me. I wouldn’t leave her for some future maybe. Why would I want to? She’s perfect.”

      Well, perfect for him.

      “That is the correct answer.” With that Lia retreated from the room, shutting the door behind her.

      A thud and then a snarl. “If I am so perfect, then why are your bags packed?”

      Sebastian glanced over his shoulder. There was Ari, just inside the window, wearing that familiar blue cloak. Her hood was thrown back, her entire body giving off a challenge.

      “I didn’t think you wanted me to stay.”

      She flicked her braid over her shoulder. “What kind of an idiot are you?”

      He decided no response was probably the best response.

      She stepped forward and poked him in the chest. It hurt. Her fingers were pointy. “I trusted you.” Poke. “I let myself believe in you.” Poke. “I saved your life.” Poke. He was going to be covered in bruises. “I cared about you. And now you’re going to leave without even saying goodbye?”

      He held up both hands. “I was going to say goodbye.”

      “Lia’s note says otherwise.”

      Why, that meddling—

      “Well, there was a fifty per cent chance I was going to say goodbye. I thought you might not want to see me again.”

      “Why would you think a stupid thing like that?”

      “Because you have your wolf. You can change. You avenged your brothers’ and mother’s death.”

      “So?” She ripped off her eyepatch.

      “So, what?”

      “Yes, I have all those things. But what good are they if you’re gone, too? I can’t keep losing the people I care about. I can’t.”

      His throat seized up, but his body knew what to do. He enfolded her in a hug so tight he was crushing her. Her arms wrapped around him and she squeezed him back. “I thought you wouldn’t want this anymore.”

      She tilted her chin up. “Are you crazy? We have a small thing called chemistry.”

      “Lia says you aren’t my mate. Because I can’t smell you.”

      “No one can smell me.” Her expression grew sad. However, a smile bloomed slowly. “But I can smell you. And you smell amazing.”

      “Really? What do I smell like?” It had to be something manly. Like leather. Cologne. Apples. Although he had no idea why apples were a manly fruit. Whatever.

      “I’m not telling.”

      “Tell me.”

      “No.”

      “Tell me.”

      “No.” She kissed him, and he forgot what he was asking. When she pulled away it was with a small nibble. “So. Are you going to move in with me, or what?”

      “What will your father say?”

      “It’s a big estate, he probably won’t even notice.”

      “I don’t believe that.”

      “Fine. He says you’re welcome, and if you break my heart, he’ll break you. Although he did add that he believes he’d have to break what’s left of you, because I would have already taken care of business.”

      “He said all that?”

      “Yes, he was feeling chatty.” Her tone lacked the usual venom.

      “Everything okay with you and your father then?”

      “I think I understand him a bit better now. I still hate what he did to Xave, but I get it. Changing Castle has given me a bit of an idea.” She rubbed a cheek, almost rueful.

      “Wait, did I just hear you say you were wrong?” He backed away.

      “No!”

      “I think I heard that.” He darted for the door, but didn’t make it. A second later he was shoved up against the wooden panel, and Aria was pressed right up against him. He hardened instantly.

      “Do I have to move my stuff right now?”

      She bit his chin.

      “Ow.”

      “Maybe not right now.”

      And then her lips were on his.

      “I love you.”

      She paused. “Good.”

      “Nothing to say back?”

      “Not right now.”

      The minx.

      Then she was dragging his head down and kissing him, the taste of frozen strawberries dipped in sugar driving him crazy.
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      Naomi was a dead woman walking.

      Once her family found out she was alive, they’d come looking. If they came, Hunters would follow, and Naomi’s eyes were a dead giveaway as to what she’d become.

      It was strange. A few days ago, she would have welcomed the wooden stake, but not anymore. Her power, still great, was no longer a yawning chasm at her feet. With part of it being siphoned off into Aria, for the first time in her life, she could breathe.

      She opened the door to Parker Ash’s office with her mind, and then shut it behind her the same way. She strolled casually up to his desk and took a seat opposite the duke. “You asked to speak with me?”

      She refrained from looking at him directly; he was still too handsome for his own good, and her body had a habit of reacting to it, which she didn’t like. He was a vampire.

      So are you.

      The duke lowered his pen, and pushed aside his pile of paperwork. “Yes.”

      “Well?”

      Both of his eyebrows rose, just slightly. “I thought we should discuss what was found in your apartment.”

      Naomi forced a smile. “I’m sure it was rather boring reading.”

      “Yes, considering it was all in code, which I am still in the process of cracking. I’m about halfway there.”

      “I wouldn’t bother. It’s all pretty dull. Financial reports.”

      “You know, I can tell when you lie. It’s off-putting, so please stop.”

      She wondered how he managed to do that, but she wasn’t going to think too hard about it. The less she thought about Parker Ash, the better.

      “Can I have my books back?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I have a feeling they detail the results of your spying, and I don’t want people finding out about Aria. Is that sufficient reason?”

      While it gutted her that she’d never get back all those meticulous records, she could see his point. She’d just have to hunt them down, later. They were hers, after all.

      “Well?”

      “Oh, I didn’t realize you were actually asking a question. Yes, it’s sufficient.”

      He tapped a finger on the blotter. “I’m glad to hear it. Now, the other reason I asked you here. I may have sent a note to your family. I found their address in your correspondence.”

      “What?” She burst out of her chair, and everything in the room jumped with her.

      Parker shoved himself back from the desk, probably to avoid having the heavy metal furniture land on his toe. “That is going to take some getting used to.”

      “I won’t be sticking around for you to get used to it.” Now her family had been alerted to her situation…

      “Where would you go? You need to stay with your Chooser.”

      “Changer.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Aria has decided that she Changed me, rather than Chose or Bit.” Naomi didn’t really care what it was called, she just wanted to annoy the duke.

      “I see.”

      He probably did.

      “Fine, you need to stay with your Changer – especially considering your…ability.”

      “But if I stay here, everyone is in danger.”

      “From you?”

      “From my family.”

      The duke frowned. “Oh, I see. Well, that’s the part I haven’t told you.” He coughed into his hand. “I may have written to them and said you died in a fight, while trying to save my – young – daughter from harm.”

      Naomi blinked. “You said what?”

      “That you were dead.”

      “You lied.”

      “You could have died.”

      “You lied.” She fought a smile. Mr.-I-am-so-into-honesty had fibbed. And what a fib.

      “Well, I couldn’t have more of your kind coming here.”

      Her amusement died. “My kind?”

      “I saw what they did to Aria and Sebastian, and I saw what they did to you. You are one of them. If they could kill you now, what would they do to you later? Family or not, I was not inviting them here.”

      Wait – he was protecting her?

      Protecting Aria. She Changed you, and now you’re her responsibility. And you’re psychically linked to her. Naomi dying could cause massive mental trauma to Aria. Who’d probably heal, to be fair, but it wouldn’t be pleasant.

      “I hope you won’t be angry, but I can’t let you contact your family, either. They have to believe you’re dead.”

      “They’ll come here anyway. They won’t believe I’m gone until they see the body.”

      “I may have mentioned I’d had your remains cremated in the vampire tradition.”

      Wow, he’d been on a roll.

      “They will still be suspicious. Grays of my…strength…don’t usually go down without a fight.” Or half a city.

      “Then they can come and visit. But we will deal with it at the time.”

      My family think I’m dead. Her heart broke at how Marcia would feel upon reading that letter. Her sister was a Blue, and had always felt too deeply. Petra would be sad, but they’d never really been close – mostly because Naomi had been too afraid of hurting her non-Graced sister. And Fin, well, she hadn’t seen him for a decade. He wouldn’t even know.

      That left Faith.

      Faith was the deadliest of the lot. Naomi just had to hope that the letter would take a really, really long time to find her.

      She’d miss her siblings, oh, how she’d miss them, but she had a new life here. A new beginning. What’s more, if they knew about her, they’d probably try and protect her – maybe even Faith would, too – and that would put them in danger.

      Her power was no longer overwhelming. Her mind was unburdened, and her neck was repaired. Meeting the duke’s stare, she gave a small, rare smile. “Basically then, I’m free.”

      Ash’s expression lightened, and he reached across the desk, taking one of her hands in his. “You’re free.”

      
        The End
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        How far would you go to survive?

      

      Skye is a party girl who hit on the wrong guy. Waking up in White Oaks one and only vampire brothel, she’s determined to survive.

      Theo doesn’t want to live anymore. The only problem is, he’s already dead. Presented with Skye, his instincts take over.

      Things take a turn for the worse when the brothel goes on lock-down, and one fatal decision will change everything for them both.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Waking up on the cold hard floor wasn’t an entirely new experience for Skye. She remembered being in Haven the night before, being plied with their famously delicious Mud Slides by a very hot, very interested guy. She remembered dancing and she remembered the heat of his hard body as he scooped her into his big, muscular arms. The kiss, she couldn’t seem to recall. He’d stared down at her for what seemed like forever and then... she groaned and pushed herself up. The bathroom floor felt weirdly slick under her hands. Had she thrown up? She grimaced at the thought of that, she wasn’t together enough to even think about cleaning up right now.  Her head was swimming. She’d definitely gone past her limit the night before. When she took a good look around she knew something was really off.  Her vision was totally messed up. There was no way she was seeing what she thought she was.

      Sitting up, she closed her eyes tightly and rubbed every trace of sleep out of them, along with the last of the mascara she apparently hadn’t bothered to take off the night before. Taking a deep breath, she opened her eyes again. Nope, something still wasn’t right.  She got to her feet and walked to the bars in front of her. They were cold in her hands. She shivered, rubbing at her bare arms. The top and skirt she was wearing were perfect for a night out, not so much for whatever freezing layer of hell this was.

      She touched her wet hair and realised she felt slightly damp all over. She glanced at her arms.  The wet patches on her skin appeared to be water. As relieved as she was that she hadn’t puked up her guts, she was too stunned to properly appreciate the small mercy. Her gaze whipped around the cell. The tiled floor under her feet was wet, just enough to give her shivers now that she noticed it, with a big drain in the corner. When she glanced upward she saw there was what looked like a showerhead embedded in the ceiling.

      She groaned. “What the hell is this?”

      When she turned to her left she could see a row of cells just like the one she was in, each of them with people in them, most of them inert; sleeping, she wagered. She pulled at the bars, unable to find a way to open her cage and unwilling to believe that any of what she was seeing was real.

      “Don’t do that,” a girl in the cage next to hers said quietly. “The guards don’t like it. Some of them will use any excuse to hurt you.”

      Skye’s eyes flitted to the guy across the room, sleeping in a chair with his feet up on a desk.  A ring of keys dangled from his belt. She looked at the girl.

      She was leaning against the back wall of the cell, long, dark hair mostly covering her face as she slowly turned her left wrist about, right fingers tracing her skin.

      “How long have you been here?” Skye flinched as the girl scraped a sharp fingernail down her wrist.

      The girl shrugged, her dark eyes trained on the bead of blood that swelled where she’d split her skin. “A few weeks, months, who knows? They don’t feed us regularly, so it’s hard to tell. I got one of the good ones. He agreed to make me his shade so they can’t let one of the others drain me.” She sighed softly. “I’m his.” She bent her head and licked the blood from her arm slowly.

      Skye shook off the disturbing image, zeroing her attention in on what the crazy girl was saying instead. “What are you even talking about?”

      “Vampires,” she whispered. “Don’t tell me you live in White Oaks and you don’t know about them. Don’t make me laugh.”

      Skye stared at her. She’d gone stark-raving mad, obviously. Though, those little bloody holes in her neck did look kind of like a vampire bite. “So, what’s a shade then?”

      “I’m like...his property. I know it sounds bad, but it’s awesome really. I get to leave when he does. With him.”  She spoke in hushed tones, her gaze flitting to the guard and back again. “It means I won’t die in here. Like some of the others.”

      Skye was shocked into silence. The thought of dying in this cell made her chest tighten. She was only twenty-three, she’d barely lived, and now she might die? She swallowed. It couldn’t happen. She wouldn’t let it. She’d do anything.

      The crazy girl had started to chew on her nails.

      Skye rested her head against the bars between them.

      “Hey,” she whispered.

      The girl looked up.

      “How do I get one of the good ones?”

      “You just have to hope,” the girl said with a shrug of her shoulders. “You won’t know who they’re taking you to until it happens.”

      Great, Skye thought, my life is in the hands of fate.
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      The face staring back at him in the mirror was that of a monster. Theo turned his head this way and that, but the image never changed, never showed him who he used to be. Squinting his glowing amber eyes didn’t help. He sighed as he looked away. It didn’t matter. He’d never be the man he was before. Inside and out, he’d been changed.

      “For better or worse,” he mumbled, ignoring the hunger pangs that made his stomach spasm.

      No-one had ever told him how long he could last without blood. Three days was longest he’d gone before in five long years as a vampire. He was close to the edge now, he could tell. One more day would make it a week. The pain in his gut had been getting sharper, more frequent. His undead body couldn’t possibly hold up for another day without blood. Could it?

      He groaned as he moved back into his bedroom. It resembled a luxury hotel suite without windows but was in fact a room within White Oaks one and only vampire brothel.

      He lay on the bed and waited. Losing track of time was never a good idea when it was your job to service clients, but he’d already called Stacy and told the girl to cross out his week. He was entitled to the time off. Being there voluntarily had its perks.

      The agony of unslaked thirst made his body shudder. He closed his eyes. It wasn’t going to be long now, surely…

      A quick-fire knock made him sit back up, slowly. He controlled the shudder, leaning against the headboard as the door opened. His mouth opened to immediately complain to whoever was entering that he’d taken the week off, that he was entitled to be left alone. When the brothel’s manager walked in, he held his tongue. Brody was the one who’d found him. He was the reason Theo had made it through his first months as a vampire. He was the reason there was no demon for Theo to fight against daily inside his own skin. If he owed anyone anything, this guy was top of that list.

      “Theo,” Brody started, squinting and stumbling over his own feet as he entered the room.

      The lights were out. Theo’s enhanced vision had adjusted to it. He reached for the lamp and found the switch. His fingers trembled as he flipped it.

      Brody blinked slowly. His expression flickered from neutral to suspicious and back again. He sighed. “What are you doing? We all thought you signed out for the week.”

      Guilt kicked in as Theo considered his reply. Lying to Brody felt wrong, but he couldn’t let the truth spill out. He was too close to achieving oblivion. A cry for help now would ruin everything.

      “I came back today,” he said, hoping his voice wasn’t as shaky as he felt. “But I’m off until tomorrow.”

      Brody frowned at him. “You don’t look well.”

      “I’m fine.” He couldn’t look the guy in the face as he said it. He’d never been a good liar, and apparently dying hadn’t changed that.

      “You don’t look fine.”

      He shrugged, fighting off a wince as his stomach clenched. This had to be it. He had to be close.

      “I don’t think you left this room all week,” Brody said, his arms folding. “And that means you haven’t fed in all that time. Mind telling me what’s going on?”

      He let the wince show this time. Clearly Brody had come here knowing the truth already. He tried to pull together an explanation, but he didn’t have one that wouldn’t sound weak and pathetic. “Maybe you should never have let me put my demon to sleep.”

      “Or maybe you should have told me something was up.” Brody sounded pissed. “Since you didn’t, and you won’t, I don’t think I have any other option.”

      Theo started to stand up, wondering if he’d even make it out of the brothel before he died of starvation. Was it daylight outside? The quick death sunlight would give him was probably something he should have thought of before now. It was so much more sensible that slowly wasting away.

      Brody turned and left without another word, leaving Theo wondering what the hell he’d been talking about as he collapsed back onto the bed. Sleep wasn’t something vampires usually needed, but his weakened state let it claim him and he submitted to it without complaint, praying silently that this was the end.
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      Skye wandered the cell, folding her arms as she considered every detail of her prison. There wasn’t much to see, truth be told, but she had to keep her attention off her impending doom. Death by vampire. Definitely not the end she’d expected for her life. Accidental death, maybe, death by misadventure.

      “Does this even fall under misadventure?” she muttered to herself as she paced.

      Her feet were getting used to the cold, damp floor. But her hangover was starting to crave the high fat breakfast foods she usually fed it. If she didn’t eat soon, her stomach might revolt and decide to empty its contents all over the floor. She rubbed at her stomach, trying to tell herself not to think about it. The longer she could ignore the hunger, the better for her general well-being. She did not need to be trapped in this prison with the smell of vomit lingering in the air. She dry heaved just thinking about it.

      The sound of footsteps in the dimly lit room swiped her attention. She moved to the bars and peered out until the shape of a muscular man came into her sight. The closer he got, the more she recognized him. Her mouth dropped open.

      “It’s you!” Her grip tightened on the bars as he got closer.

      He smirked slightly as he jangled the keys in his hand. “You remember?”

      “I remember you were coming on to me last night,” she said, wanting him to come closer so she could slap him. “But I’m guessing you had ulterior motives.”

      He laughed as he reached out and unlocked her cell.

      Her heart pounded as a plan rushed to form in her head. She’d gouge out his eyes and run as fast as she damn well could to get the hell out of there. She withdrew her grasp from the cell door and ran her nails across her palms. They were sharp enough to do some real damage.

      “You’re going to follow me and do exactly what I say.” He opened the door.

      She attempted to lunge at him, and he stepped back.

      “You’re not going to attack me.”

      She made a second attempt and gasped as she found herself entirely unable to move. What the hell? She wanted to lash out, but it was as if she was paralyzed, suddenly and completely. Fear shuddered over her, making her quiver.

      “That’s better.” He snatched her by the hand and pulled her close.  Closing the cell door, he locked it and shoved the key into his pocket.

      The usual warm, fuzzy feelings of being so close to a good-looking man rushed through her before she managed to remind herself this guy was a complete asshole, a criminal and something else she couldn’t even name. He’d stopped her from attacking him somehow. He held some kind of power over her that she didn’t comprehend. Was he a vampire?

      She grabbed her hand out of his grasp. “What the fuck is going on?”

      He smiled. “Oh, yeah. He’s going to love you.”

      She frowned at him. “I can’t believe I thought you were hot.”

      Hindsight was all well and good. Had he really been attractive enough to wind up in this kind of mess over? Was any guy that hot? He turned around.

      “Follow me.”

      She moved after him, his gaze drifting. Oh, he’d been worth it. Or he would have been if they’d gotten anywhere before this turned into a nightmare. She couldn’t deny how good looking he was. If she’d gotten warnings about him, she’d have brushed them off. He was exactly her type. It wasn’t her fault he’d turned out to be some kind of freak.

      “Who the hell is this ‘he’ you mentioned?”

      “You’ll find out.”

      Shit. She couldn’t seem to make herself run away. He’d asked her to follow him and she couldn’t stop herself. “What are you?”

      He stopped at a closed door and turned to her. “Just call me Cupid.”

      She snorted and her stomach grumbled. “Don’t I get any last requests?”

      He pushed the door open and she gazed inside. The lighting was dim, but it looked like a nice hotel room. “Go in.”

      Her feet moved at his order. He closed the door when she was inside the room. She heard it lock, and her panic flared. Running to the door, she fumbled with the handle. It turned, but she couldn’t pull it. It was locked. She was trapped.

      Turning as her heart-rate accelerated, she scanned the room and gasped at the figure on the bed. He was pale and muscular. Exactly how she would picture a vampire, though probably wearing less clothes. His face was planted in the pillow, jet black hair contrasting starkly against his skin. She watched him closely, but he wasn’t moving.

      Holding her breath, she approached the bed. Her hand reached out to touch his back. It was icy cold. She shivered as she moved back, folding her arms. Her gaze refused to leave the half-naked mystery man on the bed. He was something she’d only just found out existed, something she wanted to know more about, but he was also dangerous, someone who could want to hurt her. She knew nothing about him. Forcing her stare away from him, she glanced around the room looking for an alternate escape route. There had to be a way.

      No windows, she realized, rolling her eyes. Of course. Why would there be? Vampires were hardly the sun-worshipping type.

      She spotted another door and rushed to it, glancing back to the bed only once. He hadn’t moved. She hoped he never woke up. At least not until she found some kind of weapon.

      The bathroom was nothing unusual. She did a quick check through the medicine cabinet, finding painkillers alongside packets of toothpaste and brushes in their wrappers. A fit of the giggles hit her after she popped a couple of ibuprofen. She supposed vampires needed to brush their teeth as much as the next person, but the thought of it made her laugh a little too loudly. Her hand clamped over her mouth and her gaze drifted to the door. She hadn’t found a weapon yet. Waking the vampire would be a bad idea before she did.

      She rushed to the door and breathed a quiet sigh of relief as she confirmed he still hadn’t moved. Maybe he’s dead? She slapped her palm against her forehead. Getting drunk really didn’t help with her blonde moments. Of course, he’s dead, dummy; he’s a freaking vampire!

      Her gaze drifted across the room. There were no obvious weapons just lying around, not that she really expected there to be. She’d do anything for a nice fireplace poker right about now, but there didn’t seem to be anything like that in the room. Sighing softly, she stepped quickly over to the wardrobe. Her only chance might be finding the right kind of clothes hanger…

      A muffled groan made her stiffen as she opened the door. Glancing back, she reassured herself he was still asleep before she reached in and yanked out a hanger.

      “Damn it!” She looked at the shitty plastic thing in her hand and tossed it to the carpet. The wardrobe was full of the same damned hangers, some of them holding clothes no doubt belonging to the vampire. The suit she found had a fine layer of dust on it. Clearly, he didn’t get out much.

      She contained an irritable noise of disgust and headed back into the bathroom. Worst came to worst, she could lock herself in there until she could think of a way to turn one of the spare toothbrushes into a shiv.

      As she closed the door, she realized that plan wasn’t going to work either. There wasn’t a lock. She cursed under her breath, felt her bladder moan at her and decided at least she was in the right room for one thing.
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      Theo walked the same street he always found himself on when he slept. He glanced up at the moon as he waited, wondering if it was true that the crazies came out whenever it was full. He’d come down this same path every night for weeks, leaving the car in the parking area at the bottom of the hill. At nine, Leah’s class would end and the handful of dance students would exit the old school building, chatting and giggling together and meeting their parents in the car park. He walked past the teenagers, their usual exuberance making him smile. There goes Leah’s boyfriend. Wonder when he’s gonna propose. He caught snippets of their conversations. At least once every couple of weeks he heard something about himself. It usually made him laugh. Tonight he was too preoccupied to do much more than crack a smile.

      Leah’s brother had found something out. Something that Theo couldn’t help worrying about. Mo wasn’t usually prone to exaggeration, but he wasn’t a shit-stirrer either. That didn’t make every word that fell out of his mouth the god’s honest truth. It just meant Theo had to be careful. He had to find out what the truth really was.

      Leah wasn’t a good liar. It didn’t mean she couldn’t hide something this big from him if he never directly questioned her about it. It didn’t mean she wasn’t capable of hurting him. He paused outside the door to the building. The kids were gone from sight, down the hill into the car park.

      The air was crisp, just cold enough to make him put his hands into his pockets.

      His guts twisted up as he tried to imagine asking that awful question. He’d know if she tried to lie in her answer. He’d know the second he asked. His whole world was about to change. He couldn’t shake the feeling of that. The lying he’d done to himself on the way over, the insistence in his head that everything was going to be okay, all of that had just been trickery to get himself to come here and do what had to be done.

      There was no use waiting another second. He walked into the building. The hallway was well lit, only the rooms with their dark windows in the upper quarter showed that most of the building was empty tonight.

      He followed the corridor down to the dance hall, listening out as he walked. Was it here? Had she met him here? Was he one of the parents? Or the guy who locked up the building when she was done? Thinking of that was going to drive him insane. He had to stop wondering. It didn’t matter who he was. It only mattered if he existed.

      The door to the studio was open. He stepped inside and looked around. Leah wasn’t in the room, but the door to the changing room was open. He could hear something.

      He moved quickly toward the sound before he could stop to think about it.

      “Leah?” He called out her name as he stepped into the room.

      The sight of his girlfriend half-dressed and straddling someone froze him in place. To be told something and to see it were two very different things. Anger rushed through him, but he was too stunned to do anything.

      The man she was writhing on was kissing her neck. Her eyes were closed, and she was moaning and grasping at his shoulders.

      Finally, the shock loosened its grip and Theo left the room, afraid of what he might do if he stayed and confronted his cheating girlfriend and the sleaze she was screwing.

      The wall of muscle that knocked him to the ground as he got to the dance studio exit door knocked the breath from him. As soon as he managed to get it back and suck in some air, he winced at the pain in his chest.

      “What the hell?”

      “You owe the family,” the big guy told him, grabbing him by the ankle and dragging him across the floor.

      Theo didn’t know what the fuck was going on. His world was breaking apart, and he was about to take punishment for something he didn’t understand. Nothing made sense anymore.

      “What the fuck…” He kicked, but the guy had an iron grip on his ankle.

      “Wondering what’s going on?” He snorted. “I’ll bet you fucking do. Bet no-one ever told you what a fucking slut that little bitch of yours was.”

      Theo struggled to catch his breath as the guy dragged him along the ground. Twisting and struggling against him didn’t work.

      “Leah was given to my brother years ago. Then you came along and her family tried to renege on that arrangement. No-one screws the Blackburns out of what’s rightfully theirs.”

      He tried to wrap his head around what the guy was saying, but he didn’t understand any of it.

      “Wait, what do you want?” Theo asked, getting ready to fight back as the guy let go of his ankle. It throbbed, and Theo wondered if he’d broken it. The damn thing hurt enough for that to be true.

      He smiled as he crouched down and grabbed Theo’s hands in his right fist. “I want for you to really see what it means for a woman to be owned by us. What happens tonight is on you. All of it.”

      Theo kicked at the guy, but he couldn’t free his hands and any strikes he managed to land didn’t make any impact. He growled in frustration as he tried to get out from under the grasp of the bruiser. A gasp pulled from him as the guy’s eyes glowed amber, blindingly brightly. The sharpness of his teeth as he opened his mouth had to be an illusion from the light. The light that Theo couldn’t really explain. It couldn’t be coming from his eyes. It had to be someone behind the guy, shining a torch right at Theo.

      The pain of something cutting into his neck made him stiffen under the monstrous man. He was seriously in danger right now. He was going to die if he didn’t so something to stop it.

      He couldn’t move. The pain started to blur his vision. His body numbed as his eyes fought to stay open. This was what dying must feel like.

      It seemed like seconds between losing consciousness and regaining it. Theo found he could move; he wasn’t hurt or being pinned down any more. He touched his neck and looked at his hand. Nothing. He hadn’t been harmed. It all must have been a dream.

      Except he was still inside the dance studio, only now, he realized as he moved that he’d been chained to the ground. The hoop on the floor was meant for securing equipment for gymnastics classes. It was solid. He yanked at the chain, a feeling of dread falling over him as he raised his head and his gaze fell on Leah.

      She was standing in front of the man he’d seen her with, in the changing rooms. Her stare was empty, and she did nothing as the man’s hands gripped her neck.

      No! He was hurting her. Anger swelled inside, instinctive, and Theo’s mouth opened but his thoughts tangled and he couldn’t speak. He pulled at the chain, hauling himself closer. Leah made a strangled sound as the guy levelled his gaze at Theo. He was almost as imposing as the one who’d pinned him down before. It didn’t matter if he thought the guy was likely to smash his face inside out if he attempted to attack him. They were too far out of his reach to do anything.

      “Let her go, you goddamned piece of shit!” Theo’s thoughts sharpened and exited his mouth viciously. “Let go of her before I make you regret it. Fucking put her down, now!”

      The man’s eyes glimmered dazzlingly, stunning Theo as he remembered the other guy’s eyes doing the same. His stomach turned as his rage grew. Something was really wrong. This whole thing was messed up in the extreme.

      “Enjoy your first meal. You’re ours now.”

      The cracking sound before Leah’s body fell to the floor echoed through his head. Her blank gaze settled on him, her head slumped awkwardly.

      Theo’s rage had him pull at the chain again as the man who’d just murdered his girlfriend left the room. He screamed into the hall, the sounds reverberating around him in fury. This couldn’t be happening. He hadn’t just seen what he had.

      She was close now, enough to touch. He fell to his knees and reached out to stroke her hair. The warmth she exuded tricked him for a moment. She couldn’t be dead. There was no way.

      The deception was what broke him. He wept over her body in agony, inconsolable over her loss. She hadn’t cheated on him. She’d been hurt more than once by those creeps, and he was going to make sure they paid for what they’d done. They’d never get to hurt her again.

      He pulled her into his arms to hold her one last time. And that was when the whispering inside his head began.

      Feed from her. She’s all yours. Better be quick now. You won’t like the taste when she’s cold.

      The mocking, suggestive tone quickly changed into something more commanding, more solid. Theo shuddered as he lost control of his body. He watched himself pull Leah closer and yank her dark hair back from her throat. The way her skin glowed before him made panic spike inside, but he still couldn’t move. He was locked away inside himself, a helpless spectator.

      The feeling of biting into her flesh was horrifying, though the odd grumblings of his stomach were calmed at the coppery taste of her blood filling his mouth. He drank with a rush of conflicted emotions washing over him. He screamed inside his head, willing it all to stop.

      A presence inside his head started to laugh. He knew then that this was just the start of a nightmare that would never end.
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      The groans from the bedroom were becoming more frequent, which was really starting to freak Skye out. It couldn’t be too much longer before he was awake, and that was not going to be good news for her life expectancy. She was getting seriously pissed off at her inability to fashion a weapon to use against the vampire when he woke up. Trying to snap a toothbrush in half to end up with something sharp and pointed was just not working. The damn things were too flexible to break.

      “What the hell are these made of?” She tossed it into the sink and tried another from the same pack. Maybe the blue would snap easier than red. That could be a thing. She sighed as she gave it a try and realized she was being overly hopeful. Dropping it, she sat down, ready to admit defeat for the moment or at least not to obsess over it. She could worry once the damned vampire in the other room actually woke up. Maybe panic would be the mother of invention.

      Sitting on the edge of the bathtub and staring down at her blue painted toenails, she started to wonder where the hell her shoes and bag were. Not that wedges and a soft leather clutch would be much good to her right now, but they would be better than nothing. They might not do much to dissuade a hungry vampire, but there was a cereal bar in the clutch at least. Her stomach grumbled at her the instant she thought about food.

      “Stop thinking about it,” she mumbled, beginning to salivate at the thought of her usual hangover cure breakfast. Was there anything better than bacon on the entire planet? She didn’t think so. If anything was worth making it through this, a big breakfast overloaded with strips of crispy bacon was at the top of the list. She had to survive just to taste it again. Her resolve began hardening anew.

      Getting up, she went over to the mirror. Her makeup had held up well, but she wasn’t looking forward to the inevitable outbreak sleeping in it would provoke. Her gaze drifted over the reflective surface. The vampire could wake up any second. Did she really want to cause that to happen any sooner? She hesitated as she stared at her own reflection. Could she really afford not to have a weapon when he did?

      “Okay, then. Here goes nothing.” Her fingers curled into fists. She hesitated before grabbing the towel by the side of the sink and wrapping it around her right hand. Her determination only grew as she got ready to punch as hard as she could, her gaze going straight through her reflection. “Please break into nice sharp shards.”
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      The nightmare continued as Theo left Leah’s body on the floor. He didn’t want to leave her; he hadn’t wanted her to die, either, but it seemed he wasn’t getting any choices tonight. He had the key to the manacle around his ankle in his pocket, something the thing that had taken control of his body knew. He suspected it was the guy who’d attacked him, rendered him unconscious. It didn’t make a lot of sense at the time, but he’d since learned more than he ever wanted to know about vampires. His maker didn’t get another chance to take him over like that a second time. He promised himself that the second the guy let him have his body back and he’d managed to keep that promise, a hollow victory that meant little once the deed was done but necessary all the same.

      The scent of orchids and vanilla filled Theo’s senses as he left the building. He paused, wondering where the hell it was coming from. It wasn’t something he was used to smelling. It was off, out of place. He was imagining it. You didn’t just add things to a memory like this. He wished he could change things about that night, but it always played out exactly as it had happened when his brain decided to torture him about the past. There was never anything new. He stumbled as he walked, weariness sinking in. He was so damned hungry. This had to be it, this was the end. He fell to his knees as his tired body gave up under him. The night sky was dark above him, the pavement in partial shadow as he crashed to the ground. He could see the illuminated spot of cement under a street light, just out of reach as he stretched his arm out to touch the light. Darkness overcame him as the scent grew stronger around him. His eyelids fluttered closed.

      He didn’t expect to open them again, but apparently he wasn’t quite blood-starved enough to die just yet. He squinted at the pillow and realized he could still smell the sweet and exotic scents of orchids and vanilla. It was something in the room. Someone was in there with him.

      His vision glowed as he sat up slowly, the sound of a heart pounding wildly nearby making his hunger pangs sharpen. He couldn’t control the monster that lived under his skin. Not when he was this starved for the life-fluid he craved like an addict. The girl his sight settled on was standing close to the bed and brandishing something sharp at his neck, her arm shaking as her stare cut through him.

      “Don’t move another inch.” She sounded more confident than she appeared.

      He wondered if she’d be able to do what he hadn’t managed in a week of trying. “If you’re here to kill me, go ahead.”

      She winced as she used her other hand to keep the one holding the sliver of glass steady. “Don’t test me. I’ll cut your throat.”

      He swallowed as he held himself back from attacking her. His control was close to breaking. She was going to die if she didn’t move quickly.

      “Cut me now,” he told her. “Do it now. You only have one chance.”

      She moved, and he grabbed her wrist.

      “Shit!” She held onto the glass as he brought her sweet-smelling skin to his mouth.

      The scent drove him as crazy as the pounding of her heart. He couldn’t resist another second. He could think of nothing more than drinking from her. His fangs pierced her skin and the gasp she issued was soft, surprised. The shard fell to the sheets as he drank from her, his arm pulling her body close to the bed as he tasted her blood.

      “Wow. Is this supposed to feel so good?” she whispered, her legs brushing against his as she moved onto the bed beside him.

      He pulled back as soon as the blood-lust waned, sealing the wounds he’d opened in her arm with his fangs. The thirst wasn’t sated, but it was under control now. His human form came back as he let go of her wrist. For the first time, he got a look at the girl Brody had sent to him. She was attractive and young with golden blonde hair that brushed her shoulders and a slim figure shown off by the tight clothes she was wearing. Her blue eyes were unfocused as her hand stroked over his chest.

      “You’re so cold…”

      He frowned as he fought the instinct to pull her in close. She shouldn’t be there. He shouldn’t have fed from her. He reached for the phone by the side of the bed, the one he’d disconnected at the start of the week. He cursed, remembering this.

      “You need to leave,” he told her, getting up and wishing for a second that he wasn’t naked. He brushed the thought off as he reconnected the phone cable to the data point.

      “Do I?” She sounded dreamy. It was the effect of his bite. She’d been ready to kill him and now she’d do whatever he asked of her. The thought pissed him off. As it would her, as soon as she came to her senses.

      He picked the receiver back up and dialled reception. Whatever Brody thought he was doing with this stunt, he wasn’t happy about it.

      “Hi, Theo,” Stacy’s voice greeted him. “What’s up?”

      “I need to speak to Brody, and I need to speak to him right now.”

      “He’s out. And I thought you were on holiday?”

      “Someone needs to come and remove…” he started, looking at the now docile girl, giving him the eye from the bed. She was unzipping her vest top. He looked away, rubbing at his temples. “Never mind. Send up food. He sent me a visitor and she’s going to need human food.” He paused, before adding, “Send a couple of pints of blood, too.”

      He hung up and turned back to the girl. She was in her underwear now, and his willpower was barely strong enough to stop her from going any further. The sight of her in the lacy turquoise underwear was enough to send a shockwave of desire through his system. Being naked right now was a horrible idea.

      “Put your clothes back on,” he compelled her, his thoughts twisting crazily inside his head. Lust and hunger and irritation all fought for space. He couldn’t think straight. Why hadn’t he just asked Stacy to bring someone to set the girl free?

      That would solve his problem entirely. Feeding her and drinking more blood wouldn’t. He groaned as he walked to the closet and hauled on a pair of trousers. The girl made disapproving noises as he covered himself up.

      “Aw, not fair,” she said. “I thought vampires were supposed to be sexy? You shouldn’t be covering up.”

      He half wished he’d turn and see her with the shard of glass in her hand, that she’d kill him before anything else got the chance to happen. Anything else, Theo? What exactly are you thinking of? She might be attractive but she’s not here by choice. You can’t have her. I don’t want her. Okay then. Stop looking at her like you do.

      He watched her push the weapon she’d pointed at him to the floor. She was stretched out on his bed, dressed again, not that the skimpy clothes did much to hide her body. Her skirt was barely long enough to cover her underwear. He could imagine tapping a vein in her thigh. He knew how good she tasted now. He wanted more, and badly, but he’d already taken enough. She wouldn’t survive much more, and he didn’t want to hurt her any more than he already had. Shaking his head, he looked away. This had Brody’s heavy handprints all over it. If the guy was anyone else, he’d kill him for this.
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      Skye’s euphoria only grew once the smell of bacon and eggs wafted into the room. The big guy with the tray set it down on a table and she jumped up from the bed to go over. She breathed in deeply and sighed as she sat down and picked up a fork.

      “I think I must have died because this is heaven.” She proceeded to stuff her face with bacon, mushrooms, scrambled egg, and tomatoes.

      The glass of red liquid didn’t even register to her until her vampire companion picked it up and sank it in one long swallow. She couldn’t tear her eyes off him as he drank. His muscular body was like something from a movie. She’d never seen a guy this ripped in real life. Putting down her fork, she forgot all about the bacon.

      “Did you always look this good?” She realized the guy who’d brought breakfast in had left, and along with him any chance she might have had to escape. The thought seemed strange, alien. She didn’t care about leaving. Why would she? She’d just experienced the greatest high she’d ever felt with a creature she’d only just found out existed and who just happened to be hotter than the fires of hell.

      He put the glass down. “Finish your breakfast. It’ll go cold.”

      She picked her fork back up. “Have you always been a vampire?”

      He shook his head and moved away, lying down on the bed. “I’m going to sleep now. As soon as you’re feeling yourself, you can leave.”

      She raised an eyebrow at him. “Really don’t like talking about yourself, huh?”

      He ignored the comment, closing his eyes.

      Something was up with him. He wanted her gone. Nothing like those morning after regrets, eh? She rolled her eyes. Most guys gave the cold shoulder after sex. They hadn’t even gotten that far. She supposed drinking blood was probably a similar thing for vamps. He’d gotten what he wanted from her so now she was meant to leave.

      “By leave…” She thought about what the girl in the cell next to hers had said. A chill rushed over her. So far this wasn’t going so badly, but she did not want to have to go back to her cell. Nor did she want to end up dead at the hands of a vampire who was more vicious than this one. Her self-preservation instincts kicked back in. “What if I don’t want to?”

      “You will,” he muttered, not bothering to open his eyes.

      She ate. She was going to need her strength to work out the best way to survive this weird situation. The thrill of letting him bite her had gone to her head, but she wasn’t going to let it ruin her chances of making it out of this damned place alive. She tried to snap out of it, but she was still feeling the warm fuzzy afterglow of the bite after she was done eating. It made her decision to shower and brush her teeth feel less insane. She wanted to feel human and cleaning up would help. The vampire didn’t move from the bed, where he was apparently sleeping, as she announced her plans anyway and left the bathroom door open in case he decided to join her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      The sound of water running in the other room was oddly relaxing. Theo lay there, his eyes closed, stretching his enhanced senses out. Orchids and vanilla on the air, a perfume he’d thought the shower would wash away. Worse was the steady beat of her heart he zeroed in on past the cascade of water. His blood lust stirred at the delicate sound, but he was sated enough to ignore the temptation. For now.

      He supposed he should call reception again and get Stacy to unlock the door. The girl showering in his bathroom wouldn’t be quite so enamoured of him and his desires once the effects of the bite wore off. He reached for the phone and his hand rested on the receiver for a few seconds. He couldn’t quite force himself to do it. His thoughts darkened, twisting him away from doing what was right. Maybe if she stayed until she got back to normal she’d do him the honour of cutting what was left of his heart out and putting that sliver of glass through it.

      Had to be better than trying to starve himself to death. Quicker too.

      He opened his eyes when the water cut off. Footsteps and the creak of the door opening turned his attention towards her. The girl’s hair was wet but she was wearing her clothes when she came back into the room. Something else was different and it took him a few seconds to work out that her make-up was gone. Thick eyeliner was no longer framing her pretty blue eyes. In fact, her eyes seemed sleepier, he guessed because her eyelashes were as light as the golden-blonde hair on her head.

      “Does it always feel like this?” Her voice was soft, full of wonder.

      His hopes that the effect would have worn off by now were dashed, and his thirst sparked again. He swallowed and told himself he wasn’t hungry, even if his lips tingled at the mere thought of touching her skin again. “Like what?”

      “Like the whole world is just amazing, like everything is perfect.” She smiled dreamily and started towel drying her hair as she moved to the side of the bed.

      “That’ll pass,” he told her, feeling his lips twitch at the bright smile she gave him. “You should sleep until it does.”

      She perched down beside him as he moved to make room for her on that side. She continued to dry her hair as he tried not to let his gaze drift to her legs. Her skirt was too short and sitting down only made it shorter. Stirring things in him that had been denied for too long, she was incredibly alluring and coming very close to triggering his basic impulses. The one thing that held him back was knowing she was still under the influence. If only he could have restrained his hunger in the same way. Biting her had been a mistake, but it wasn’t one he could take back.

      He should have seen it coming, but how was he supposed to know he’d survive this long without blood? He hadn’t expected to, and more than that, he hadn’t known Brody would do this to him. And he knew that was why the girl was there, it was why his old friend had made himself scarce. He’d given this woman to Theo like she was some kind of present.

      “I’m not tired,” the girl said, dropping the towel and laying down facing him. “So what does that leave?”

      Her tenacity was mildly amusing. “You will sleep.” His gaze on hers, he watched her get comfortable, rubbing her head against his pillow.

      “I’m not…” She yawned loudly. “Tired.”

      “Say that again, with feeling this time,” he told her, earning himself a loosely thrown slap across the chest. She was fiery, that much was for sure. Had to be, to try to attack him when he first woke up. “What’s your name?” Did he really want to know?

      She smiled. “Skye Larson. What’s yours?”

      “Theo.” He didn’t bother with the surname. It belonged to his past. She’d closed her eyes already besides.

      “Theo,” she murmured. “I like it.”

      Another yawn and she was silent. He listened to her breathing, her heart thumping in her chest. He tried not to stare as her breast rose and fell. She’d zipped the vest top back up, but the neckline still plunged to her cleavage. The clothes she wore made it obvious where she’d been when Brody picked her up. The blue vest and black mini-skirt were in slinky materials he’d only ever seen women wear in clubs or on beaches. Skye. The name suited her. She was a breath of fresh air.

      He got up and wrapped the covers around her sleeping frame. She looked peaceful now, but he’d likely see the opposite when she awoke from her nap. The bite would be starting to wear off already. If he hadn’t sealed the wound her euphoria might have lasted even longer. Though some part of him was ravenous at the very thought of binding her to him like that, he knew it was too much to handle. She wasn’t his. He couldn’t try to claim her. He moved away, turning his back to the bed and the temptation lurking under his covers. The quicker she came to her senses, the better.
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      Skye’s recollection of the night before was hazy, muddled by the drinking and whatever the arsehole who’d picked her up had done to her. She’d been in the party mood. A shitty week at work was always best erased by a weekend blow-out. Every week at work was the same. It was a grind, something to be suffered through for the pay check. She supposed she should have thought more about what she was going to end up doing after she finished school, but if she was being honest, she still wasn’t sure what she really wanted to do with her life. Thinking about it was boring. So she just kept going along, getting through the working week and living for the weekends.

      Never knowing that one of those weekends would change everything for her, Skye adjusted to this and it just became her life, something she didn’t even think about.

      “Oh, come on; it’s just a nightclub,” Anna said, pulling on her arm as she started down the alley.

      Skye frowned. “It doesn’t look like a nightclub.”

      It looked like a good place to be stabbed, mugged or assaulted, though. She had a bad feeling even as they got to the back of the building and saw the queue of clubbers waiting to get in.

      “What is this place?” Skye asked, folding her arms against the breeze. Summers were unpredictable in White Oaks. It wasn’t enough to make her wear a jacket. Her outfit was perfect as it was. A jacket would only ruin the look.

      “A friend told me about it. It’s the place to be. Trust me.”

      “Okay then.” She rolled her eyes. Anna had a serious weakness for jumping on the latest trends, regardless of any sense of taste. If it was cool it had to be good. Skye didn’t prescribe to that way of thinking. She didn’t need to see something or go somewhere just because everyone was going nuts raving about how amazing it was. If she liked something, she didn’t care how trendy it was. Her wedges were out of style by at least a year, but they were the comfiest dancing shoes she owned so there was no way she was giving them up.

      Anna grabbed her arm as they got closer to the door. “It has to be good. Even the bouncers are hot,” she whispered in Skye’s ear.

      Skye looked the guy over. They were too far away to really see his face clearly but he was built, that was for sure. “Maybe,” she conceded. She’d reserve her judgment for when they got inside. The queue seemed to be mostly women, so she wasn’t convinced it was a club they’d be able to meet guys in. Not that pulling was the only reason to go out, but it had been a while and she was in the mood for some fun.

      The queue inched forward. Skye watched a couple of girls be turned away at the door. No ID, she supposed, though they didn’t look particularly young. They moved out of the alley, arguing heatedly but in voices too low to hear.

      She watched more people go inside, seeing there were stairs inside the building leading up a level. Paranoia set in as the queue got closer and closer to the door. She checked for her ID, making sure she had it, even though every inch they moved forward had her wishing they were just going to their usual club in town, The Basement. Mostly because it had a door that faced out onto a main street, and the thought of going inside didn’t make her weirdly nervous. She shivered, staring ahead as they waited for the group of women in front of them to get past the bouncer.

      The guy was pretty grim-faced, he didn’t seem like a smiler. He looked the group over and nodded them inside. No ID checks. They were next. Skye was sure her nerves were showing in her expression as the guy turned his serious eyes on them. She glanced at her friend.

      Anna smiled at the bouncer, her flirty side-smile and elevator glance combo, and he shook his head slowly.

      “Sorry, ladies, the club’s full.”

      Skye let out a sigh of relief. She grabbed Anna’s arm. “Okay, come on. The Basement awaits.”

      “But… but…” Anna glanced back at the queue behind them.

      Skye made a move and a warm hand landed on her shoulder. She turned to find a hands-down gorgeous guy with dark hair close behind her. He smiled at the bouncer.

      “They’re with me.” Three magic words, apparently.

      The bouncer stepped back. “Good to see you, Brody. Have a nice night.”

      Skye raised an eyebrow at him as he ushered them inside. “Um, what was that about?”

      “Sam’s just kind of pissy,” the guy told her. “He doesn’t get out much, which is pretty funny when you think about the job he does.”

      Anna giggled, her face flushing when Skye turned her stare on her friend.

      “Uh, yeah. Okay. Whatever,” Skye said, wondering who the guy was and what he wanted from them. Most people didn’t just do nice things for nothing. She wasn’t naïve enough to believe he’d gotten them in out of the kindness of his heart.

      “Well, I need to get going, but you ladies have fun,” Brody told them, walking away as they got into the main room. Skye watched him go, seeing him head into a staff door by the side of the bar.

      “He was sooo…” Anna started, and Skye could tell she was ready to full on gush over the guy.

      “Bar tenders are so full of themselves,” Skye cut her friend off. “Come on, I need a drink.”

      She headed to the bar. Her glass of wine had worn off on the walk over. She needed more alcohol to get rid of the shitty, monotonous working week she’d had. It had been a little worse than most. Her boss was a total pervert, and he’d implied she might lose her job if she didn’t go to the next weekend conference with him. She’d already heard the horror stories of the last girl who’d blindly agreed to that. Even if she hadn’t, she was too jaded to not be suspicious about why he’d picked a member of his admin team instead of one of his salesmen to attend a conference aimed at building customer client-bases. Not to mention how his stare always made her want to claw her skin off. She shuddered just thinking about it.

      The bar tender who approached was female. She realized she had no idea what she wanted when the girl asked her for her order.

      “Um… A cocktail. Something with rum in it.” She needed to get drunk, and fast. “Make it two.”

      Anna was already dancing a little beside her, enjoying the unfamiliar music. It didn’t seem like chart stuff, more kind of rocky. Skye didn’t care what the music was like, she could, and would, dance to anything once she’d washed the day away with enough alcohol to set the building on fire.

      The bar tender didn’t speak as she fixed their drinks. The green and pink end result almost looked too pretty to drink. Anna took a second to admire hers before she took a sip. Skye pulled the straw out, sank it quickly, and asked for another as she passed the girl money.

      “Someone’s got the thirst,” Anna said, eyebrows rising.

      Skye shrugged. “We were standing in that queue forever. I lost my buzz.”

      “Where did all the hot guys get to?” Anna’s roving gaze was drifting across the bar to the dance floor.

      Skye followed her friend’s gaze once she had another drink in her hand. She paced herself with this one. The drinks weren’t overpriced, but they didn’t seem to be super cheap either. Just another reason to miss their usual haunt. Student prices couldn’t be touched in any of the other clubs in town. She seriously needed to keep things cheap, especially since she wasn’t sure how serious her sleazy manager had been about the stability of her job if she wasn’t keen to ‘show her enthusiasm’ and ‘learn a thing or two’ from him. She was about to suggest leaving when she saw the guy who’d gotten them in at the other end of the bar. What was his name again? Brody, she remembered, smiling. His gaze caught hers, and she felt her stomach flip. She looked away quickly, telling herself she wasn’t the slightest bit attracted to him. The lie wouldn’t work for much longer, but she had to at least try. A few months without a man in her life was just about enough to make her fall into bed with the next one who gave her the right look.

      “There’s a table over there,” Anna said, pulling at her wrist.

      She moved with her friend, refusing to look back. She told herself they were out tonight to drink and dance. That was all. A new man didn’t need to be a part of that.

      They sat with their strange, sweet drinks and Skye still couldn’t shake the thought that the guy was watching her. She was being stupid. He was exactly the kind of guy who could get any girl he wanted. He wouldn’t waste time on one who wasn’t interested. She just had to make sure she didn’t give him any signals, mixed or otherwise.

      “This drink is amazing,” Anna said, her speech already slurring. She was a lightweight. Made for a cheap round.

      Skye wished she could say the same about herself. Binge drinking was the only way she could get drunk and tonight she seriously needed to get shitfaced. It was going to take at least eight glasses of the sugary-sweet concoction. It wasn’t light on booze, either. The measures were sizable; she’d watched the bartender pour them.

      “It’s okay,” Skye said, brushing her hair back from her face. The new style was taking time to get used to. Her hair had been long. Her ex had liked it that way. She’d cut it before she dumped him. He’d been sleeping with one of her so-called friends and she’d found out when she went home sick from work. She’d rushed out right then, before they could notice. The haircut had been done while she was still reeling from what she’d seen and heard, and doped up on antibiotics and painkillers for a throat infection. She hadn’t regretted it, not really, but she wasn’t used to the now shoulder-length version of her hair. Kicking her boyfriend out of her flat had been the hard part, and mostly because she could barely speak. Screaming at him to leave didn’t have quite the same effect when her voice was a weak little whisper.

      She stirred the drink with her straw. Men were idiots. They always did things they weren’t supposed to and then expected to be forgiven for it. She’d never been the forgiving type. Forgetting and moving on, that was her MO. There was no point getting stuck in the past. A few months were more than enough to make her forget. She gazed across the room and didn’t bother trying to lie to herself this time. Getting tangled up with another idiot soon was probably on the cards, and she wasn’t going to beat herself up about it.

      Within an hour, she was being asked to dance and being bought drinks by good looking guys she wasn’t sure she was interested in yet. She hadn’t forgotten about Brody, but she didn’t see him again until her blood-alcohol level was ‘hammered’.

      He smiled at her, his hand catching hers on the dance floor. “Let me buy you a drink.”

      She should have said no, but her resistance had thoroughly worn away. Following him to the bar, she waited to be asked what she wanted. He turned and passed her a drink that looked like a chocolate milkshake.

      She frowned at him. “Is this a joke?”

      “It’s a Mud Slide. Haven’s specialty. Try it.” He didn’t need to do much to sound convincing. His voice was like honey. His smile warming as if the sun was beating down on her skin.

      “Well, okay then,” she said, taking a sip. It was amazingly good, but this close to being passed-out drunk meant her sense of taste was not to be entirely relied upon. It went down easy as she drained the glass empty.

      He watched her in amusement. “Another?”

      She shrugged as she passed the glass back to him. “Depends.”

      “Depends?” His lips quirked at the corners. “On what?”

      She leaned in, and whispered in his ear, “On how soon you want to leave this place.”

      Saying it out loud only confirmed her own suspicions that she’d had more than enough to drink for one night. His slow smile made her wonder if this was it. If they were about to leave together she should find Anna and let her know. Or she could text her, if her phone even had any battery left.

      He turned to the bar, and she frowned. Talk about mixed signals. He placed another drink in her hand and she sipped at it, trying to figure out her next tactic. He didn’t seem shy, but her uninhibited brain had probably jumped a step or two. Dragging him home without giving him the chance to chat her up properly first was probably kind of slutty, and she wasn’t even sure if he was a one night stand kind of guy. Presumptuous much, Skye? She rolled her eyes as she drank. When she was done, she passed him the glass back and grabbed his hand. The surprised expression he gave her made her smile. She pulled him towards the dance floor and the music pounded through her. They moved together slowly and just when she was sure he was going to kiss her, something else happened.

      He said something before the room got brighter. “Theo’s going to love you.”

      She fought to keep hold of the memory, to see more, but it faded too quickly. Brody had never kissed her. He’d brought her here for another reason, and she was starting to wonder if that reason was as awful as she’d first assumed.

      The room was dark, her gaze still trying to adjust as she reached out across the bed. Theo wasn’t next to her. She sat up, suddenly wary. Why was it so dark? She bit at her lip, remembering a lamp near the bed and reaching out to try and switch it on. Her clumsy fingers fumbled with the bedside table, knocking over the phone in her haste. The noise made her wince.

      “The bulb blew,” Theo’s voice pierced the silence and made her draw in a sharp breath.

      “Shit!” She swore, trying to pull herself together. She needed to think. Her hangover had finally cleared. The haze had lifted and everything that had happened hit her full force. She’d been kidnapped. Whatever the reason, that was one truth she could cling to. As for the other…

      She swallowed as she tried to remember where the broken glass from the mirror had been dropped. She could feel little pains on her soles when she flexed her feet. The shards had gotten everywhere. She’d cut her feet up when she’d walked back through to shower while her head was still fuzzy.

      “You’re a vampire,” she said, feeling around the surface of the bedside table. There hadn’t been a weapon there before and one hadn’t magically appeared, no matter how hard she wished for it to. Her heart started to pound rapidly as she realized she was trapped in the dark with someone she’d been cherry picked to be given to if her memory was to be relied on.

      “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      She laughed. “You already bit me, so it’s too late to start lying about that.”

      “That wasn’t…” he stopped, and she could hear him curse lightly under his breath before he cleared his throat and tried again, “I don’t want to hurt you. I won’t. You just need to listen to me.”

      What kind of game was he playing? She pushed the covers off her legs and got ready to move. Her shitty week was not about to be capped off by being murdered.

      “Listening,” she said, her sight beginning to adjust to the dark.

      “I wanted to be left alone. I haven’t been feeding lately. It’s why I couldn’t control myself when you got close.”

      Her panic spiked. He sounded distressed and that made it a million times worse. Game or not, she was freaking out right now.

      “I want out.”

      “They won’t let you out.”

      She slid across the bed, feeling for the sliver of glass she’d threatened him with before he’d disarmed her.

      “Oh, yeah? Who’s they?” Like she gave a damn. But keeping him talking was better than the alternative. When the conversation ended, who knew how long she’d survive?

      He sighed, making her spine straighten. He was closer now. Why the hell was it so damned dark in here? She found the edge of the bed and wondered about swinging her legs over. If only imaginary monsters underneath were all she had to worry about. If only she’d known the creatures she’d feared as a child weren’t so far from the truth.

      “My friends. They mean well, but they don’t understand.”

      “Nice friends.” She laughed bitterly as she got up from the bed. The creak of the mattress made her wince.

      “It would be better if you stayed on the bed.”

      She froze in place. It sounded like he was right next to her. Her hand itched to reach out and touch that cold, hard body. Without a weapon, it would be foolish. She refrained, but she couldn’t quite convince herself to move away.

      “Why would it be better?”

      Another sigh. “You’re too much of a temptation.”

      She gasped as the glow of inhuman amber eyes lit his pale, angular face. He was right beside her, closer now as he moved to face her. He leaned in and inhaled at her shoulder.

      “I’ve been starved,” he told her. “And I already know how good you taste.”

      She shivered. His voice was so low and infused with need that her body started to react to him even as she told it to stop. “Well, back up because I’m not ready to die and I won’t let it happen like this.” She raised her hand as if to slap him but hooked her fingers and clawed harshly at his face with her nails instead.

      He didn’t blink. She didn’t even break his skin. He just kept right on staring at her.

      “I’m not going to kill you.”

      Hope filled her for a moment before it fled. Of course, he would say that. She already knew this was some kind of game. Staying sharp might be a problem, but she was damn well going to win.

      “Then what are you going to do?” She let a little bit of her anger out in her tone, unable to stay calm under the circumstances.

      “I’m going to put you back to sleep,” he said, his hand touching her face.

      Her instinct was to move into his touch, not to pull away. His cool fingers were gentle with her. His glowing gaze pulled her in.

      “I don’t want to go to sleep.” Her voice trembled at the thought of it. He had complete control over her. He’d forced her to sleep before. What else could he force her to do?

      He hesitated, the glow fading slightly. “You don’t?”

      She shook her head. “Can’t we do something else?”

      She did have one secret weapon. It wasn’t one she’d used before, but the moment it occurred to her she knew she’d be a fool not to. Disarming a man through sex was manipulative, but this was a vampire and she was severely limited in how much she could harm him. She seriously doubted she could match him for strength.

      Her hand moved over his arm and down his chest, heat sparking in her at the uncompromising contours of his body. He was built. If this was meeting a guy under any other circumstance…

      “You’re still under my thrall,” he murmured, catching her hand and placing it back against her own chest.

      She frowned as he withdrew. Her chance was flying away. She had to grab it.

      Taking a step forward, she moved swiftly to plant her lips on his. He stiffened under her touch. His cool skin felt tingly against her warmth. His lips parted quickly as her arms wound around his neck. His cold hands pulled her in close. He relaxed into her embrace quickly, she felt it happen as his tongue slipped into her mouth. Now was her chance. Options cycled slowly through her muddled brain as his touch cooled her skin and enflamed her body at the same time. It felt too good to consider ruining with an attempt to kill him. She so had to get her head straight. Now she knew why she’d never used sex as a weapon before.

      The growing bulge in his trousers rubbed against her stomach as his ravenous kiss stole her breath. This was how her night should have ended, not with abduction, but with a hot new guy she could spend hours in bed with. She knew she should thrust her knee into his crotch or pull away to bite a chunk out of his throat. She could make herself do neither. Desire swelled through her as she allowed herself to be pulled deeper into the embrace. Her hands began to wander, to explore his incredible body. A thrill shot through her as he did the same.

      She moved back slightly to catch her breath and his head dipped to her neck. She stiffened, unable to relax as his lips trailed kisses down over her collarbone to her shoulder.

      He noticed her tension and backed off, his eyes no longer glowing. She could see him well enough now without that illumination. Her eyes had adjusted to the darkness. He was attractive in a brooding kind of way, definitely sexy, even if he didn’t also have the body of a god.

      “Are you okay?”

      She nodded, not quite able to trust herself to speak. What she was doing right now was completely crazy, and she didn’t think she could justify it if she did too much thinking. What if this was all part of his plan? What if she was making it easier for him to kill her?

      The thoughts rushed through her head as his lips moved back to hers. The feeling killed her doubts. She wanted this. She needed to feel wanted again and he was making her feel that way, lie or not. It had been so long she didn’t care what this was. She’d worry about escaping later. He broke the kiss with a sigh.

      “We shouldn’t be doing this,” he said suddenly, not making any move to let her go. “You’re still under my thrall.”

      “Your thrall?”

      “The euphoria you went through since I bit you…”

      She shook her head, remembering that feeling after the bite. It was kind of foggy; she couldn’t remember much besides the intense feeling of euphoria. It made something click in her brain, finally. She’d been vulnerable after the bite. He hadn’t taken advantage of that. He’d put her to sleep because she’d come on to him.

      “I woke up without that.”

      He stared at her. “You mean you’re doing this because you want to?”

      “Don’t make it sound weird,” she told him off, feeling her skin warm and for once glad of the darkness around them. “Like you don’t know you’re attractive. Anyway, I was just trying to get your guard down at first.”

      His expression was hard to read in the dark, but he seemed to be brooding over something. She wondered what was going on inside his head, then she told herself off for caring. He wasn’t a potential boyfriend. He was dangerous and she’d damn well better remember that if she wanted to avoid taking a dirt nap anytime soon.

      What the hell was she doing? She backed up and he let her go. Crazy ideas usually weren’t good ones. Desperate times, she told herself, trying to forget the feeling of his body against hers. Taking a few deep breaths, she inched back towards the bed. “I think you’re right. I should stay over here.”

      He didn’t say another word. She climbed onto the bed and wondered why the hell he wasn’t doing whatever it was he was supposed to with her. Not that she was complaining about not being murdered. Sighing, she lay down and tried to get comfortable about the vampire lurking in the dark.
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      Theo fought the impulse to move towards her. The throbbing in his trousers wanted him to finish what Skye had started with her lips, but he knew he couldn’t. To claim her in any way would be wrong. She didn’t belong to him. She had a life, somewhere out there, and he wouldn’t be the one to take her from that. Her kiss had surprised him, and everything they’d done had awakened a desire in him that wouldn’t die.

      He had to get her out of his room.

      His enhanced vision let him navigate the unlit room swiftly. His hand gripped the receiver of the phone as his gaze drifted over the woman on his bed. Bad move. He turned away from her as he placed the call. He just had to hold it together for a few more minutes. Stacy could send someone to take Skye home.

      He cleared his throat and the bed creaked behind him.

      “Who are you?” Skye asked as he waited for the brothel’s receptionist to pick up his call. “I mean, I know you’re vampire now. But I’m guessing you weren’t born that way, were you?”

      Stacy still wasn’t answering his calls. He didn’t know what the hell to do. Hanging up, he moved away from the bed and forced himself to concentrate on Skye’s question. Talking could work. He hoped. He sat down in front of the wardrobes.

      “I wasn’t always a vampire.” Though he hardly wanted to talk about that, it did manage to cool down his libido. He breathed a quiet sigh of relief once those urges took a hike. He was tired, worn out from the damage he’d inflicted on his body starving himself.

      “So what happened?”

      “I was turned by someone who wanted to torture me.”

      The mattress creaked and he glanced over to see her sit up, leaning against the headboard.

      “You were?” She sounded anxious. “Did they bring you here?”

      He laughed. “No. This isn’t a prison.”

      “Could have fooled me,” she said.

      “This place saved me.”

      “Hmm,” she murmured. “A likely story.”

      “It’s true. Brody saved me, to be more precise. He found me and he helped stop the men who turned me. I couldn’t do that alone. Much as I wanted to. My maker could control me. I couldn’t fight him.” His blood boiled just thinking about it.

      She was quiet for a minute before she spoke. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s ancient history.” He wished it felt that far in the past. A few years of struggling by hadn’t helped to dull the pain. Making a good friend and learning to feed without killing had kept him going, operating on the most basic levels while he waited for something to happen to make everything better again. He’d gotten past waiting. Too bad Brody hadn’t let him waste away.

      “Like last century kind of history or it hasn’t been long enough?”

      He had to smile. “The second one.”

      “This has been one seriously weird day.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      The phone started to ring. He got up quickly and moved towards it.

      She reached for the receiver and caught it before he could. Her gaze locked with his as he stared down at her.

      “Hello?”

      “I need to speak to Theo.” Stacy sounded tense.

      Skye didn’t give up the phone. “I want out of here.”

      “Theo, please, now.”

      He didn’t make a move to take the phone from her. She frowned before she handed it over.

      “Tell her to let me out of here. And I do mean this whole entire place, not just your room.”

      Theo smiled tightly. “Stacy, you need to…”

      “Theo, you need to listen. Brody’s father just arrived and he’s on the rampage. As far as he’s concerned you’re not here. You both need to sit tight. Don’t make a lot of noise and don’t put the lights on, whatever you do.”

      “The bulb in the lamp blew earlier.” He glanced towards the bathroom. “I’ll turn off the bathroom light. Anything else?”

      “Hang tight. We can’t get you anything while he’s here. Sorry.” She hung up and he looked at Skye.

      “What was that about?”

      “That was very bad news.”
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      Brody’s father was notoriously violent about his son’s shortcomings. It was one of the first things Theo learned when he came to work for the guy. Brody tried to keep things fair for everyone involved. His father didn’t give a shit about what was fair. He had his eyes on the bottom line, and Brody had to jump through his hoops to avoid punishment suffered through the death of his friends. Theo knew that. He was at risk.

      The irony made him smile. If it wasn’t for Skye’s safety, he’d welcome death at the hands of his friend’s arsehole father. Brody had picked a terrible time to pull this stunt with the girl. Collateral damage didn’t bother his father at all, so Theo was going to have to find a way to keep Skye safe from his murderous sight.

      “This is going to sound pretty fucked up,” he started, hands on his hips as he tried to figure out how to deal with the problem. He didn’t even know where to begin explaining this, and there wasn’t much time to do that, besides.

      “I heard the phone call. What did she mean?”

      He considered it long and hard before he leaned down and pulled her into his arms. “She meant we need to hide from someone who might kill us for just the hell of it.”

      Her gasp against his chest tickled his skin. She put her arms around his neck as he turned and started to move. He shifted her weight in his hands as he reached into the bathroom to turn out the light. The glittering shards of glass on the ground looked sharp. He was glad now that she hadn’t managed to kill him. Who knew what that might have meant for her?

      “Where are we going, exactly?” She was whispering, a hint of fear in her tone.

      He moved to the wardrobe and kept his voice low as he spoke, “We need to hide, and we need to keep quiet.”

      He slid open the wardrobe door and laid her inside. She got into a sitting position and put her back against the wall as he got in beside her and closed the door. It was a roomy, though not quite a walk-in, but it still felt wrong to be sitting inside.

      “How quiet?” she whispered into his ear.

      He turned to face her, keeping his voice low, “We need to not speak at all.”

      She raised her eyebrows, and he could see the apprehension in her expressive face as she slumped back against the wall.

      He shrugged at her by way of apology, worry beginning to nag at him as he stretched out his enhanced hearing. He closed his eyes, ignoring the pain as his stomach cramped. Starving himself had seemed like such a good idea at the time, but he was really beginning to regret it now, if only for the inconvenient side effects. His concentration was too split to really allow him to hear anything beyond the beating of Skye’s heart and the increasingly shaky sounds of her breathing.

      He opened his eyes as she leaned into him, whispering into his ear. “Can’t you fight him?”

      He wished it were that simple. He could tell by the look in her eyes when she pulled back that she was confused underneath the apprehension. She’d never met a vampire before, so he doubted she’d ever met a witch either. The relationship between the two was a double-edged blade. Witches had created the first vampires, binding human body and soul to a demonic soul looking for a way to walk the earth. Witches were the original makers of vampires and retained complete control over the vampires they created. Though vampires could become makers too, it didn’t happen as often because of the risks involved.

      He leaned in and whispered, “He uses magic. I can’t fight that.”

      Her eyes widened. She opened her mouth and closed it again. Shaking her head, she leaned back against the wall.

      He wished there was something more he could do to keep her safe, something other than hiding like a coward, but the truth was there was nothing. If Brody’s father decided to kill him, a simple word spoken would be enough to end his life, doubtlessly engulfed in flame as he seemed so fond of doing to the vampires his son became attached to. He smiled wryly just thinking about it. Brody had saved him, but he might also become his death. If it wasn’t for Skye, he could live with that thought.

      He glanced at her, her eyes closed as her lips moved soundlessly. She was counting silently, it seemed. Her breath was shaky on every exhale to begin with but normalized as her lips kept moving her count into high double digits. He promised himself he’d find a way to get her out. He knew Brody would do what he could to stop his father. He just needed to have faith in that. As soon as this threat had passed, he’d get Skye out of the brothel. After that…

      He shook his head. After didn’t matter. All that mattered was getting her out of harm’s way.
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      Skye started counting the seconds, trying to calm her quickening heart. That she was hiding in a wardrobe with a vampire, in a terrifying game of hide and seek that might end with her death, she couldn’t quite believe. It was too crazy. Every time she thought she had the monster of the day figured out, the rug was yanked out from under her. Apparently, the guy who’d brought her here wasn’t a bad guy. She was going to take that with a pinch of salt. Then there was the vampire she was locked in the room with, who hadn’t tried to hurt her at all and actually seemed to want to protect her. Unless this was all some kind of mind game. She groaned inwardly at the thought of that. She was already attracted to Theo and starting to think of him as a good guy, but going by her past choices she could hardly trust her own judgment.

      She opened her eyes when she got to one thousand seconds. The distraction tactic was just not working anymore. She told herself there was air and she wasn’t really trapped, but she was beginning to squirm about it. How long would they have to hide like this? She seriously needed another distraction. She turned her head to look at the vampire. He seemed tense, every muscle straining as his crouched position gave away the fact that he was ready and waiting for an attack. Her worry grew as she took in his furrowed brow and clenched jaw. He was freaked the hell out.

      The built-like-a-tank vampire was scared. This didn’t bode well for her plan to live through this weekend from hell. There had to be a way out of this. Then something hit her, hard enough to make her gasp in a breath. The guy who’d brought her here had used magic, that was what the blinding light had been, the last thing she remembered about that night. If he was Theo’s friend, truly, then surely he could use his magic to get her out of here?

      Theo’s gaze was on hers now, his frown deepening. She leaned in to whisper in his ear and stopped short just as her hand landed on his shoulder. The piercing sound of the phone cut through the silence. Terror gripped her. Why the hell was the phone ringing?

      She stared at him as he rose to his feet. It rang and rang. She could barely stand it. Rising to her own feet, she was careful not to jostle the clothes hanging around them. He held his arm out as she moved forward, her hand reaching out for the door. She looked at him and he shook his head. The ringing was ceaseless. Her stomach churned as a million thoughts rushed through her mind.

      He opened the door slowly and left the wardrobe, closing the door on her. Her heart hammered in her chest as she stood alone in the darkness, waiting. The shrill noise stopped and she held her breath, one hand clamping over her mouth. The tense few seconds before Theo spoke made her feel sick. She didn’t like this. Not knowing what was going on, freaking out that she might be fated to die today. She moved a little closer to the door to listen in to his conversation. He’d shut the door to protect her or he’d shut it to keep her out of the loop. She couldn’t decide which was more believable. But she was damn well going to find out.
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      The damn ringing phone had Theo second guessing himself. At first, he’d assumed the obvious, that the threat was gone and Stacy was calling to let him know. Then suspicions had formed. Would Brody’s father do it to drive him out? The monitor in the reception area would be black from the room being in complete darkness. Maybe that wasn’t enough for him to believe the room was empty. He was certainly sneaky enough to do something beyond just coming into the room and checking it himself. He let the ringing stop and counted to ten before he picked up the receiver and dialled reception. He almost hung up immediately, certain that Brody’s father would answer. He hesitated and decided not to cut the call. If Mr. McIntosh answered, he’d ask to be released from the room to go meet the guy. That would leave Skye out of it. He’d never have to know about her.

      “Theo,” Stacy’s voice was low. “He’s gone.”

      “He’s gone? Already?” Suspicions formed. He wasn’t a quick visit kind of guy.

      “He’s coming back. The place is on lock-down for the night. He checked the register and there were no hourly clients tonight. So, we’re all stuck here until morning. He’s coming back for a thorough inspection then.”

      “Translation, we’re screwed.” He swallowed. All it gave them was time. “Where’s Brody?”

      “That would problem number two. Liv and Brody were forced to leave. I’m freaking out up here, I’ll be honest. I’m scared.”

      “You don’t get to leave after your shift?”

      “It’s a lock-down so that would be a no.” He could practically see her shuddering.

      “What’s the point of this?”

      “We don’t know. At least, Brody didn’t seem to. Liv didn’t seem to care, not that she ever does. I don’t know what to do. I don’t know what this is about. He did something to the external phone lines, and there’s a signal blocker in place so I can’t even call Brody.”

      “Unlock the door to my room. I’m coming up there.”

      “You are?” He wasn’t sure if he could hear relief or panic in her tone, it seemed like a combination of the two.

      “I’m bringing the girl Brody brought to my room.”

      “Okay. Okay, I’m going to have to send someone to unlock it. The automated system is down. I don’t know why.”

      “That’s probably a good thing,” he said, wondering how much worse it would be if she let all the vampires out at once. There’d be pandemonium if they knew what was going on. Being at the mercy of a witch was enough to strike terror into any vampire’s heart. Knowing they were sitting targets for a witch with a vendetta would create complete chaos.

      “Okay. Shayne’s on his way.”

      “Good. I’ll be waiting.” He hung up as the wardrobe door opened quietly. He turned as Skye stepped out of the wardrobe. “Do you want the good news or the bad news?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Skye stepped out into the well-lit hallway and squinted. Being in near complete darkness for so long had messed with her. Theo steadied her as followed her out of the room. The guy who’d unlocked the door was well over six-foot-tall and bigger than any guy she’d ever seen in real life, in a bulging mass of muscles kind of way. Theo was movie star hot with a body that looked like he hit the gym three times a day. This guy was terrifying. He looked like he could snap a person in half with his little finger. She kept a few steps back as he walked them along the corridor.

      She’d overhead that the man who might kill them was gone, but that he was coming back, and worse, he’d locked the whole place down. There was no escape. But there was time to figure out some way out of this, for them both. She glanced at Theo. He put on a smile for her benefit when she caught his eye. He seemed even more handsome in the normal lighting. He wasn’t quite six-foot-tall, but he was more than a few inches taller than her five foot, six inch frame.

      “So why is this happening, exactly?” She felt she had to ask.

      Theo was the one to answer. “We don’t know. Mr. McIntosh is unpredictable. He does these things for a reason, but we rarely seem to find out what that reason is before it’s too late.”

      Ominous. She shivered as she followed the body-builder up a carpeted set of stairs.

      “I want my shoes back, and my bag.” She half wished she had a jacket to add to that list of demands too now. It seemed a little bit nippy outside of the room.

      “You look cold,” Theo said.

      “I might be,” she said, shrugging.

      He stopped walking. “I’ll be right back.”

      She watched him run back down the hall. The body-builder turned and she shrugged at him, kind of wishing Theo hadn’t left her alone with the guy. He glanced down the hallway, shaking his head.

      “The reception is just through these doors.” He headed up the rest of the stairs.

      She looked back before she followed him, slowly.

      He held the door open for her, and she breathed a sigh of relief when she saw the plush looking reception area and the ordinary looking girl with poker straight dark brown hair standing behind the front desk.

      “Please, tell me you’re human,” she asked her.

      The girl smiled. “Got it in one.” Her gaze drifted to the huge vampire and Skye caught a strange mix of fear and adoration in her eyes before she got her focus back.

      “So what are you doing here?” Skye had to wonder.

      “I kind of work here,” she said, holding her hand out as Skye approached the desk. “Stacy.”

      “Nice to meet you. I’m Skye.”

      She nodded. “I heard. This is Shayne.” She nodded to the body-builder vampire.

      “I assume you want these back?” She passed the bag and Skye’s trusty wedges over.

      “Yes! Oh, thank you. I’m so glad I have these back.” She felt one step closer to getting out of the insane situation as she slipped her feet into her comfiest shoes.

      Theo’s return surprised her because not only had he covered up with a shirt, he had a leather jacket in his hand that was apparently for her.

      She let him put it over her shoulders. The lining was cool against her skin, but she knew it would warm her up in no time as she slipped her arms into the sleeves. It had an inner pocket that was just big enough to squeeze her little clutch purse in to so she didn’t have to carry it.

      “Thanks,” she told him.

      He nodded slightly before he turned to Stacy and Shayne.

      “We need a plan.”

      Stacy jerked back as the scary-big vampire moved behind the desk. The hurt in his eyes didn’t linger long, but it was visible enough to notice. Skye glanced at Stacy, but the girl was too busy averting her gaze and fidgeting next to the vampire. She was stuck where she was between the vampire and the desk, close enough to touch, and apparently it was freaking her the hell out.

      Skye found herself smiling. How could a girl who worked in a place full of vampires be afraid of them? There was something about this one, too, some weird energy between them that she was guessing came from an attraction that might be one-sided. Or not. She’d have to watch the guy more closely to figure that out.

      He cleared his throat and looked up. “There’s an emergency exit out through the basement level, but we’re not sure if it might be a trap.”

      “Does he know about it?” Theo asked, rolling up the sleeves of his shirt.

      “Brody created it, so he shouldn’t.” He shook his head. “We can’t know for sure. He always seems to be a step ahead in these situations.”

      “Marina,” Stacy breathed, glancing at the vampire briefly before dropping her gaze.

      Shayne nodded. “That would be a prime example. It may even be the reason for the lock-down.”

      “Um, can someone clue me in to what’s going on, exactly?” Skye asked, wishing she didn’t feel so out of the loop.

      “Marina would be one of the vampires Brody is close with,” Theo told her.

      “You could say she’s the one he’s closest to,” Stacy added.

      “So, he found out about her or something?” Skye tried to understand what was going on.

      Theo nodded. “It would make sense.” He turned to Stacy. “Still, if there’s a way to get Skye out of here before he comes back, I want to know about it.”

      “There’s always blood magic if anyone around here knows how to use it,” Stacy said, shrugging her shoulders.

      The body-builder shook his head. “Brody, but we can’t reach him.”

      “What’s the worst this guy could do?” Skye had to wonder. The atmosphere in the room was tense, and she was getting more and more nervous the longer they talked. “Would he burn this place down?”

      They all shook their heads. Theo turned to her. “It’s a family business. Brody runs this place since his dad retired, but Mr. McIntosh likes to make sure he’s running it a certain way.”

      Stacy folded her arms. “The last time he was here he killed Marina.”

      Skye blinked. “But I thought you said…”

      “Brody was able to bring her back, in a different body,” Theo cut in. “It’s kind of complicated.”

      “Okay,” Skye said. “So he killed her the last time and his son brought her back. Yeah, it kind of seems like that might be why he’s pissed or whatever.”

      “We can’t know that for sure,” Shayne said. “There’s a chance he wants to take Theo out, too.”

      “Why?” Skye had to ask. The insanity of the situation just felt like it was multiplying endlessly now. She wasn’t sure how much more she could take in without getting hysterical.

      “He saved Theo from a bad situation. If his father knows anything about that he’ll know how much it would hurt his son to kill Theo.” Shayne looked as grim as he sounded.

      “And he’s all about hurting Brody,” Stacy added, muttering “Arsehole” under her breath.

      Skye took a few deep breaths. She needed to stay calm.

      “So there’s an exit,” Theo said. “Where is it, exactly?”

      “I can take you part of the way there.” Shayne came out from behind the desk with a key.

      “Part of the way?” That sounded ominous. Skye felt her stomach begin to churn. What if it was a trap? She thought about hiding in the wardrobe again and groaned. She really didn’t want to do that. But… “Isn’t it riskier than staying here and hiding out?”

      Theo looked torn. That really didn’t help with the nervous butterflies in her stomach. He turned his gaze on Stacy. “What about Marina?”

      She shook her head. “She’s standing her ground. She said he can set her on fire again if he wants to. She’s getting bored of her new body, anyway.”

      “We think you’re the only ones who might be targeted.” She shrugged her shoulders.

      Shayne sighed. “Not exactly.”

      She frowned at him. “You know what I mean.”

      The hard look she gave him seemed odd considering how jumpy she’d gotten when the vampire she seemed to have a crush on came anywhere close to touching her.

      He shook his head. “Call Mark to wait with you until I’m back.”

      The penny dropped as a Stacy picked up the phone. Skye realized the girl might be at risk, too. She opened her mouth to ask why she wasn’t coming with them when Theo took her hand and captured her attention, whispering in her ear, “Don’t worry. He won’t let anything happen to her.”

      She watched him and knew he was right. All she had to worry about was getting the hell out of this place. As soon as the other vampire showed up to watch over Stacy, they were on their way.
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      Theo didn’t let go of Skye’s hand as they walked. He sort of knew where the exit was, at least, he knew where the underground bar was that contained the hidden exit. He just wasn’t sure where exactly the damn door was. Brody had mentioned it to him before but told him only one person knew where it was, and that was for the best. Apparently, Shayne was the one with the secret, which he wasn’t surprised about considering the vampire was Brody’s right hand man.

      “What does his father think of you, Shayne?” He had to know. It seemed like Shayne was as much at risk as them.

      “He likes me,” Shayne said with a wry smile as he glanced back. “So, don’t worry. He won’t be setting me on fire anytime soon.”

      “What about Stacy?” He knew the guy wasn’t as likely to kill a human, but he also knew Shayne was worried about it. The tension in reception when Stacy had shut him down was enough to tell him that.

      “She refuses to lock herself into one of the empty rooms for the night. She won’t leave her post at the front desk,” Shayne said, shaking his head. “Said it would look too suspicious.” He was clearly infuriated as he muttered under his breath about the foolhardy woman.

      “She has guts,” Skye murmured before she smiled at Theo and raised her voice, “and she has a serious crush on this guy right here.”

      Shayne stopped walking and turned, frowning at Theo. Skye giggled. She covered her mouth with her free hand.

      “She meant you, idiot,” Theo said.

      The guy’s expression didn’t change, but he got back to walking.

      Theo shook his head at her. She just shrugged as they followed Shayne.

      The darkness up ahead was expected, but he felt Skye shudder as they approached. He let go of her hand. “I’ll get the light.”

      He dashed past Shayne, down the set of stairs and hit the switch at the bottom, making sure to keep his hand on it. There were spirits in this passageway. They didn’t like the light. He could feel their presences swirling when it was dark, less so when the light was on. Something was touching his hand, making it much colder. He knew the second he moved it off the switch the light would go back off.

      He looked up as Shayne and Skye walked down the stairs. Skye folded her arms.

      “This place is spooky.” She quickened her step to get to his side faster.

      He smiled. “You should go on ahead. This switch is slippery. The lights won’t stay on once I let go.”

      Shayne was already walking past. Skye hesitated before she followed him, looking back and making his stomach twist up inside. It cramped again and knew he’d have to get more blood soon. The bar was a good place to be for that. He’d just need to be careful. Too much could make him sick. Little and often was what it would take to get back to normal.

      He let go of the switch once Shayne and Skye rounded the corner. Darkness engulfed him. Did he really want to get back to normal? The question seemed to stump him. Presences whirled through the pitch-black hall as he turned the thought over in his mind. He felt the spirits tug at his limbs. He moved through the dark place and stood watching Shayne and Skye enter the cavern-like bar with its well-lit pool hall and sitting areas. His mind seemed to mist over. He wasn’t so sure what he wanted anymore. He brushed the thought aside before it could clarify. The important thing right now was getting Skye out of the brothel. She couldn’t be here when Brody’s vengeful father came back.

      He stepped out of the darkness and into the bar. It wasn’t busy tonight, which was just as well considering what was going on. Besides the three of them, Marina and Abby were lounging on a purple sofa near the back of the room. The brothel’s only female vampires had the night off, it seemed. They were talking quietly and drinking blood out of wine glasses.

      He went behind the bar to get himself something. He didn’t need to decide now if he was done starving himself, he just needed to make sure he wasn’t hungry when he was leading Skye the rest of the way out.

      “The passageway will bring you out inside the ground floor of Haven.” Shayne passed Theo a slip of paper and a set of keys. “These are the keys to get to the main floor and out that door.”

      Theo now understood why Shayne wasn’t coming with them. It would take longer than he could stand to leave Stacy alone with Mark. He walked back into the darkness before Theo could say a word.

      “What’s the slip of paper?” Skye asked as Abby got up from her seat and walked towards them.

      He glanced at it and slipped it into his pocket. “It’s instructions on how to unlock the passageway when we get to the location. We need to get there alone to leave.”

      “Beautiful,” Abby said, smiling in the dreamy way she always did as she touched Skye’s hair.

      Skye jumped slightly, and he could see from the fright in her eyes that she hadn’t noticed the semi-naked brunette vampire sneak up on them.

      Marina made her way over with her glass in her hand as Theo gave Abby a warning glance.

      “She’s not here for you.”

      Abby dropped her hand and tittered at him. She never looked entirely present, and today was no exception. Her lack of clothes seemed to back up her state of mind; she was wearing hot pink underwear that was entirely transparent, and nothing else.

      “Someone’s possessive,” her comment was softly spoken, and the lilting quality to her voice made her sound drunk.

      “Don’t mind her,” Marina said in her usual wry tone, smiling nicely at him. “She just misses the old me.”

      Abby moved close and wrapped her arms around Marina’s slender waist. Her new body was young; she almost looked like a teenager again, and her hair was dark and cut in a bobbed style that reminded him of the girl who ran the brothel alongside Brody. Marina used to be blonde, and apparently Abby had preferred that.

      “This new body isn’t you,” Abby complained, putting her head on Marina’s shoulder. “It’s Brody’s. I never should have let him choose.”

      Marina rolled her eyes. “Oh shush. I wouldn’t even be back here if it wasn’t for Brody.”

      Abby’s gaze slid to Skye, longingly. “She’d be perfect.”

      Theo frowned at her. “She’s not here for that.”

      He turned to Skye. “I just need to drink this and we’re leaving.” He uncapped the bottle.

      “You know what? I could really use a drink,” Skye said, going behind the bar and looking around.

      “So, I’m hearing the angel of death is near,” Marina said, sipping from her wine glass and staining her lips scarlet.

      “Aye,” he said, taking a gulp of his bottle. Blood wasn’t half as good cold, but he barely tasted it as it went down. Calming his thirst was all he cared about right now.

      “I don’t think he’s after me this time,” she went on. “I’m sure he’ll be curious to find out what happened as soon as he locked this place down though. Have a nice night, Theo.”

      She put her empty glass down and broke away from Abby to leave the bar, allowing her hand to be taken when Abby skipped to catch her up.

      Theo tried to ignore the paranoia her words had implanted in his head. There were no cameras down here. Still, he knew he’d have to be on his guard. He turned back to Skye and caught her staring into the darkness, a frown creasing her features.

      She sighed before she turned to him. “That kind of gave me the creeps.”

      “Should you really be drinking right now?” He watched her pour a whiskey glass half-full of rum before she went to pull a mixer out of the fridge.

      “I’m thinking it’ll make this whole thing seem less disturbing, so, yes, I really should.”

      He nodded slightly, wondering how well she’d take it once they had to walk through the spectre-filled darkness to get to the passageway. Apparently, he’d only be able to find the door in the dark. The piece of paper told him which bricks he’d need to push to get the passageway to open. He was going to have to go with her, all the way. He sank the rest of the bottle and considered taking one for the trip. In the end, he didn’t do it. It wasn’t going to take longer than an hour.

      “Okay,” she said, taking a sip of the rum and Coke. “Do you think this could possibly be a trap? Like, even a little bit?”

      He considered what Marina had said. There was every chance Brody’s father would do something like that. Make it seem like he was doing one thing when really, he was planning another. He couldn’t be sure. But he didn’t want Skye to worry about that. They had one way out, and they had to take it. Anything else was too risky. She couldn’t be in the brothel when Brody’s father came back. He couldn’t stand the thought of being helpless if the man decided to hurt her. He couldn’t go through that again.

      He shook his head. “It’s our best chance to get you out of here.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “To get me out of here?”

      “You’re not safe here.”

      “That’s not what I was…” She sighed, taking another sip. “Forget it. Let’s get moving.”

      “You’ll need to take my hand and hold on tight.”

      She did as he said without question. When he took a step towards the darkness she froze.

      “Are you kidding?”

      He shook his head. “Unfortunately not.”

      She let go of his hand and dashed back to the bar to sink the rest of her abandoned drink.

      “Okay, let’s get the hell out of here.”
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      Skye walked into the dark hallway with Theo, grasping his hand tightly. There was something freaky about the atmosphere in the hall, something that made her take a deep breath before she stepped into it. It felt like an abyss. The strangely cool air that seemed to be still one moment and rushing over her skin the next made her incredibly nervous. She moved with Theo, wishing she could see him. Her death grip on his hand was all that was pulling her though this nightmare passageway. She wondered how long this trip was going to take and her stomach lurched. Please let it be quick, she thought.

      The ground seemed uneven under her feet. She stumbled over something and gasped, breathing in cold air and shuddering uncontrollably. Something brushed her shoulder and she realized in relief that it was Theo’s other hand.

      “Are you okay?” The sound of his voice calmed her racing heart a little.

      She nodded and then realized he probably couldn’t really see that. “I’m freaking out slightly. Where is this place we’re going? Are we close yet?”

      “We’re close. I’ll have to let go of your hand soon to find the door.”

      She felt her heart stop, just for a second, but it was enough. “No. Please. I can’t…”

      “Put your arm around my waist.”

      She swallowed, afraid to let go of his hand. “What if I lose you?”

      “You won’t. I promise.” His other hand stroked the side of her face before his lips brushed hers, briefly. “Let go of my hand.”

      She did it only after she touched the one he’d placed on her cheek, keeping it in place. If the lights were on, he might find her blushing at how pathetically afraid she was right now. Then again, if the lights were on she wouldn’t be freaking out like this at all.

      His hand led her arm until it was around his waist, then he moved away until he was standing next to her instead of in front of her. She grabbed a wad of his shirt in her fist so he wouldn’t walk out of her grip.

      “Ready?” He asked.

      “Let’s go.”

      He got moving, and she made sure she matched his pace. She was more shuffling than walking, he was going slowly enough for that. It made her less anxious. She held her breath when he stopped. He moved a little, stopped, moved a little, stopped. Then a blast of cool air made her gasp.

      “Found it,” he said, taking her other hand and leading her forward. There were strange, metallic smells in this passage that there weren’t in the hallway, and there didn’t seem to be any light whatsoever, which only confirmed her horror that the whole way out would be in darkness. The scraping sound and the whoosh of air as the door Theo had opened closed, sealing them inside the passageway made her heart begin to pound too loudly to ignore. It was all she could hear as her fingers brushed the wall, telling herself everything was okay even as her throat tightened. She took another step and heard his leather jacket scrape against the bricks on her other side. It confirmed that the passage was extremely narrow. It made her fight to force in a breath. She tried to calm herself down. This was her escape. She had to do this. The alternative was likely death. It was the thought of the endless trail through the narrow passage that caused her panic to flare. She didn’t think she could make it.

      She stopped, and he was forced to as well.

      “What’s wrong?” He sounded worried.

      She couldn’t get the words out right away; her breathing was too constricted. “I’m… I don’t like… I have to count or else…”

      “You’re claustrophobic?”

      She started to choke, and he came in close. As his body boxed her in against the wall, she felt tears drip from her eyes. She couldn’t suck in a breath. Her head was starting to thump. The sharp feeling of his fangs on her throat was followed by a swell of elation that released her from her fear. She relaxed and was able to breathe. He moved back quickly, his hands on her face. She could see the glow of his demon eyes in the darkness.

      “I hope you’ll understand why I did that later.”

      He took her hand, and she followed him along the passageway.
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      Theo’s conscience battled with him as he walked Skye through the narrow escape route. He shouldn’t have done what he did. There had to be a better way to deal with that. But he’d known being bitten would relax her, and he’d taken the easy way out. The path of least resistance. Now he understood why she’d been counting in the wardrobe. She didn’t like enclosed spaces. At least the bite would get her through this. He moved through the darkness, watching for threats. So far, so good. The passageway seemed endless, but he knew how far away the nightclub was from the brothel. It really couldn’t be much farther now.

      The winding tunnel eventually came out into a cavern. He helped Skye down into the cavern and located the exit. Paranoid thoughts rushed through his head as he moved towards it. The same pattern of bricks told him he just needed to find the right places to press again to open the door. He let go of Skye’s hand. She smiled at him euphorically as he turned to her, to compel her to follow his orders. It felt wrong; he didn’t like to do this, but she wasn’t herself right now and she couldn’t be trusted not to do something crazy if he was attacked as soon as the door opened for them.

      Swallowing, he turned back to the wall and began testing it. The same bricks that had opened the brothel end of the passage opened this one. He stared into the back office of the downstairs room at Haven. It was empty. No one was waiting for them. He’d save the sigh of relief for later. They weren’t quite out of the woods yet.

      He took Skye’s hand again and led her into the room before closing the passageway behind them. The back office door wasn’t locked, which he was glad about considering there were only two keys on the chain Shayne had given him and one was to get him them into the main club while the other was to let them out of Haven’s main door if it was locked.

      He could feel the bass up above them, telling him they wouldn’t need to worry about the main door. It was Saturday night. The club was open for business. He glanced at Skye. She hugged his arm and sighed happily. They’d look like any other couple out for the night when they got up there. He led her into the downstairs room, a hall that used to be used for live bands before the vampire massacre that made Brody shut down that room for good. It had bad energy, and that was never going to change. He’d mentioned something about the history of the place to Theo before. Dark magic had been attracted to the place like moths to a flame. He’d tried to counter it with spells to stop magic from being used there at all, but that had been the in the vampires needed to trap and kill the witches who’d come to see their band play.

      He didn’t like the way the place felt. It wasn’t as dark as the passageway without the lights on, and he found the door to the stairway after a couple of tries.

      “Almost home,” he said quietly, glad that Skye’s ordeal was almost over with.

      She smiled at him as she moved back slightly. “Almost home.”

      He led her up the stairs, and they stepped out into the main club without turning any heads. He was ready to breathe a sigh of relief. If nothing else, they’d gotten out of the brothel. He’d be able to contact Brody about what was happening.

      “Dance?” She pulled him forward.

      “Home,” he said, compelling her as she pouted at him.

      She grinned suddenly. “Home it is!”

      He followed her out of the club, ignoring the frown the bouncer gave him. The guy really needed to take a night off. He took his duties far too seriously.

      He thought about asking her for her phone and realized it would be better to get her safely back to her place before he did anything else. He didn’t have Brody’s number memorized besides. He’d have to call the café and hope the endless ringing got Liv to pick up.
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      Skye’s flat wasn’t far from Haven. She fumbled in her bag for the keys and took a few tries to actually get the door open. Walking inside and kicking her shoes off, she turned to him.

      “Are you coming in or what?”

      He hesitated. This was where he should turn back. He’d brought her home safely. That should be enough. She should sleep off the after effects of his bite.

      He had to leave. “I should go.”

      She frowned at him. “Well. You’re not getting your jacket back.”

      “Skye, is that…” the guy’s voice cut off as she slammed the door in Theo’s face.

      He stood at the door, listening in, his heart sinking just a little. She has a boyfriend? Of course, she does. He shook his head as he walked away. He realized as he got to the building’s exit that he had no idea what his plan was now.

      Go back to the brothel and wait for Brody’s father to kill him? Call his friend and ask what the hell is going on? The first one would be easy enough. The second meant finding a phone. Chances were Brody had no idea what his father was up to. So then, what was the point? Just go back. He said it over and over inside his head, but he couldn’t make his feet move.

      It all came down to the girl in the flat upstairs. She’d turned everything upside down for him, for better or worse. He didn’t want to give up now. Turning, he headed back to her flat.

      At the very least, he could use her phone.
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      Skye sighed as her new flat-mate’s boyfriend followed her into the kitchen. She’d tried so hard to get Anna to move in with her, but her friend claimed she preferred the trendy little box that had the audacity to call itself an apartment. It was in the cool part of town, apparently.

      “No, I don’t know where the crackers are,” she told him, hauling a can of lemonade out of the fridge and cracking it open. She let the door fall closed as he leaned in the doorway, looking all sleep deprived and smelling like he’d been rolling around inside a bong all day. She’d gotten used to calling him stoner-boy. She couldn’t even remember his real name anymore. “Ask Sian.”

      He was staring now, and she so could not be bothered with this shit in her own house. Sian had seemed so nice and normal. She hadn’t mentioned a sleazy boy-toy at all.

      “Get out the way,” she snapped at him, just wanting to go to bed and forget the weird-ass day she’d gotten through. Being turned down by the vampire right at the end had been the final straw. She didn’t need anything else to go wrong.

      “You should have said yes to that trip,” he told her, not moving an inch.

      He wasn’t exactly imposing, but he was a foot taller than her and he knew how to take up an exit. She prodded him in the chest.

      “Get out of my fucking way, stoner-boy. I’m too tired for this shit.”

      He smiled slowly and something happened to his eyes. It was just for a second, but the glow froze her to the spot. She blinked, not believing it. Was he one of them? A vampire? Her skin broke out in goose bumps as her fingers tightened on the can in her hand.

      “I’ll make the orders around here, Skye.”

      She took a step back, dropping the can and running to grab a knife from the rack. His laughter followed her, but he stayed at the door. She turned, willing her hand to stop shaking as she thought about using the weapon. Don’t look in his eyes. That was the mistake she’d made with Theo. She wouldn’t make that same mistake again.

      “Get out of my way,” she said, wincing at the tremor in her tone. It was taking all she had not to shake as she glowered at him. Her gaze avoided his, but she could see the smirk on his face before he opened his mouth.

      “You have no idea how much easier you just—” He cut off, slumping to the ground, his smug face hitting the tiled floor hard. Something made a cracking noise. She hoped it was his nose.

      She looked up to see Theo standing there, the marble cat from her phone table in his hand.

      “You came back.”

      He nodded. “It sounded like you could use some help.”

      She straightened, waving the knife at him. “I think I had it covered, but thanks.”

      Putting the knife down, she moved towards him.

      “Who is he?” The deep frown on his face and the emotion in his voice made it obvious he wasn’t pleased. There was more than one possible reason for that, but considering he’d rushed back to save her, she was pretty sure she knew what was bothering him the most.

      Skye had to smile. “He’s my flat-mate’s disgusting boyfriend.”

      “Then you won’t mind if I get rid of him.” Theo grabbed his ankle and dragged him out of the room. She could see the front door was still open, and Theo hauled stoner-boy right out into the landing. He was taking longer than she thought possible, so much so that she was afraid for a second he’d gone again. She glanced out and saw he was closing the stoner into the utility cupboard at the end of the hall. She stepped back as he came inside and hesitated to close the door properly before he put the ornament he’d used to knock the creep out back down.

      He’d come back, and his awkwardness was impossible to hide. He ran a hand through his hair as she stared at him, waiting for him to speak. He didn’t. His eyes just travelled up her body until they locked with hers, then he took a step closer and pulled her into his arms.

      His mouth lowered slowly to hers, the anticipation making her stomach flutter. She pulled him closer, melting into his arms as he backed her into the wall.
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      Theo didn’t know what the hell he thought he was doing. Adrenaline rushed through him the second he realized Skye was in danger. He’d acted quickly, fear motivating him. He hadn’t wanted to risk losing her. That realization had led him to admit there was something more than physical to what was happening between them. He wasn’t ready to put it into words, but he knew his decision to kiss her showed it.

      She wasn’t under his compulsion when she kissed him back.

      He moved back slightly, giving her a chance to breathe. He didn’t let her go, and he didn’t think he was ever going to be able to again.

      “I should probably call Brody.”

      She blinked, confusion clouding her soft blue eyes before she nodded.

      “I forgot about that for a second.”

      He wanted to forget about it entirely, but he knew that wouldn’t be smart.

      “My phone’s right there.” She pointed to it, and dropped her other hand to her side when he moved to pick up the receiver.

      He dialled the number for the café and listened to it ring, and ring. There was every chance Liv would ignore it. He couldn’t think of anywhere else Brody would go. He hung up and wondered about calling the brothel. They weren’t able to make external calls, but would they be able to take them? Stacy would give him Brody’s mobile number if he could get through. But what Marina had said before they left made him worry. If they hadn’t stopped the escape and he messed that up for a phone call, he’d never forgive himself.

      “No answer?” She slipped out of his jacket, sitting it on the chair by the phone table.

      He shook his head.

      “Try later,” she suggested, smiling as she opened the door behind her. A bedroom lay beyond, one that contained her sweet, exotic scent. It didn’t take much convincing to lure him into the room. She pulled the front of his shirt, and he closed the door behind them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Skye shivered as the vampire’s cold body fell on hers. It only seemed to fuel her fire when his cool lips touched her skin. The tingling sensation made her crave his touch. She pulled at his shirt, undoing buttons until he stopped kissing her to take it off. Her hands wandered the hard contours of his body as he started to trail kisses down her neck. Heat burned through her as he pushed and pulled at her clothes to access to the covered parts.

      She pushed him away and pulled her vest and skirt over her head.

      His heated gaze travelled the length of her body before she moved her hands to his trousers. He was straining the material, making it harder for her to undo the button and get hold of the damned zipper. She wanted him so badly, and she didn’t think it was just because it had been so long, and he was the best-looking guy—okay, vampire—that she’d ever seen in real life.

      He’d tried to protect her from the crazy guy who was coming to the brothel, from her flat mate’s sleazy boyfriend, even from himself. This was the kind of guy she’d spent the last five years looking for, the kind that didn’t exist in the world she lived in.

      He stood to haul the rest of his clothes off, and she took the chance to get rid of her underwear. This time, he climbed back over her slowly, positioning himself over her without quite touching. She put her arms around his neck and pulled him down until their lips were a breath away from meshing together.

      “You’re too far away,” she said, gasping as his body crushed hers into the mattress in response to her complaint. She felt him throb between her legs, so close to entering her that she could barely stand it. One little hip-thrust is all it would take… “Wait!” Her eyes widened as she realized she’d almost let her eagerness get the better of her. “I don’t know if I have any—”

      He blinked. “I can’t get you pregnant or give you anything. I’m not human.”

      She had to stifle a giggle. It was only funny because she was used to dumb excuses from lazy idiot boyfriends who didn’t want to bother with the hassle. She didn’t give her standard response because she knew Theo wasn’t anything like those guys.

      “What?” His intent stare took away the nervous energy she’d gotten tangled up in.

      She bit her bottom lip and released it slowly. “I can’t believe I’m about to have sex with a vampire.”

      He kissed her and she started believing it. The slow grind of his body against hers drove her crazy as his kiss deepened. She was more than ready for him by the time he thrust his cold, hard length home. The tingle spread over her body as he pushed deeper and deeper, his cool skin moving over her heated body and creating sparks of pleasure that made her moan achingly. Having him inside her, filling her, made her tremble all over. He’d barely had to do a thing to stir her desire. The euphoria that burst through her when her climax hit was a million times stronger than how incredible she’d felt after he first bit her. He didn’t free her mouth from his even once as he continued to move, hitting hard and deep and making her stifled gasps and moans louder.

      She could sense his climax before it hit, the faster movements followed a hot surge within her before he freed her mouth. His eyes were glowing when he moved back, though he closed them quickly, wincing slightly as he withdrew from her.

      “What’s wrong?” She was breathless and her heart was pounding like crazy, she could barely think straight but she knew from the look on his face that something was definitely wrong and it made her tense up instantly.

      “It’s nothing. It’ll pass.” He opened his eyes. They were still glowing.

      “You need blood.”

      He groaned. “I’ll get some when we can find Brody.”

      She thrust her wrist under his nose. “Just drink.”

      “I can’t.”

      He got up, hauling on his trousers. Her heart sank as he looked around for his shirt.

      “I’ll be back in a second,” he told her, calming the sudden vice that gripped her at being abandoned so soon after succumbing to his charms.

      He wouldn’t do that, and she knew it. She hadn’t realized how much what her ex had done had actually affected her. She’d never have been so worried if something like this had happened before then. Her instincts had shifted, and she didn’t like that thought.

      He put his shirt on and she lay back down.

      “Fine. But I’m still keeping your jacket.”

      “I never asked for it back,” he told her, leaning in and kissing her shoulder before he left.

      She grumbled to herself as she rolled over in the bed. When her door opened again, she wondered what the hell he’d been doing that had taken less than a minute. Did vampires even pee? She didn’t bother to move, waiting for him to come back to her.

      The hand that moved along her naked back made her shiver. Her eyes snapped open, and she jerked away as she realized it was warm and that the smell of hash had followed the owner into the room.

      “It wasn’t nice of you to let your boyfriend knock me out, Skye.”

      She moved away as he grabbed at her, her gaze on the lamp on the nightstand. His hand fumbled towards her over the sheets and something fell on the bed in front of her. The knife! She grabbed at the handle before she wondered why the hell he’d give her a weapon.

      “Take your hands off me,” she warned, feeling him back off and breathing a sigh of relief.

      She grabbed the cover to hide her nakedness from his wandering gaze as she pointed the knife at him.

      He was smirking at her, his arms folded. He’d left the door open. Where the hell was Theo?

      “You really think that’s going to save you?”

      “Fuck you, arsehole. You’re never getting into this flat again. Ever.”

      “Oh, yeah? Cut yourself.” He narrowed his eyes and she would have sworn they flashed before he whispered something under his breath that she didn’t catch.

      She stared at the gleaming blade as she held it to her other wrist. The slice was fast, and it fucking hurt. Blood pulsed from the wound as she gritted her teeth against the pain. It throbbed like hell. “What the Fuck!”

      Theo’s return only made the creep smile some more.

      “Ah, yes. The boy who screwed with the all mighty Blackburn brothers. How is it that you’re still walking around, exactly?”

      Theo’s eyes widened at the blood seeping from Skye’s arm onto the sheets. She wanted to hold the wound, but she couldn’t let go of the knife. Her knuckles were white on the handle.

      “What the fuck have you done?” He moved towards her.

      The guy who’d forced her to cut herself said something she didn’t hear and flames engulfed Theo. She gasped. It was like some kind of trippy nightmare. Theo lunged at the creep and he laughed as the flames flickered over his own skin.

      Skye knew the exact moment when Theo snapped stoner-boy’s neck. It was when she was able to move again of her own accord. Her head was swimming as she moved, clamping her hand over her slit wrist and stalling when she realized she didn’t know what to do to help Theo. Something magical had happened. How the hell was she supposed to counter that?

      Theo stood, picked up the knife, pricked his finger and spoke quietly. She watched dumbfounded as the flames shrank and dissipated. His clothes were dust, but he was okay. She ran to him, and he took her wrist to his mouth.

      “I can heal this.” He shook as he ran his tongue over the wound. His eyes were glowing brighter than ever. He was starving. She was sure of it.

      She was also sure she was going to faint if she had to stand for much longer. “I don’t feel too good.”

      “We have to get you to a hospital.”

      “And say what? You fixed me, I’m fine.”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know what he did exactly, but you’re not fine.”

      He doubled over suddenly. “Shit!”

      “You need to drink.” She pointed to the dead guy on her bedroom floor.

      He sighed as he got to his knees and pulled the guy’s hand towards his mouth. He turned away from her, and she sat on the edge of the bed. Her head was spinning. She didn’t feel like she could have lost a lot of blood, but the bed-sheets seemed to debate that issue with her. It looked like something out of a horror movie.

      She shivered and got up, throwing on a t-shirt and jeans. Chances were they were going to have to leave the flat and she was choosing comfort over style after the day she’d already had. Bra be damned. It wasn’t like her A-cups really needed the support.

      “Are you done yet?” She found trainer socks and pulled her gym trainers from under the bed.

      She was almost ready to go. Then she looked at Theo as he rose and realized he was going to need something to wear. Unfortunately, the only thing her ex had left behind she’d ripped to shreds and posted to him at his mum’s house. She didn’t even have an oversized t-shirt that she slept in. Most of her clothes were skin-tight.

      “I think you’re going to have to smell like a stoner,” she said with a sigh.

      He looked down at the dead guy as he wiped his mouth. “I think I can handle that.”
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      The plan was to go to the café and speak to Liv and hopefully Brody, too. Theo wasn’t overly familiar with Liv. He knew she was close to his friend, but not as close as Brody would like.

      He really hoped she knew where to find him. The jeans he was wearing were on the tight side, and he’d gotten Skye to fork over a pair of underwear so his junk would need to touch anything the guy had worn. He’d seemed like the type to not change his clothes for weeks.

      She’d refused to go to the hospital, and he wondered if sealing her wound had been a mistake. He put the thought out of his mind as he walked with her to the café.

      The lights in the flat seemed to be on so he breathed a sigh of relief as they approached the café’s back door. It was wired to make Liv’s doorbell ring inside. He pressed the buzzer and stood back. It would be harder to ignore the doorbell if he kept ringing it, than the phone.

      He glanced around the dark alley and gripped Skye’s waist tighter as she stumbled a little and mumbled about being fine again. She looked half-drunk and like she was about to fall asleep at any second. The first thing he was asking for was a spell to heal what had been done to her.

      “Come on, come on,” he muttered, pressing the buzzer again and holding it in this time.

      The door was yanked open, and he smiled the second he saw Brody.

      “You might want to let go of the buzzer before Liv decides to send an electrical current through it.” He smiled wryly. “I wondered when you’d show up here.”

      He took his hand from the buzzer. “Your father just paid us a visit. In spirit.”

      “Shit. She doesn’t look so good. What did he do?” He stepped back to let them in.

      Skye stumbled and fell against Theo. She’d passed out. He lifted her up. “He made her cut her wrist. I sealed the wound but I think she lost too much blood. She wouldn’t let me take her to the hospital.”

      “Shit,” Brody said. “Not to be a dick, but how the hell are you even still alive?”

      “I used blood magic, reversed his spell.” Theo had only heard of it in theory, but he’d listened very carefully when Brody’s father cast his fatal fire spell. “Turns out using the same word as the caster works to reverse it.”

      “And he didn’t just throw another spell at you?”

      “He didn’t get the chance to.”

      Brody gaped at him. “Are you saying what I…”

      “He was possessing someone else. He’s not dead if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “Oh. Okay.” It wasn’t just his imagination, Brody definitely sounded disappointed. “Bring the girl up to Liv’s place, we’ll try out some spells.” He looked back. “I take it you didn’t catch the word he used on her?”

      Theo shook his head. If only. He’d gone to get the guy in the hall utility cupboard he’d left him in, and the door was open, a bloody handprint on the wall by the stairs. He’d stupidly assumed exactly what the creep had wanted him to. He’d started bolting down the stairs before he realized there was a chance the guy had re-entered the flat while he was otherwise occupied. He should have checked the flat first instead of rushing down the stairs to see if he could find him lurking, but his anger had gotten the better of him. He didn’t want the arsehole to get away with what he’d tried to do. Those few minutes spent trying to find the guy had almost meant Skye’s death. He’d missed the spell that had hurt her. But he’d be damned if he was going to just let her die.

      “His spells are always fatal?” Theo had to know for sure. It seemed to be the consensus.

      Brody nodded as he opened the door to Liv’s flat. He held it open and closed it once Theo was inside, with Skye in his arms.

      Liv was standing, smoking, by the door to her bedroom.

      “Theo. Long time.”

      He nodded. He supposed it had been, thought they’d barely ever spoken to each other in the first place. She was kind of spiky, a strange choice for his good-hearted friend.

      “Where am I taking her?”

      She nodded to the bedroom.

      Brody pushed open the door. Theo laid Skye down on the bed. She was breathing steadily and her heart rate seemed normal.

      “So what did he do to her?” Liv had put her cigarette out when she walked in to the room. She had her arms folded.

      “He got her to cut her wrist. She bled out some, but I don’t think it was enough to pass out like this.”

      “Did you bite her?”

      Brody rolled his eyes. “Theo’s sex life is none…”

      “Please,” Liv said, staring at Theo. “There’s blood loss, and there’s blood loss. How much did she lose?”

      “I bit her twice. Barely a gulp of blood the second time. The first, maybe a few. I’m not sure.” He didn’t give a shit what anyone thought of him right now. He just wanted Skye to be okay.

      “Not enough for this.” Liv looked her over. “There are a few common spells for this kind of thing.”

      “It won’t be one of the common ones,” Brody said, a bored tone in his voice.

      “Of course not,” she snapped. “But they’re a jumping off point. He has to use a word that conveys the exact meaning of what he wants. We just need to find the right word.”

      He nodded slowly, his gaze drifting over Liv as she moved to the other side of the bed. He shook his head slightly and rubbed at his eyes as she turned hers on him. “Right.”

      Theo glanced at them as they squabbled over Skye’s sleeping form. “How long does she have?”

      They regarded him blankly. Neither of them had an answer, and that did nothing to calm him down. He rubbed at his jaw.

      “You have to save her. I don’t care what it takes.”

      “It looks like you interrupted whatever he did to her,” Brody said. “We can work this out. We’re going to start.”

      He barked some words in a weird language at Liv, none of which were familiar to Theo, which was probably the point. Liv screwed up her face before nodding and glancing sideways at Theo. He knew that look, even if he didn’t know her very well. Things were as grim as he feared.

      “Okay, I have a few combinations to try,” Liv said, her gaze back on Brody.

      “One at a time, and give them thirty seconds to trigger a response.” Brody folded his arms as she started to cast. The atmosphere in the room began to change. Magic seemed to carry a vaguely smoky scent to it as far as Theo had noticed since he’d become a vampire at least. He wasn’t sure if it was something humans could pick up on.

      Every thirty second break seemed to last a lifetime. He watched Skye’s serene face as every spell was cast over her, his nerves building every time they moved on to another. The final words that dropped had Theo praying this would be the one that worked. That the spell would reverse and bring Skye back, safe and sound.

      “That’s it,” Liv said after a measured thirty seconds had passed. “That’s all I’ve got.”

      Brody frowned. “There has to be something we’re not thinking of.”

      “Oh, why don’t you just go ask Daddy Dearest what spell he used?” She glowered at him. “And while you’re at it tell him to stop fucking with our brothel. It’s not his anymore.”

      Brody sighed. “You know he would never tell me.”

      She shrugged. “Then we’ve done all we can.”

      She left the room, cursing under her breath.

      “She’s just pissed that we have no control right now,” Brody told him. “Give me a minute. I’ll try a few more spells.”

      He sat on the edge of the bed and started to cast.

      Theo waited, somehow knowing before his friend even made it through the half dozen attempts that he hadn’t locked on to the right one. He didn’t know what their time limit was, but he knew there was a timer ticking down to ending Skye’s life and if the strongest witches he knew couldn’t save her…

      “I could turn her,” he said, knowing as soon as the words were out that it was the only way to save her now.

      Brody got to his feet. “If you’re sure about that we can…”

      “It has to be me.” Other than the fact that Skye felt like his, he didn’t want Brody’s father to ever find out they’d escaped his clutches and the best way to do that was to turn her without their help. He wouldn’t know Theo had broken his spell. He wouldn’t know about this.

      Brody nodded slowly. “You haven’t done this before, so I’ll talk you through it.”

      Theo sat down next to Skye. He’d already bitten her, twice, but she would have to die to be reborn as a vampire. His choice was to wait for that to happen by this spell or to take too much blood from her and force it to happen faster. The first option would have been his choice if he trusted that no nasty surprises lurked in the spell. He couldn’t rely on that. Brody’s father was too twisted. He wouldn’t risk Skye losing her soul. He propped her up to drink from her throat. The sound of her heart beat fading as he drank caused panic to rise within him. He forced himself to keep going, flashing back to the night Leah had died right in front of him, against his will. It was agony to do this to Skye, but he had no other choice. Her last breath left her body, and he retracted his fangs from her neck to slice them across his wrist. He opened her mouth and dripped blood onto her tongue. Brody whispered the words to the blood magic spell, words he repeated out loud as he tried to hold himself together. He’d helped her to die, but he was bringing her back. He’d had no other choice. This was the only way to save her.

      He held her as she slept, waiting for her to wake up. He hoped against hope that she wouldn’t hate him for what he’d done to save her. Only time would tell.
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      It was dark in the room when she opened her eyes. Confusion clouded her thoughts as she realized she wasn’t at home, and she wasn’t in Theo’s room either, though his arm was draped over her. She moved it gently. That he slept without breathing still kind of freaked her out. Her brain still had trouble reconciling that to what he was. That he wasn’t entirely alive, an honest to god vampire still seemed surreal to her, even after everything she’d experienced.

      She looked at her wrist as she moved out of the bed. It was healed, he’d healed it. She remembered that.

      Her dreams had been bloody and terrifying, but her memories of what happened would fade once enough time had passed. She got out of the bed, her stomach cramping as she moved. Shit, she thought. This so isn’t the time to be getting my period.

      She walked into the hallway and spotted the guy who’d brought her to Theo through the open door to what looked like a kitchen. She moved swiftly, about to ask insistently where the bathroom was, when she was driven to distraction by an odd, painful feeling she could only compare to extreme hunger. Not menstrual cramps at all then. She wondered if it would be bad manners to demand food.

      He looked up from the kettle, his eyebrows rising.

      “You’re awake.”

      “I am,” she said, wondering why the hell he smelled so damned good. She’d never noticed that before. What was that? It didn’t seem like aftershave, but it was alluring as hell.

      “Theo’s still asleep, I’m guessing?”

      She nodded, taking a step closer and trying not to make her sniffing too obvious.

      “Okay, here’s the thing, we had no choice.” He looked guiltily at her.

      She frowned at him. Whatever he was talking about wasn’t getting through. She didn’t understand a word. She could only think about how good he smelled. Damn it, she was actually salivating over it.

      He rolled up his sleeve and held his arm out. “You should probably do this before he wakes up.”

      She blinked, opened her mouth to yawn and realized something was going on with her face, primarily with her teeth. The yawn she’d started wasn’t a yawn at all. “Holy shit!” She sounded strange, and her sharp teeth pierced her lower lip when she tried to close her mouth. She opened it again and Brody come closer, pointing out a place on his exposed wrist as he did so.

      “Bite here, and I’ll tell you when to stop.”

      She pulled his wrist up, closer to her face, and bit him. The sensation of piercing his flesh, followed by the rush of euphoria as the blood hit her tongue was all too strange to take. She swallowed a few times before she removed her teeth from his skin and backed off. He didn’t need to tell her to stop, she was too freaked about what she’d done to keep drinking, even if it tasted good. It did not taste good, she told herself. Don’t be disgusting.

      “What the hell?” She watched him do something to the puncture wounds, cast some kind of spell that smelled like burning wood. They healed right in front of her eyes. She remembered Theo licking hers and that having the same effect.

      “What am I?” She felt stupid asking, but she had to do it. Someone else had to confirm it to make it real.

      “You’re a vampire now.” He went back to making coffee as if her change of species was no big deal.

      She wiped at her mouth as the fangs retracted. “This has to be a dream.”

      Maybe if she went back to bed and slept, she’d wake up and everything would be normal again. When she got back to the bedroom and slid in beside Theo, she knew she didn’t really want that. Normal was boring. Normal was dating guys she was never really sure about and wondering how much longer until she threw in the towel at work and ended up evicted from her flat for not being able to pay the bills. Normal was uncertainty and bullshit at least five days out of seven. She didn’t want that, not anymore. She touched Theo’s arm as she lay down beside him.

      He didn’t move, he didn’t wake up. She closed her eyes. She would wait.
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      He was lost for his first week as a vampire. Being controlled and then set entirely loose messed with his head, not to mention fighting off a demon who wanted to get into the driver’s seat and took every opportunity to overwhelm Theo’s own soul. He’d killed people when the demon got his way. There was no getting around that. Yet every time he tried to find his own exit from this hellish existence, that foreign thing invaded his body and refused to allow it.

      He was close to losing his grip. The demon was winning. He was going to be in complete control soon.

      Theo was in a human bar, trying to convince himself not to let the demon take over, when Brody first approached him.

      “Hey, you’re new around here,” he’d said, slipping into the seat next to Theo.

      Theo barely glanced at him before he went back to sipping at the beer he could barely stomach. It’d been three days since he’d fed. He was beginning to get sharp pains in his abdomen that he hoped would mean death, but wasn’t certain about.

      “Look, I’m going to cut through the crap,” Brody turned his way.

      Theo got ready to tell the guy to get lost. Then he spoke again, and Theo found himself stunned into silence.

      “I know who you are.” He nodded as he looked him over. “And I can help you.”

      “You can?” He wasn’t getting alarm bells yet, but he was sure they were coming.

      “I can, but you need to stop starving yourself.”

      “Okay,” Theo agreed.

      “I’m Brody McIntosh.”

      They shook hands.

      It turned out Brody knew exactly who’d done this to him and why. That night, they went after the men who taken the life of his girlfriend and turned him. His maker saw it coming, but he hadn’t factored in what Brody was.

      “Turn on your human friend. Drain him,” the big guy ordered as if he was flicking a nuisance insect off his shoulder. He turned away as Theo launched himself at Brody, who halted his attack with a single command.

      Brody smiled at him. “Say goodnight, Blackburn.”

      The stake that launched through his body appeared out of thin air. The shock on his face melted as his remains spattered the ground.

      Theo breathed a sigh of relief, released from his maker’s hold.

      Brody smiled at him. “What do you say we go after his brother next?”

      Theo found a grin. The creep wasn’t going to know what hit him.

      [image: ]

      Theo awoke next to the girl who’d given him a reason to hang on to his life. He smiled as she opened her eyes and gazed at him. “You’re okay.”

      “You were sleeping for a long time,” she let him know.

      He blinked. “I was?”

      Brody had warned him it might happen, but he really hadn’t felt tired when he lay down next to her. He was energized now, though his stomach was cramping a little. Feeding regularly was going to be a requirement. He needed to be back at full strength if they were going on the run.

      “I’m a vampire now,” she said, smiling wryly at him. “Apparently.”

      “It was the only way.”

      “I know.”

      “We should probably get out of here.”

      She sat up as he moved. “You sound worried. What’s going on?”

      “I don’t think Brody’s father knows we survived his attack, but if we hang around he might find out.” He got up and went to the window. “It’s getting too close to dawn. We need to be somewhere else right now.”

      “Where, exactly?” She didn’t think going back to her place was an option considering the dead body they’d left on her bedroom floor. She could just imagine Sian getting home from work and freaking the hell out. It would have happened by now. She wished she could have spared her the trauma, but she’d been too busy dying.

      “I haven’t figured that out yet.” He shook his head. “Brody will think of something. He always does.”

      “Why did he come after us, anyway?” She remembered something the creep had said to her in the kitchen, something she didn’t think he could possibly know if he wasn’t Sian’s boyfriend. The glowing eyes told her he was possessed at that point if the threatening behaviour didn’t.

      “I’m not sure,” Theo said. “But he mentioned something that might mean he targeted me for something I did a few years ago. When I met Brody.”

      “He mentioned something to me too,” she said.

      He frowned. “What was it?”

      “My perverted boss had tried to get me to agree to go on a business trip with him. I said no, but he mentioned that, said I should have done it.”

      “Okay, that’s a little worrying.”

      “I thought so. What was your thing about?”

      “Brody helped me kill the vampire who turned me, and his family.”

      “His family?”

      “His brother and father. They were killers, rapists, psychos,” he elaborated quickly. “But they were rich, connected. Kind of like Brody’s dad.”

      “Shit,” she said. “But wait. How long ago was that?”

      “A few years.”

      “Why would he suddenly care about that now?”

      “Maybe he doesn’t.” Theo shook his head. “I don’t know. His MO is torturing Brody for things he decides he’s doing wrong. That usually includes hurting someone he has some kind of feelings for. Friends. Lovers.”

      “So we need to get as far away from here as possible.”

      He nodded. “Now.”

      She looked him over. “We should get you some new clothes, too. You still smell like a stoner.”
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      Theo mulled over what they’d talked about as he waited for Brody to get done with his emails. Apparently, Shayne had found it as a way to contact his boss without breaking the barriers Mr. McIntosh had put in place. He didn’t really know why his friend’s dad would be so determined to kill him, truth be told, but the reason didn’t matter as much as making sure he never found out he wasn’t successful did.

      He wasn’t the kind of person to let a loose end dangle, and despite Brody’s relief at the thought of the old man biting the bullet, he doubted it would be quite so cut and dry if Theo actually managed to kill him.

      Brody put his mobile on the table after a lengthy bout of typing. “Stacy’s freaking out about sleeping in the brothel.” He sighed. “I really don’t know what the hell he’s doing it for this time. We changed a lot more things to his liking after the last time.”

      “Do you think he might have found out about what we did three years ago?”

      Brody laughed. “You think this is about that?”

      “He mentioned it.”

      His laughter cut off. “He found out the night after that happened. He thanked me for taking down that arsehole.”

      “He did?”

      Brody nodded. “They didn’t exactly get along. I doubt it has anything to do with that.”

      His gaze wandered to the kitchen door. Liv’s sigh in the other room seemed to be a singular noise. But it distracted his friend’s attention all the same.

      “Are you still seeing Marina?”

      Brody snapped out of it and nodded slowly, picking up his mug. The coffee had to be going cold now, but if it was he didn’t seem to mind as he took a sip.

      “On and off. Nothing serious,” Brody murmured, putting the mug back down quietly.

      “Skye said he mentioned her boss. She said he’s a creep, he tried to get her to go on a business trip with him.”

      Brody’s focus came back. “Hmm. Might be nothing. He likes to know things. Probably went and searched after he rifled through her bag at the brothel. He was messing about behind the front desk for a bit. Stacy said he went through some of the personal effects in the cabinet.”

      “It would make sense.” Theo supposed, not that sense and Brody’s father saw eye to eye.

      “It could just be that he was waiting to see who escaped to come after them,” Brody said. “I think that’s the most likely thing. He’s never locked the place down before. Maybe he was bored.”

      “Well, whatever it was, we need to get out of town and stay gone.”

      “Because he doesn’t know you’re not dead.” Some strange emotion crossed his face then. “Because you think you can fool him.”

      Theo stood up as Brody’s eyes started to glow. His friend’s laughter was decidedly unlike him. The possession happened so quickly that Theo froze in place, disbelief filling him.

      “Let’s see how well my son takes killing a friend by his own hands.”

      Theo backed away, his senses on alert. He had to be ready. Whatever spell the guy threw at him was going to need countered. An endless string of curse words burned through his head before he remembered the witch sleeping on the couch in the other room. Liv could handle this, he had to wake her up.

      He yelled for her as Brody’s mouth opened. The whispered words were the beginning of a spell, and it seemed like it was something far more complex than the fatal fire spell. He tried to memorize the words but there were just too many. His lips were moving too quickly, his voice speaking them too softly. Theo was screwed.

      “What the…” Liv appeared in the doorway, squinting at them.

      “You have to stop him. He’s not Brody.”

      She sighed. “Seriously?”

      Theo glowered at her. She sighed again, staring Brody down at she touched the pendant around her neck and started to cast her own spell. Theo backed out of the room as the smell of magic brewing started to make the kitchen smoky and warm.

      Skye had needed to rest, but he had to wake her. They needed to get the hell out of there, fast.

      “Skye…”

      The bed was empty. He checked the room and the others. She wasn’t there.
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      Skye snatched her arm out of the old guy’s grasp and glowered at him. It hadn’t hurt, but she didn’t care. No one put their hands on her without her permission.

      “You must be Brody’s father,” she spat at him, looking around the big corridor he’d brought her to. The instant teleport was a neat trick, but other than that she wasn’t the slightest bit impressed. Folding her arms, she glowered at him. “What exactly do you want?”

      “I want to know why you said no to that business trip.”

      She snorted. “Seriously?”

      He shrugged. “I have an unhappy business partner.”

      “Well, it’s a moot point now anyway. I’m a vampire. I can’t go to an airport in the middle of the day.” She put her hands on her hips. “This can’t be what this was all for.”

      “No, you’re right. It wasn’t. But that would be none of your business.”

      She frowned at him. “I died because of you and you’re telling me this isn’t my business?” Was this guy for real? She seriously wanted to punch him right now.

      “Anyway, I can see that there might be other uses for a girl like you.”

      “You can get that idea out of your head right now.” She had no idea what he was talking about, but he wasn’t sounding all that much different from the perverted boss she’d already said no to.

      “You do this, and I let Theo live.”

      “Do what?” Not that she intended to do what he told her to anyway, but she might as well know how disgusting he actually was before she told him to shove it up his arse.

      “Work at my brothel.”

      “I thought it was Brody’s brothel?”

      He laughed. “My son has no idea how to run a business. He’s just there so I don’t need to bother myself. Most of the time.”

      She could barely believe she was having this conversation, but she knew one thing for sure, this guy could kill her quicker than she could snap her fingers. He had the upper hand here, and she wasn’t foolish enough to think she’d be able to turn the tables on him. She’d barely been a vampire for five minutes. Her fighting skills weren’t exactly honed. More than all of that, he could use magic and she couldn’t. It was why Brody had decided hiding from the man was their best option when they’d first heard he was in the brothel.

      “How long for?” She settled for buying time with questions.

      “Six weeks,” he said, a sly smirk growing on his face.

      “Done,” she said it without flinching because she had no intention of following through. She just wanted to get the hell out of this place, out of his company, as quickly as she could.

      He smiled and grabbed her arm. The whoosh of air followed by their surroundings changing this time made her shudder. He left her in the brothel’s reception area with a shaken looking Stacy clambering to stand up behind the front desk.

      Brody’s father pushed Skye forward before he let go of her arm.

      “Set her up in a room and give her something nicer to wear.”

      Skye turned, but the guy was gone.

      Stacy cleared her throat. “What’s going on, exa—Oh my god, you’re one of them.” The fear in her voice made Skye’s heart sink.

      “I’m still me.”

      “Yeah, I know,” Stacy laughed nervously. “Only you have a demon in you now.”

      “A demon?” Skye didn’t understand.

      “Oh. You don’t know. Shit.” Stacy paled. “You should have Theo explain it to you. I don’t totally get it, I mean I’m not…”

      A manly sigh from behind the desk was the first sign that Stacy hadn’t been alone behind there. Shayne stood and Skye stared at him.

      “What’s she talking about?”

      He looked her over carefully. “Your demon has been suppressed. Theo did something to it. Sort of like a hypnotism. It’s a known tactic. Brody probably taught it to him. Makes the thing easier to control if it does start to get rowdy.”

      “Um, what?” She still didn’t get it. “I have a demon in me now?”

      “It’s kind of the whole point of vampires,” Stacy said, shrugging apologetically. “At least it was in the beginning or whatever.”

      “What she means is that vampires were created as a way to allow demonic spirits to walk the earth in human form.”

      Like that made it any less disturbing. Skye sat down on the couch across from the desk. As if being kidnapped hadn’t been bad enough. Turning into a vampire and striking a deal to work in a brothel to avoid the new guy she’d barely slept with being murdered….

      “I’m really wishing I was dreaming right now.”
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      Theo went crazy as Brody and Liv snapped at each other in the kitchen.

      “What are you even doing?”

      “Stopping you from killing your stupid vampire friend!”

      “I wasn’t….”

      “You were possessed by your psychotic father, Brody.”

      “What? No. Shut up.”

      Theo slammed the door against the wall, capturing both of their attentions.

      “Skye is gone! He took her. One of you needs to take me to her, right damn now.”

      He could barely contain his rage. The second he laid his hands on Brody’s father, the man was going to regret his very existence.

      “Find out where she is,” Liv ordered his confused friend. “I’ll take him to her.”

      Brody started the spell, and it couldn’t be cast quickly enough for Theo’s patience. He was ready to bounce off the damned walls by the time Liv touched his shoulder and activated a teleport. A few seconds later and he was inside the brothel’s reception area, Stacy and Shayne staring at him from behind the front desk.

      He turned quickly as Skye’s voice said his name, “Theo?”

      She got up from the couch and rushed into his arms. He held her close, breathing in her scent and thanking gods he didn’t believe in that she was safe.

      “I was so worried.” He took a step back, keeping her in his arms, but loosening his grip to check her over. “Are you okay?”

      She nodded, slowly, but there was something in her gaze. She couldn’t quite seem to meet his eyes. “He wants me to work here.”

      Theo raised an eyebrow. “Who? Brody’s father?”

      She nodded. “I don’t get it.”

      Theo didn’t either, but a sense of relief washed over him. “That’s all?”

      She shrugged. “I guess it is. I don’t know what he was up to, but I don’t like this. I can’t work here, not like…”

      “You won’t have to do anything you don’t want to,” Theo told her. “And we’ll leave as soon as we find somewhere else to go.”

      She smiled slowly. “Everything’s going to be okay?”

      He nodded, and she rested her head on his shoulder.

      Stacy cleared her throat, and he turned his head in her direction.

      “Um, we still seem to be on lock-down. Any idea why that might be?”

      Liv snorted. “Wait for word but this is hardly a lock-down.” She gestured to Theo. “We teleported in here. I assume he did as well, with the girl. There’s no magical barrier.”

      Stacy bit at her lip. “But we’ve not been told…”

      “Yeah. You’d better wait to be told you can go home,” Liv said, smirking slightly. “Goodnight.”

      She teleported out and Stacy blew out a breath.

      “I know she’s one of my bosses, but what a bitch.” She sat down, grumbling to herself.

      Shayne smiled down at her. “I’ll put the kettle on for you. Must be close to breakfast time.”

      “We need a new room,” Theo said, not wanting to make it easy if Brody’s father were to come back unexpectedly. “It can be allocated to Skye later. Can you just give us keys now, and as far as everyone’s concerned we’re in my room?”

      Shayne nodded, passing him a set before Stacy could answer. She swiped at Shayne’s arm.

      “That’s supposed to be my job.”

      “And you’re supposed to be sleeping while I cover for you.”

      Theo walked away with the keys as Stacy grumbled away under her breath, bitching about not getting to go home all night. He walked with Skye to the new room, expecting her to crash out the instant she lay down. It had been a trying day, and he doubted she’d fully adjusted to becoming a vampire quite yet.

      His stomach cramped, and he realized he still needed blood. The bar seemed miles away, and he was reluctant to leave her alone.

      “Are you okay? You don’t look so good.”

      He nodded. “I just haven’t been feeding enough. You could probably use a drink, too.”

      She smiled sheepishly. “Brody fed me while you were sleeping.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Oh really?”

      She shrugged. “My options were limited. You didn’t tell me humans smelt so damned good. I could barely resist.”

      He laughed. “I forgot about that. You get used to it. Doesn’t seem as obvious the more you’re around them.”

      “Does other blood taste so good?” She shivered a little after she said it. “I can’t believe I’m even asking.”

      “It all tastes a little bit different. Takes some getting used to.”

      He led her to the staircase and got ready to let go of her hand to get the light. She smiled at him and didn’t loosen her fingers.

      “I can see a little better in the dark now.”

      He nodded. That was going to take some getting used to. She wasn’t human anymore. She was like him. In fact, so much so that he was going to have to train her on some things before they took her by surprise.

      They walked down the stairs, into the darkness, enhanced eyesight activating with a warm amber glow. He heard her gasp as the spirits around them jostled and tugged at their flesh.

      “What is this? Are there ghosts down here?”

      He smiled. “Don’t worry. They won’t hurt you.”

      They moved through the darkness swiftly, arriving at the empty bar in seconds. He looked at the half-full glass she’d left there, feeling as if it had been a century ago. So much had happened since then. So much had changed.

      “You’re more than human now,” he said as he went under the bar. “That means a lot of things.”

      “Like?” She leaned on the bar and poked at her glass. “Can I eat or drink normal food?”

      He shook his head and then nodded. “You can, but you won’t want to. It can make you sick, but it’s not impossible to do it. I haven’t eaten in a long time.”

      “Have you had a drink?” She picked up the glass.

      “Sometimes. It’s less likely to hurt than eating something. It just doesn’t really give the same effect anymore. It’s not as if we can get drunk.”

      She pulled a face. “Then what does a vampire do at the end of a long, boring ass week?”

      “We don’t have long, boring ass weeks.”

      “You’ve been here for a few years, right?”

      He nodded as he put a couple of bottles of blood on the bar.

      “So, you like what you do in the brothel?” She raised her eyebrows.

      He smiled. “It’s not what you think.”

      “So, you don’t sleep with women who pay to experience that?”

      He shook his head. “I used to bite women who wanted the rush. We call them blood-rushers. That’s more than enough for the average human. The ones that come back again and again are usually the ones who end up craving more. Luckily for me, there are vampires here who cater to that kind of thing.”

      “So vampires here do have sex with clients, or customers, or whatever you want to call them?”

      He nodded. “A few of us stay away from that side of things. We’re not here because we’re hedonists.”

      She took a deep breath and asked her last question on the exhale. “What am I going to be expected to do here?”

      His grip on the bottle he was uncapping tightened. “It doesn’t matter what you’re expected to do. You’re not going to have to do it.”

      She swallowed. “Those girls I met here before, they like it here.”

      “They’re not like you.”

      She smiled wryly. “And you know that…”

      “They’re ruled by their demons.” He put the open bottle on the bar, sliding it over to her. “You’re not.”

      Her blue eyes brightened. “I have one though, don’t I?”

      He nodded. “There’s a way to cast the spell when a maker creates a new vampire, a way to keep the demon from gaining control.” He shook his head. “It’s a little more than that, actually. Brody uses part of the trick when he makes his vampires, but he’s a witch so that’s all he can do. As a vampire, I can do a little more.”

      “And what did you do exactly when you made me?” She sounded fascinated, twisting the neck of the bottle through her fingers as she gazed at him.

      “I told the demon that entered your body to sleep. It obeyed. It had to. I called it forth to create the vampire. I command it.”

      “What if it wakes up?”

      He shook his head. “I won’t let it. You don’t have to let it, either. It’s bound by my command right now and even if something happened that broke the order, the demon would be too weak to take you over. You would still be controlling the vampire.”

      “I am the vampire.”

      “You both are.”

      She was quiet for a while. “I don’t exist without the demon?”

      “There was no other choice.” He looked at the bottle of blood in front of him. He couldn’t convince himself it was anything other than necessity, but some small part of him wondered if he’d been so desperate that he’d only considered his own selfish desires when he’d turned her.

      “I know,” she said, picking up the bottle and taking a sip.

      He didn’t feel quite so starved now but he took a drink of his, too, hoping to stave off his hunger pangs later. He glanced at the fridge. “We should bring a stash to the room. I’m not sure how long we’ll need to…”

      She looked at him. “We’re waiting, aren’t we?”

      He nodded slowly, wishing it weren’t true.

      “For what, exactly?”

      “For the storm to pass.”
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      Skye followed Theo to their new room, the clinking of the bag of bottles oddly loud to her improved hearing. She tried listening out as they passed the rooms, but there didn’t seem to be much going on inside unless there was some kind of sound-proofing in place.

      Her nerves were rattled. The nightmare wasn’t over, she knew that as definitely as she knew the heart in her chest no longer moved. Her emotions were still wired in, but the lack of physical response was the most unnerving thing about the new version of herself. She’d bumped into the wall on the way out of the tunnel of ghosts, and it hadn’t even nipped a little. She’d poked and nipped at the skin on her hand, and it felt like nothing. She worried for what that meant. She was dead, but so far not on the inside.

      “I can’t seem to feel pain.”

      “You won’t. Not physically, at least. Not unless you starve yourself of blood.”

      He opened the door to their new room and hit the light. She closed the door behind them. It looked exactly the same as his room. The layout, the décor, everything. Fancy hotel room with no widows seemed to be the brothel’s look.

      “What about pleasure?” Surely, there couldn’t be one without the other?

      He put the bag down and pulled her to him. “Your responses might be slower, but believe me, they’re very much alive and well.”

      He crushed his mouth to hers. She gave in to him as he lifted her into his arms and onto the bed. She understood what he meant gradually, as his kiss deepened and she started to feel that first flush of heat below her waist. She pushed him back suddenly.

      “Take off those clothes,” she told him, screwing up her nose as she remembered who they’d belonged to. “And never put them back on.”

      He did as ordered and she stripped at the same time, eager to find out how everything felt in this new state of being. There had to be advantages she wasn’t aware of yet.

      He was quick to pin her back down as soon as she was naked. She felt him throbbing between her legs as he gazed into her eyes.

      “I’ll never let anything happen to you.”

      “Anything?” She raised an eyebrow, but she knew exactly what he meant and it made her stomach flutter. He’d done nothing but try to save her from the moment they’d met. Had that only been a day ago now? She could barely believe that. It felt like she’d known him for a lifetime.

      He smiled, kissing his way down her body. This time he didn’t stop at her throat. His kisses didn’t tingle strangely against her skin like they had before; he didn’t feel cold. It felt teasing, and each touch sent a thrill through her body, anticipation sparking her desire. The heat at her core spread as he ended the trail between her legs, his kisses softening as his tongue began to move against her. She groaned under him and he gripped her hips, keeping her from squirming under his touch. She reached down and stroked through his hair as he worked her closer to climax. It hit hard and fast. The scream that left her lips was earth-shattering. He moved, licking at his lips as he positioned himself to enter her. The self-satisfied smile was justified, so she didn’t tell him to wipe it off his face.

      “It’s just as well my heart doesn’t beat anymore,” she told him. “That might have stopped it.”

      He slid his length into her wet warmth and she wound her legs around his back, keeping him close. She was still riding the high, ecstatic to be pinned down by his muscular bulk and loving the feeling of being filled by him. She never wanted it to end. He moved, bending to tease her nipple into his mouth as he slowed his thrusts. A fresh spark of heat burst through her as he sucked. She moaned as he worked her into a second orgasm, his measured thrusting and well timed tongue flicks driving her crazy. The euphoria that followed kept her in a state of bliss as he reached his own climax inside her.

      His kiss this time was relaxed, a slow but passionately infused embrace that made her want more. She pulled his head back to hers as he started to move away, not letting him end it. He legs stayed wrapped around him possessively, keeping him in place.

      He smiled when she let go. “You don’t want me to move.”

      “How did you guess?” She grinned.

      “Well, if you want a repeat performance you’re going to have to let me drink something first.”

      She let him go. “That’s how it works?”

      He nodded. “You might not even notice it, but something happens when we drink blood. It’s called a Pulse. It’s what makes sex possible.”

      “So you have to drink right before, every time?”

      He shook his head as he grabbed a bottle and picked up the bag. He had to put it in the room’s fridge before it went bad. As soon as it was gone, he sat back down next to Skye.

      “I haven’t been drinking enough. It’ll take me time to get back to full strength.”

      She looked him over with a raised eyebrow. “This is you not at full strength?”

      He smiled wryly. “I might look okay, but inside I’m a little messed up.”

      “I think that could be said of anyone.”

      He nodded. “You know what, you’re probably right.”

      He opened the bottle and took a drink.

      She wondered why he hadn’t been drinking enough, but she didn’t quite have the guts to ask. It was why he hadn’t been able to stop himself from biting her when they’d met. The reason couldn’t be good.
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      The phone was ringing and it wouldn’t stop. Theo reached out and yanked it off the night stand. Being broken out of peaceful dreams was a whole new experience, and it made him incredibly pissy.

      “What is it?”

      Stacy took a breath before she spoke. “Someone booked in an appointment with Skye. Through Brody’s dad. He paid ten grand for it. I’ve been told he gets to do whatever he wants to her.”

      Theo was suddenly wide awake. “That’s not happening.”

      “It was a direct order,” she said, her voice small. “I’m only relaying the message.”

      “Then relay this one to him…”

      “Brody wants to talk to you.”

      He sighed, rubbing his face. “What the hell is going on, Brody?”

      Skye was beginning to stir beside him, and he didn’t want her hearing any of this shit.

      “We need to talk. Meet me down in the bar in five.”

      He hung up and Theo frowned at the receiver before he threw it down.

      There was only one reason Brody would want to meet in the bar. It was more protected than the rest of the brothel. They’d be able to talk there privately without risking anyone overhearing their conversation. His father’s spells wouldn’t be able to penetrate the cavern. The spirits down there messed with all forms of magic, apparently.

      He got up, uncertain as he threw the clothes back on. He didn’t want to leave Skye on her own, but Brody apparently had something important to tell him, something that likely related to a plan. There was no way he’d let his father hand Skye over to some creep who was going to torture her.

      He shook Skye’s shoulder, but she didn’t wake up. The decision weighed on him for a few more seconds before he rushed out the room. He’d be gone five minutes or less.
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      The knock on the door took Skye by surprise. She pushed herself up on the bed and frowned into the darkness. She was alone. Theo wasn’t in the room.

      The door handle turned, and she froze. The girl from reception came in with a handful of clothes, closing the door behind her. She had a tight smile on her tired face, and she held out the bundle of clothes like a piece offering.

      Skye wrapped the sheet around herself and looked for her underwear.

      “What’s this?” she asked, trying not to freak out at the weird situation.

      Stacy took a deep breath before she spoke. “Okay, so this is going to sound bad but just listen and try not to freak. Okay?”

      Skye raised an eyebrow. “What’s going on that I need to try not to freak about?”

      “You know how you agreed to work here?” She pulled a face with her teeth. The false smile only made Skye’s panic rise. “Well, you have a client. And there’s nothing I can do about that. So, here’s what we’re going to do.” She dumped the clothes on the bed. “Pick out an outfit. You’re going to try using compulsion on me.” She folded her arms, and suddenly the fear in her nervous attitude shone through.

      “Compulsion?” Skye guessed she probably should have asked Theo more questions about being a vampire. “Where’s Theo?”

      “He’s speaking to Brody right now. We’re all in on this plan.”

      She was shaking a little.

      “You hate vampires, right?” Skye wished she had time to sympathize, but right now she wanted to know what the hell was going on.

      Stacy shook her head. “I just… I don’t like how they can have complete control over someone.”

      Skye nodded, fingering the clothes in front of her. They were all nightdresses, slinky, silky, or lacy. She picked the least revealing silk one and hauled it over her head. It was probably two sizes too big, but her ass was fully covered and the neck wasn’t scandalously low.

      “How do I use compulsion?”

      Stacy took another breath. “Just look me in the eyes and will me to do something.”

      She locked gazes with the trembling human girl and smiled. “Tell me you love vampires.”

      “I love vampires,” she said in a dead tone that creeped Skye out, just a touch.

      She shivered. “Yes, that’s how you do it.”

      “It seems easy.”

      “So they tell me.”

      “What’s the rest of this plan?”
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      Theo ran the whole way there, which took about a minute with his super speed. Brody was waiting for him, a grim look on his face.

      “Hey,” he said.

      “What’s going on? What are we doing about this client situation?”

      “We have a plan. So relax. Skye’s not going to get hurt.”

      “Is he still here?” He was still wondering why the hell Brody had called him down here. He was trying to stay calm, but leaving Skye alone was playing on his mind.

      “He’s not, but we have reason to believe he’s looking in on us right now.”

      “Looking in?”

      “He cast a spell before he left. I didn’t catch all the words, but I caught enough to know he’s watching to find out what happens. He’s expecting us to do something to mess this up. We need to be careful.”

      “I don’t give a shit about being careful. Tell me what the damned plan is.”

      Brody nodded. “We let the guy come here, and he changes his mind about who he wants to spend his time with.”

      Theo frowned at him.

      “I mean, we change his mind. Compulsion. It’s harder to detect than magic. My dad might suspect, but he won’t know for sure. It’s risky, but it’s all we have.”

      “Compulsion.” Theo shook his head. He supposed ripping the guy’s throat out would be even riskier, particularly as it seemed he was one of Brody’s father’s rich friends.

      “We won’t let anything happen to Skye. We just have to get this to play out right so this whole thing can be over and done with.”

      “We’re leaving after,” Theo said, knowing it was what needed to be done to keep Skye safe. This place had been a haven for him when he needed it, but it had turned into a nightmare.

      “I’ll help you get out of town later tonight.”

      He nodded. “I need to go.”

      Brody put a hand on his arm. “I can’t let you do that.”

      He turned, incredulous, as Brody dripped blood into the darkness and said something he knew was activating a spell. When he tried to move, he couldn’t. Blood magic had him frozen in place.

      “I’m sorry, Theo. This is for everyone’s good. You’ll understand once we’ve gotten through this.” He walked into the darkness, leaving Theo trapped in his own body in the bar.
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      Stacy left after Skye practiced on her some more. The compulsion thing was kind of cool, but she really didn’t like the thought of using it to get rid of some pervert who’d come here and paid to sleep with her. Just the idea of that gave her the shivers. She sat on the edge of the bed and waited. He was on his way, according to the two rings Stacy had given her phone. It was the signal that he’d arrived at reception. Now Skye’s nerves were frayed.

      “He’s human,” she whispered to herself. “He can’t do anything to me.”

      Still, she shivered. Her flat-mate’s boyfriend had been human, and look what had happened with that. She shook it off. She was being paranoid. This was different. Stacy had known what she was talking about even if she hadn’t been able to quite bury the terror in her eyes.

      The knock was hard, solid. She got to her feet. Stacy had given her precise instructions on what to will him to do. He’d head back up to reception and demand another vampire, one who knew how to pleasure a man properly. She steeled herself as the door opened.

      Her jaw dropped when she saw her creep boss enter. Her skin was crawling the instant he stepped into the room, the smarmy smile on his moustached face making her fight back shudders.

      “Well, Skye, it seems we won’t need that trip to get closer now, will we?”

      She frowned at him as he moved closer, his wide eyes taking in every inch of her. She seriously wished she wasn’t wearing something that showed her lower legs.

      “Stop,” she said, locking his gaze the instant he tore it from her body.

      He froze in place, and she smiled. It was working. This was going to work. She was going to…

      He reached out and grabbed her wrist, smiling back. “I don’t think so, vampire. You think I wouldn’t come here prepared? What kind of idiot do you think I am?”

      She pushed him away, trying again. “Stay back!”

      He grinned. “Oh, this is going to be fun.”

      Her heart sank. He had some kind of protection against her compulsion. She glowered at him.

      “Just as well compulsion’s not my only trick,” she told him, feeling her face change and noticing her nails sharpen too. Slashing his throat sounded good right about now. Even more so when he lunged at her, attempting to push her onto the bed. She steadied her feet on the ground and slashed at his face. He avoided her attack, mostly down to how quickly he stumbled to his knees when pushing her onto the bed didn’t work.

      There was rage in his eyes as he got to his feet. He whispered something under his breath and she shuddered violently, shifting back to human and staring at her hands, no longer lethal weapons. She tried to shift again, to pull out the vampire, but it wasn’t working. He’d done something. A spell!

      “Get the fuck away from me.”

      “I’ll give the orders around here,” he said, grinning. “Lie down on the bed, Skye.”

      She gasped as her body followed his order while she fought against it every step of the way. This couldn’t be happening. She had to stop it.
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      Theo bit down on his lip until it bled and then he spoke the words Brody had to reverse his spell. As soon as he made sure Skye was okay, he was going to make sure his ill-intentioned friend knew how he felt about what he’d done. No one was going to stand between him and protecting the girl who’d made him want to live again.

      He ran back to the room, hoping it was where she still was. The world rushed past him as he moved, losing precious seconds to get back to her and hoping against hope that she was okay. He rushed into the room, breaking the locked door with his thrown body weight. The sight of the man on the bed with his hand creeping up Skye’s leg jolted him straight into action.

      “Get away from her,” he roared, grabbing fistfuls of the creep’s clothes and hauling him on to the ground, slamming him into the floor and pinning him there.

      The guy was breathing heavily, attempting to say something. He slammed his fist into his face. Once wasn’t enough. The blood didn’t stop him, nothing could now. He beat the guy into the ground until he stopped breathing, stopped moving. It was only then that his rage was sated enough to move away.

      He turned to Skye and she moved quickly to him, her eyes shiny with unshed tears. He held her close. “I won’t ever let anything happen to you. I won’t.”

      The phone started to ring, and he ignored it. Whatever this meant for Brody, for the brothel, he was done with it. All he cared about now was getting Skye out of there, taking her somewhere they could live without fear.

      “We should probably get that,” she said, her voice muffled against his chest.

      It wouldn’t stop. He refused to let her go. She took his hand firmly and moved towards the phone. He followed, not certain he wanted to know who was on the line. There was no one in this place right now that he wanted to talk to. His free hand tightened into a fist just thinking about it.

      She picked up the receiver and he listened in.

      “Thanks for doing me this favour, Theo.  I would have taken care of it myself, but I can’t get my hands dirty if you know what I mean. You should leave town now. Not everyone will be quite so pleased about this.” Brody’s father hung up as soon as he’d said what he wanted to.

      Skye dropped the receiver and looked at him.

      “He wanted you to kill him.”

      Theo nodded. “That’s what it looks like.”

      She sighed heavily. “Can we just get the hell out of this damn town already?”

      He pulled her in and kissed her briefly. “Trust me, I was already planning on it. Come on, we’ve got some packing to do.”

      
        The End
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        He’s broken. She thinks she’s crazy. Together, they need to save the world.

      

      Sunny Kerrigan has never quite figured out what was wrong with her. After being raised in a series of foster homes, and even a stint in the local psychiatric unit as a child, it’s not until she’s visited by two strange men that she finally gets some answers about her past. She’s a witch. A fire handler, to be specific.

      Sloan Shirer, the MacAlister water handler, has never gotten over the death of his wife. But the arrival of the new fire handler, with a personality that matches her name, shakes him to the core. Suddenly, he’s feeling things he’d thought died all those years ago with his wife.

      Sunny and Sloan struggle to find their way as the prophesied battle looms ever closer in this steamy new series.
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      Sloan Shirer laughed at the sight his wife, Dara, made dancing in the rain, arms spread out and face tilted skyward. “It’s beautiful, Sloan,” she called, twirling around.

      “You’re beautiful,” he called back. He made the drops swirl around her, just to hear her laugh.

      “Sloan,” Raven shouted. “I’m glad you’re having fun, but we’re training.”

      Dara giggled and pointed at Sloan. “Yeah, Sloan. You’re supposed to be training,” she teased.

      He stuck out his tongue at his wife and focused on his task again. As the water handler for the MacAlister clan, the water was his to manipulate to his liking. If he wanted to create a whirlpool in a pond, it was easily done. If he wanted to manipulate a lake into one giant wave, he could. And if he wanted to create the perfect storm, he could.

      Well, maybe he couldn’t create the perfect storm on his own. But if he combined his magic with the magic of the clan’s three other handlers, they could do just about everything. “Anna,” he called. “Can you increase the wind?”

      He couldn’t hear her response, but her husband, Addison, flashed him a thumbs up. It took a few minutes before he felt the breeze increase and a quick glance in the air handler’s direction showed him she concentrated fiercely. Her intense focus didn’t surprise him. Anna had only come into her magic a couple of years ago and was still learning how to manipulate it to her liking.

      As soon as his magic collided with Anna’s the intensity of the storm increased until it raged around them.

      Raven, the MacAlister clan leader, appeared in front of him. “You’re doing well, Sloan. The dragons are impressed.”

      Sloan felt his chest puff out. The dragon queen, her son, and a small contingent of their guards had joined them that morning. They had been allied with the dragons for a few years and their queen seemed to be fascinated with their magic. Her son, Prince Gareth, was her second in command, and had taken to accompanying her on her visits. To be complimented by such ancient beings was a huge honor.

      Once the storm was sufficiently large enough, it was time for the other handlers to join in. The earth handler added her power first, making the ground rumble and shake under their feet. She was skilled enough to stop the ground from shifting under his feet and he smiled his thanks at her.

      The fire handler shot a stream of fire directly into the heart of the storm, heating the rain until it exploded into a boiling downpour. “That would cook anyone who wandered by,” Sloan shouted with glee.

      He wasn’t bloodthirsty. He didn’t want to kill any innocents. But the tensions between the MacAlister clan and the Keita and Takahashi clans, the two other witch clans, were increasing at a rapid pace. The handlers had to get their powers in sync or risk heavy casualties when the battle finally broke out between the three clans.

      Leith MacAlister paced the perimeter of the storm anxiously. His long blond hair whipped around his face and his mouth was turned down in a frown. It wasn’t unusual for Leith to be frowning. In fact, Sloan sometimes thought Leith’s face would crack if he tried to smile. The pacing, however, was unusual.

      He didn’t have a chance to ask Leith what was wrong though. It was getting harder to control his magic now that the three other handlers had mingled their powers with his.

      Cupping his hands, he began shaping the rain into a water funnel. If he could master holding the water funnel during a storm of this proportion, he could do anything. Anna’s magic tugged against his before merging with it.

      The sensation of combining their magics was mildly unpleasant. The power buzzed up his arms, adding to the strength of his own magic until it was almost impossible to hold, but it wasn’t the most uncomfortable thing about the whole experience. For some reason, every time he succeeded in joining his magic with that of another handler, all his walls seemed to fall away. He could feel Anna’s presence in the back of his mind, like a silent observer to his every thought and emotion.

      Of course, it went both ways. Once they’d established their connection, he could clearly see her determination to create the storm. He knew she feared they’d fail and disappoint the clan. Her nervousness of performing such a feat in front of spectators was so acute, he could have sworn it was his own feeling.

      He tried his very best to remain ignorant to any of her feelings that weren’t relevant to what they were doing, but apparently, she and Addison had had a particularly satisfying night in bed.

      Barely keeping the amused grin off his face, he concentrated on the task at hand. The addition of the wind created a funnel more massive than he had expected. “Awesome!” he shouted.

      Raven and Leith started waving their arms in the air. He could see their mouths moving, but the wind whisked their words away. It looked like they wanted the handlers to end the storm.

      It was easier said than done. Pulling back that amount of magic into his body would be excruciating. He resigned himself to an uncomfortable evening and started absorbing his power into his very cells.

      It was slow going. The earth handler had ceased the earthquake and the fire handler had extinguished the flames. It would be harder for him and Anna to stop their storm, since their magic had been let out a lot more.

      Finally, he had the rain slowed to a drizzle. He looked around for his leader to question the sudden decision and was confronted with his worst nightmare.

      The ground was stained with blood. Raven, Leith and the other handlers were surrounded by the enemy and were engaged in a battle to save their own lives.

      Everywhere he looked, there was another Takahashi or Keita witch or one of their allies. Werewolves were snapping their jaws and lunging at everyone they considered an enemy, and vampires were busy tearing out people’s throats.

      How had the other clans figured out what they were doing?

      He summoned a single, massive jet of water and used it to knock a werewolf off Raven and a vampire away from Leith. He swiveled his head around frantically, searching for Dara in the chaos. All he could see was Anna, who had conjured a funnel cloud to blow the other witches, werewolves, and vampires away from the MacAlister clan.

      The dragons had shifted and clawed at the vampires, who seemed to be concentrating their attacks on them, blowing fire at them.

      He sent another jet of water out, this time directly at a Takahashi handler, who hurled boulders left, right and center.

      A searing pain shot through him and he collapsed, landing on his hands and knees. He struggled to his feet and had almost made it when another lightning shaft of agony bolted through his system, followed by an empty chasm in his soul. He’d never experienced something like this personally, but he’d heard whispers about it from the earth and fire handler. Just as he had felt Anna come into her magic two years ago, he keenly felt the death of at least two of the MacAlister handlers.

      Fighting through the pain, he forced himself to his feet and noticed the wind still blew. Anna must be alive. Which meant the earth handler and the fire handler were dead, their magic now transferred to two unborn MacAlister children.

      They were hopelessly outnumbered, and now that two of their handlers were gone, they didn’t have much hope of surviving the battle. He hoped Raven had enough time to get back to clan grounds and set the evacuation plan in place. If he didn’t give the order for the clan to disperse, they would be easier to kill than fish in a barrel. The clan would be decimated.

      He shook his head, trying to clear it of the lingering pain, and focused on drawing up as much water from the soil as possible. Maybe he could create a giant wave and flood the attackers out.

      A scream pierced the air, and Sloan spun around to find Anna kneeling on the ground. He made a mad dash for her. If the MacAlisters had any hope of surviving at all, they needed both him and Anna. They couldn’t be down three handlers. It wasn’t until he skidded to a halt next to the fallen handler that he realized she wasn’t screaming because she was hurt.

      The air handler cradled her husband’s head in her lap. Addison’s eyes were open but his stare was empty. Blood trickled from both his nose and his ears. Sloan pawed at the man’s neck, searching for a pulse. “It’s no use,” Anna said in a dead voice. “I turned around and he was holding his head before he collapsed. It had to one of the damn Takahashi handlers. One of them must have gotten into his head when I wasn’t paying attention.”

      Sloan bent over the fallen witch. His pupils were blown wide and the whites of his eyes were bloodied. It certainly looked like a psychic attack.

      “When I started running toward him, I blinked and realized I was back where I started. The Keita handlers stole some time from us.”

      Fuck. It was no secret the Keita clan handlers could manipulate time. If they had reversed time, even for a few seconds, there was no telling what had happened. Everything he remembered from the past few minutes could actually never have happened. He needed to find his wife.

      The battle still raged around him, but Sloan risked a quick glance around, locating Dara, who was using her magic to strengthen Raven’s.

      Reassured, he turned back to Anna, only to find her pressing a kiss to her dead husband’s forehead. She eased him to the ground and rose to her feet. Her eyes flashed and the wind increased dramatically. Suddenly, a funnel cloud appeared. Anna screamed, a sound of pure fury, and sent the tornado racing toward the Takahashis.

      Sloan watched for a few seconds, stunned by the sheer power behind the wind funnel, before spinning around to run to Dara. She could help him bolster his magic so he could wash these fuckers away.

      In a frantic attempt to locate her, Sloan eased up on the rain and strained his eyes.

      His heart stopped when he finally caught sight of Dara again, in time to see a Takahashi witch wave his hand and a massive boulder go flying toward his wife.

      He screamed for Anna to blow the boulder off its deadly course, but it was too late. It crashed into her, knocking her to the ground and crushing her under its weight.

      His heart was trying to pound its way out of his chest by the time he stumbled to a stop next to his wife. He redirected his water jet and managed to push the boulder off Dara but she didn’t move. Instinctively, he knew she was already gone.

      A different kind of pain, not physical but still as potent, hit him and he dropped to his knees and examined her. He couldn’t bring himself to look at her abdomen, which was surely mangled beyond belief. There was no way she could have survived, but he searched for a pulse anyway. Nothing.

      Desperate for any thread of hope, Sloan threw up a wall of water to surround them and shuffled to her side, ready to administer CPR.

      He regretted his actions as soon as he pressed his palms to her chest and his hands sank farther into her flesh than they ever should have.

      There wasn’t even a word to describe the murderous wrath that swamped him. Letting the wall drop, Sloan surged to his feet and threw his arms in the air. He didn’t even attempt to control his magic. Instead, he let it flow unchecked, allowing it to grow and evolve, until it seemed to have a life of its own.

      His magic collided suddenly with Anna’s. The resulting storm was truly terrifying but he didn’t care. He had enough sense in the face of his grief to make sure none of his own clan were harmed. Anna seemed to have the same thought because Raven and Leith were only damp and relatively unruffled.

      When it was over, there was no sign of either the Takahashi or the Keita clans, or their allies. The dragons were gone too, but that didn’t really faze him.

      Knees buckling, Sloan sank to his knees as grief overwhelmed him. He gathered Dara’s broken body in his arms and buried his face in her hair. Anna sobbed somewhere nearby, and he could make out Leith’s voice as he spoke lowly to her.

      Raven sat down next to him and Sloan lifted his head. Tears were streaming down his leader’s cheeks. “Come on, Sloan. We need to get back to the castle. We have to give the evacuation order.”

      But Sloan didn’t care. He didn’t care about the two dead handlers, his mourning leader or even Anna, who was still crying for her husband. He didn’t care about separating the clan they worked so hard to bond or the fact that they had to wait twenty-five years before the new handlers would come into their magic.

      All he cared about was his wife, now dead, and the sucking wound her death left in his chest where his heart should be.
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      Sloan stared down at his plate and made a face. Raven should really think about ordering out for a pizza once in a while. Seriously, why did they need to have some kind of roast meat, potatoes and gravy every night?

      “Everything all right, Sloan?”

      The sound of his leader’s voice had Sloan looking up. He was so goddamned sick of that question. He hadn’t been remotely all right since the day he’d lost Dara, twenty-five years ago. “I’m fine,” he said tonelessly.

      Raven raised one eyebrow but didn’t comment any further. At least, he didn’t comment on Sloan’s attitude. Instead, he went back to the conversation he’d been having with Leith before he’d evidently seen Sloan sticking his tongue out at his dinner. “I haven’t had much luck in tracking the dragons down. I don’t know where else to look. Any advice, Leith?”

      The blond giant leaned forward, and Sloan barely covered his snort with a cough. He knew exactly what Leith was about to say. Then again, Leith’s replies never changed much. “I’m a Seeker, Raven. I sense and find magic. I don’t track down huge, scaly lizards.”

      “You haven’t had much luck seeking out any of our missing handlers either,” Sloan muttered.

      Sloan knew he was playing with fire. No one messed with Leith. The witch was the oldest in their clan, five hundred years old if the rumors could be believed, and he was from a different time. One where an insult like the one Sloan had given him could be resolved in a fight to the death.

      He tensed, waiting for the blow, but it never came. Leith merely ignored him and continued with his statement. “However,” he said without even a glance in Sloan’s direction, “I would suggest searching the cliffs. If the dragons have taken to their natural form instead of their human form, they’re probably lodged in one of the larger caverns.”

      Bored with the whole thing, Sloan started twirling his finger in the air. Instantly, a water funnel rose from his goblet and he sent it on a mini rampage across the table. His magic simmered through him and he rolled his head, trying to release some of the buildup. The waterspout sucked up the liquid from every goblet on the table, growing larger and larger with every passing second.

      The trick wasn’t releasing enough of the power and the magical overload was starting to make him a little jumpy. He knew from experience if he didn’t find an outlet soon, it would feel like he was being flayed alive.

      Of course, the easiest answer would be to head out to the training fields Raven had set up for the handlers and direct his energy into the pond. But he itched for a fight.

      Sending the funnel higher into the air, he made it hover over his leader’s head. A mixture of water, wine and juice swirled over Raven’s shaggy black hair. All he needed to do was let it go and it would drench the man. Raven would then launch himself across the table and Sloan would have the fist fight he was looking for.

      Raven, however, seemed to have other ideas. “Sloan, I suggest you fly that spout out the window before letting it go.”

      “And if I don’t?” Sloan asked, trying to inject as much insolence into his tone as possible.

      “I will prevent you from using any magic for a week.”

      Sloan’s jaw dropped and he nearly lost control of the funnel. It wavered dangerously above Raven’s head before Sloan sent it out the open window. As the MacAlister clan leader, Raven was the only witch who had the power to prevent him from using his magic. If he thought not being able to dissipate his magic was uncomfortable now, it would be excruciating after seven days. “Geez,” he muttered. “I’m just trying to lighten things up.”

      Anna, who had been watching the whole thing through wide eyes, shook her head. “You’re out of control, Sloan.”

      He opened his mouth to shoot back a verbal dagger when he saw the look in her eyes. She seemed horrified by Raven’s threat. Then again, as the air handler, she would know exactly what he was going through. Hell, she was probably as uncomfortable as he was.

      Shoving a piece of meat in his mouth, he chewed and swallowed, determined to ignore the way it melted on his tongue or how the rich gravy felt like velvet sliding down his throat. He wasn’t in the mood to find anything remotely pleasant.

      He turned to Raven instead, trying to redirect the conversation to something a little less volatile. “Why do you want to get back into contact with the dragons, anyway?”

      Ever the gentleman, Raven wiped his mouth with a linen napkin before answering. “You know the prophecy, Sloan. The war to end all wars is coming. It behooves us to have as many people on our side when it happens. The dragons aligned with us the last time, so it stands to reason that they may wish to ally with us again. We can’t take any chances since the last time, the Takahashis were allied with the werewolves and the Keitas with the vampires.”

      This time, Sloan didn’t even bother to hide his snort of derision. “Do you still believe in that prophecy?”

      Raven raised his eyebrows again and looked at him with curiosity. “You don’t?”

      Summoning a stream of water from the pitcher in the middle of his table and directing it into his goblet, Sloan thought about the best way to word his answer. Despite Sloan’s current mood, Raven was a good man and deserved a good amount of respect. “No, I don’t believe in the prophecy.”

      “Why?” Leith’s deep voice cut through the awkward silence his declaration had caused.

      Surprised, Sloan turned to Leith. The man rarely spoke unless he was asked a direct question. Leith gazed at him with interest, almost like he was some science experiment gone wrong.

      Sloan squirmed in his chair a little, uncomfortable with the stares he was getting from the three other witches. “Well, the prophecy also says each handler will go to battle with their soul mate by their side. How is it possible for me to go into that battle with my soul mate when Dara died in the last battle twenty-five years ago?”

      He focused on his plate, unable to look anyone in the face. He couldn’t stand to see the pity he knew would be there.

      The silence that settled over the room was smothering and he took a sip of water to try and ease his throat.

      Finally, Anna spoke in her gentlest voice. The one she usually reserved for children and scared kittens. “Is it possible that Dara wasn’t your soul mate?”

      Rage swamped him and he shot up from his chair, pointing at Anna. “How dare you?” he accused. “How dare you question my love for my dead wife? How would you feel if I questioned your feelings for Addison?”

      Somehow Raven had made it across the room before Sloan even noticed he’d moved. One of Raven’s arms came across his chest and the other draped around his middle, like a father hugging his child from behind. “That’s not what she meant and you know it,” he whispered in Sloan’s ear.

      The anger drained out of him as fast as it had boiled over, leaving him feeling guiltier than hell. “I know. I’m sorry, Anna. What I said was uncalled for.”

      A brisk breeze swept through the room, reminding them all that, although Anna was better at restraining herself than Sloan, she could have taken him on in an instant. There were tears in her eyes though. Sloan’s mood sank to a new low, knowing he’d caused Anna to remember her own lost love.

      She nodded but the breeze didn’t stop, and it combined with Sloan’s power to form a small rainstorm, complete with miniature forks of lightning. It wasn’t unusual for them to create tiny storms inside. It was almost like, with the absence of the other two handlers, he and Anna were missing some kind of anchor. He only barely hung on to control of his magic at the best of times. The accidental collision of their powers was almost too hard to handle.

      Raven pushed Sloan down until his butt planted firmly in the chair. “Calm down, both of you, before you cause a damn hurricane.”

      With a lot of concentration, Sloan pulled the magic back into himself. He shivered at the unpleasant sensation and saw Anna doing the same. That was the thing with magic. Once released, it really didn’t like being pulled back in. Pushing his plate away, he rose from his chair once more. “I’m not hungry. I need to go practice or something before I jump out of my skin.”

      Raven pushed him down once more and replaced the plate. “You need to eat more. You’ve lost too much weight.”

      There was no use arguing with the leader. Once he’d made his mind up, it took an act of God to change it. Sloan closed his eyes and rubbed his throbbing temples. He really needed to get to the pond and release some of this build up before he ended up flooding the dining room, and then go to bed. Maybe he should sleep for the next decade. Maybe then, the pain wouldn’t be so bad.

      “I know,” Anna whispered from beside him.

      He opened his eyes to see her kneeling at his side. She took one of his hands in both of hers. “I know it hurts. And I know you feel like you should have died instead of Dara. But that’s not what happened. You’re here, but you’re only going through the motions of living. We need you to actually give a shit if any of us are going to survive the coming war.”

      There wasn’t even time for Sloan to question the damn prophecy again.

      Leith, who had been motionless the entire time, sat straight up in his chair, his eyes wide with wonder. “The fire handler … has come into magic.”

      Raven rushed over to his seat, where his cell phone was lying on the table. He started dialing even as he barked orders. “Leith, take Matthew with you on your search. He can help navigate the human society. Matthew?” he said into the phone.

      A surge of power ran through Sloan, electrifying his senses and sensitizing his body in a way it hadn’t been stimulated in twenty-five years.

      Sloan had only experienced it once in his life, when Anna had come into her powers. This time, the sensation was shockingly different. His cock swelled in seconds, and he pushed Anna away gently, embarrassed by his body’s response to the new handler magic.

      He shivered and looked at Raven, who looked shaken. “She’s so strong,” Raven muttered.

      Feminine power. Of course. Now that Sloan had clued into it, he could taste the vanilla and cinnamon of female magic on his tongue. No wonder his body had responded.

      Raven took a breath and adjusted his belt. Sloan knew the feeling. He was kind of afraid his dick would break off if he tried to stand up. “Find her fast,” the leader said to Leith. “There’s no way the Takahashi or Keita seekers missed the power surge. Find her before they do. And watch out for hunters.”

      Another wave of power rushed over Sloan, and every muscle in his body locked as he barely prevented himself from ejaculating in his pants.

      Finally, things seemed to settle down a little and he tried not to blush. He hadn’t felt the need to orgasm when Anna had come into her magic but he’d been told it was different each time. The new magic pushing at them didn’t dissipate, but his body gradually grew used to the sensation.

      Raven rushed around, talking about adding a fire pit to the training fields. “Anna, Sloan, be prepared to train her.”

      Great. The last thing Sloan needed was to train a new handler in how to control her magic. Especially one who affected him like this.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m leaving for the day,” Sunny said to three of her co-workers. The women were all gathered around a computer screen, ogling a half-naked male model.

      “God, I love my job,” one of them said with a sigh. “Every morning I wake up dreading coming to work and having to deal with the fashion editor from hell. Then I remember I get to ogle men like that every day, and I remember why I haven’t quit yet.” She pointed to the model, clad only in a pair of boxer briefs and a smile, and sighed.

      Sunny giggled. She liked her job for more than the male models, but she had to admit they did make things a little more interesting. “They do break up the day,” she replied.

      Another one of her co-workers sighed dramatically and turned off the screen. “Why can’t my boyfriend look like that?”

      Shaking her head, Sunny pointed at the woman and smiled. “Don’t complain. I’ve seen the flowers he sends you every Friday.”

      “Yeah. He’s pretty great. He’s out for the night though. Are you sure you don’t want to join us for drinks tonight? I’ll even treat you, since it’s your birthday.”

      It was tempting. It wasn’t like she had anything else waiting for her at home. But Sunny shook her head again. No matter how long she’d held this job, she still couldn’t get past the idea that if she got close to someone, she would have to leave them behind. It was how she’d lived her entire life. “Maybe next time,” she said instead.

      “We’re going to hold you to that.” Sunny giggled again as the women reached behind the screen and extracted a box. She recognized it as a pastry box from the local bakery. “Anyway, we wanted to give this to you. Happy Birthday. Enjoy it with a glass of wine and a bubble bath. You only turn twenty-five once, you know.”

      Touched, Sunny accepted the box. “Thanks. I will.” She looked around, a little embarrassed. She didn’t quite know how to act around people these days. “You guys have a good time tonight. I’ll see you on Monday.”

      All three women nodded. “Thank goodness for weekends,” one of them said. “It gives me two entire days to recover from Friday night. You promise you’ll join us soon?”

      “Maybe next week,” Sunny replied, a little cornered. She wasn’t certain how she felt. She wanted so badly to throw away all of her reservations and foster some real friendships.

      Maybe the fact that she’d been at the magazine for more than a year meant she could actually make some friends. She’d never been anywhere longer than a year before. Even the foster families she’d grown up with had usually given up on her after about eight months and she was shunted to another family.

      With her brain racing, she waved good-bye and headed out to her car. Unlocking the door, she slid into the driver’s seat and carefully placed the pastry box on the passenger seat.

      She stroked the steering wheel affectionately. The car was more than just a car to her. It was the first thing she’d ever purchased. It was the only thing she’d had for longer than five years. Hell, it was the only thing she’d had for longer than two years; although, this job was approaching the eighteen-month mark. Regardless, the car was almost like a child to her.

      She drove the twenty minutes to her apartment building and hopped out, making sure to lock the doors behind her. She lived in a fairly safe neighborhood and there were lights in the parking lot, but one could never be too careful.

      Letting herself into the building, Sunny bypassed the elevators and burst through the stairwell door. The past few weeks had been strange. She was losing weight left, right, and center no matter how much she ate. It seemed like her metabolism had been ratcheted up by ten levels.

      The amount of energy she had was outrageous. She lived on the sixth floor, and she’d been literally sprinting up the stairs every day for a week. She’d been hitting the gym like a maniac too, running on the treadmill until the person behind her started to get frustrated with her hogging the machine. Then, she’d move onto the stationary bike and hit the weights until her muscles screamed. It didn’t matter what she did. She still felt restless and twitchy.

      Maybe her co-workers were right. A glass of wine and a bubble bath might actually relax her enough to lull her to sleep tonight.

      But first, she wanted to peek inside the box. The bakery was well known for having the best pastries, and she’d been drooling over the window displays every day.

      She slowly opened the box, pausing halfway to savor the rich scent of chocolate wafting from the cardboard container. She loved chocolate almost as much as she loved her car. Closing her eyes, she tried to picture what treat her co-workers had bought for her. A brownie? A slab of fudge?

      Finally giving in, Sunny opened her eyes and finished tearing into the box. Inside sat a beautiful chocolate cupcake.

      Only one thought ran through her head. Yum.

      She pulled the cupcake out of the box and placed it on a little plate before rooting around in a kitchen drawer. She had to have a birthday candle in here somewhere. She loved candles and had them stashed all over the place.

      A little pink one caught her attention and she stuck it in the center of the cupcake. She lit it and stared at the tiny orange flame. Shivers raced down her spine and something deep inside her tugged toward the fire. The pull toward the flame was so intense, it was almost creepy.

      Closing her eyes, she did the same thing she did every year on her birthday. She sang “Happy Birthday” to herself and blew out the candle, prepared to make some silly wish.

      Except this time, unlike other years, the flame didn’t extinguish.

      Instead, it looked a little bigger and seemed to glow a little brighter.

      Sunny was pretty sure she didn’t have any trick candles hanging around. There was no reason for the flame to continue to burn.

      Electricity crackled along her skin, goose bumps breaking out over her entire body. Something big grew inside her. It was almost like her body was building up for some kind of huge event. She’d gone from feeling twitchy and restless to feeling like her skin was about to split wide open. It was excruciating and thrilling all at once. The fire fascinated her, drawing her closer like the proverbial moth to the flame.

      The flame grew bigger and bigger until the entire cupcake was engulfed. If she didn’t blow it out, it was going to set her table on fire. Ignoring the fact that her body was about to explode, Sunny bent over and blew at the candle again, putting all the extra energy she could behind it.

      It was almost like she’d thrown a jug of gasoline around the room, soaking the carpet and walls, the fire burned so big and so fast. Within seconds, the entire apartment was on fire. She rushed for her fire extinguisher but it was too late. The fire alarms were already going off in the hall and she could hear the faint sound of sirens outside.

      Shit, shit, shit. What the fuck had happened?

      [image: ]

      Two weeks later, Sunny was still staying in her cheap motel room. Her apartment building had completely gone up in flames. The fire chief had made a statement to the press about how he’d never seen a building burn down so fast. According to him, it was like the fire had had a life of its own. When they’d sprayed the building with water, it had seemed like the flame would jump out of the way.

      Something told her not to come forward with her story of creating the fire. For one, she really didn’t feel like having another stay in a psychiatric unit. One stay as a teenager had been enough, thank you very much. And she was pretty sure if she told the chief about how the flame had responded to her, they would lock her back up faster than she could say “Bob’s your uncle.”

      But there was something else holding her back from coming forward with her story. It was some strange sense of self preservation. It was almost like a fight or flight response. Maybe it was the fact that there seemed to be an awful lot of strangers hanging around her these days. Strangers who stared at her shrewdly. People who liked to pat down their waistband when they noticed her watching, like they were reassuring themselves their protection was still in place.

      Maybe she should check herself into the psych unit after all.

      Of course, things always had a way of going from bad to worse. Strangely, the pressure which had been building in her had disappeared after the fire and had stayed dormant for a couple of days. But it didn’t stay that way. The restless sensation came significantly more often after the fire. It was like something was building inside her, growing until it was too large to be contained by her body. Sometimes she felt like clawing at her skin in a desperate attempt to release some of the pressure.

      Add that to the fact that every time she experienced a strong emotion, fires broke out around her, and she seriously considered investing in a fire extinguisher manufacturer. She didn’t have to be angry to have a fire start. No, she could be sad, happy, whatever. Hell, even getting aroused was a no-no.

      At first, no one had made the connection between her and the fires. It wasn’t like anyone had witnessed her strolling over to a wastebasket and dropping in a flaming match. In fact, many times, other people would be talking with her and the fire would start on the other side of the room.

      But it wasn’t long before people started to notice she happened to be in the room each and every time a fire started.

      Now, she sat in her motel room after being fired. Her employer had no evidence to actually press charges against her, but the fact that the fires only happened when she was present was enough for them to release her from her contract. And all of her previously supportive co-workers, the same ones who had invited her out for drinks a few short weeks ago, avoided her like the plague.

      She was at a complete loss as to what to do. She had no job, no home and no possessions, save for her car. She’d like to think she’d been in worse positions before, but she really hadn’t. She’d always figured something out before, but she needed to wallow in self-pity a little, even if it was only for a few minutes.

      Grabbing the chocolate bar she’d purchased on the way here, she unwrapped it and took a huge bite. Chocolate always made things better. Well, bearable, anyway.

      Lying back on the lumpy mattress, she closed her eyes and munched, wishing someone would knock on her door with the answer to all her problems.

      Suddenly, there was a hard thumping against her door, like someone was pummeling it with a fist.

      Her eyes flew open and she sat up so fast, her head spun.

      Somehow, she doubted it was her fairy godmother knocking.
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      Sunny tried looking through the peephole, but for some reason, it had completely clouded over. She made a mental note to speak to the motel management about fixing it as she slid the chain lock into place and opened the door wide enough to look outside.

      Two men stood there, staring back at her. They were both blond, but that’s where the resemblance ended. The guy on the right was of average height but had an absolutely fabulous body. His white dress shirt clung to him like a second skin and his gray slacks molded to his thighs perfectly. He had a friendly smile and pretty blue eyes.

      The man next to him scared the bejeezus out of her. He was huge. Mountain like, even. His white-blond hair was tied back in a ponytail that hung nearly to his waist and his shoulders were nearly as wide as the door frame. But his eyes frightened her the most. They were gunmetal gray and seemed bottomless. She had a fleeting thought that if she stared at his eyes long enough, she would get lost in them. And not in the good, romantic kind of way, either.

      Faced with such an intimidation, Sunny did the same thing she always did when she felt backed into a corner. She got lippy. “What do you want?”

      The words sounded rather flippant, even to her.

      The shorter man smiled again and shuffled over so he was directly in her view. “Hi. My name is Matthew Samuels and this is Leith MacAlister. Can we come in and speak with you for a few minutes?”

      The soft, Australian accent probably had the girls falling at the guy’s feet. Not her though. As attractive as this Matthew was, Sunny had always been drawn to the more tall, dark and handsome type. “No, I’m fine. Good-bye.”

      Her attempt to close the door was thwarted when the big guy slapped his hand against it and used brute strength to keep it open. “Actually, it is not a request, Ms. Kerrigan.”

      “And my answer isn’t negotiable. Good-bye,” she said. Somehow, it didn’t surprise her that they knew her name.

      Leith tried to force the door open. Luckily, the chain held but the door frame creaked under the pressure. “We have information you might find helpful, Ms. Kerrigan. About what’s happening to you. And about your parents.”

      The mention of her parents that gave her a second’s pause. Her parents had been killed when she was a baby. She’d read the police report on her eighteenth birthday. The lead detective had stated he suspected her parents had been victims of a drive-by shooting. But the medical examiner hadn’t found an exit wound or bullets on either of her parents.

      Despite her desire to know more about her parents, she wasn’t stupid. She realized she only had a few seconds to act when she saw Leith’s fingers wrap around the edge of the door and head up toward the chain. She gave the door a mighty push, slamming it against the questing digits.

      The fingers were immediately pulled away and the door shut with a satisfying click. She flipped the deadlock into place and smiled grimly when she heard the big man swearing through the wood. “Fuck, lass. Are ye tryin’ to break me fingers?”

      Ooh. This one had a Scottish accent. And apparently Leith’s accent got thicker when he was in pain.

      “The two of you need to get lost before I call the police,” she called through the door.

      “Och, we don’t have time for this,” Leith shouted.

      Seconds later, the blond giant materialized in front of her.

      Shrieking, Sunny stumbled back until she was flat against the wall. Why did she have to leave her phone all the way on the other side of the room?

      Muttering under his breath, Leith flipped the deadlock and slid the chain off, letting Matthew into the room.

      The shorter man closed the door quickly and took a quick step toward her, holding his hands up as if to show her he wasn’t going to hurt her. “Relax, Sunny. We’re here to tell you about what’s happening, that’s all. If your parents had lived, you would have already known all about this. In fact, you would have been transported to the MacAlister castle at the first sign of your magic.”

      Were these people insane? “Magic? Magic? Don’t come any closer,” she warned when Leith took a few steps toward her.

      Matthew reached out and made a beckoning motion to her. “We’re not joking,” he said. “We’ll tell you everything you need to know once we’re on the plane. But we should really get moving. It’s not safe to stay here, especially now.”

      A hysterical giggle escaped her. “You think I’m going with you? Do I look stupid to you?”

      Leith growled and made a slashing motion. “Lass, ʻtis past time we left. Doona make this harder than it has to be.”

      It seemed irritation also made the Scot’s accent thicker. Maybe it was best not to annoy the crazy men. “Look, if you leave, I won’t call the police. We’ll just forget this ever happened.”

      Leith laughed harshly. Reasoning with him was obviously not going to work.

      Matthew patted the bigger man on the arm. “Relax, Leith. Let’s explain some of it to her immediately, okay? I would be freaked out too if I was in her position.”

      Shoving his hands through his long hair, causing some of the blond locks to escape the ponytail, Leith sighed and nodded. “Do it quickly, lad. I’m getting the twitchy sensation that says someone’s on our tail.”

      “Okay, Sunny—can I call you Sunny?—it’s pretty simple actually. You’re a witch. A fire handler, actually. Anyway, there’s only one handler for each element at a time. When a handler dies, another one is born sometime in the same year. They don’t come into their powers until they turn twenty-five, which is why you haven’t been able to summon or create fire until recently.”

      Sunny held up her hand. “You guys are wacko.” Still, how did they know about the fires that had been happening since her twenty-fifth birthday?

      “We weren’t aware that your parents had a child,” Leith said suddenly. “Had we been aware of you when we learned about their deaths, you would have been raised at MacAlister castle. When certain signs appeared as a child, you would have been watched very carefully. None of this would have been necessary.”

      Matthew nodded and looked over his shoulder toward the door. “The ADHD, the problems controlling your temper, the delusions and hallucinations you had as a child are all signs of a handler.”

      It was eerie, really, how accurate Matthew was about her childhood. Still, she wasn’t impressed. “All it takes is one good hacker to break into my medical records to find out the same stuff.”

      “God’s blood, child. Why would we break into your medical files if our intention was to simply hurt ya?”

      Geez, this Leith guy was sounding older and older by the second. If she hadn’t been so concerned for her life, she would have been fascinated. He stood there, looking all modern and sophisticated and then broke out in sayings like God’s blood. It was almost as if he belonged in a different time.

      “You’re right,” Matthew agreed, pulling her attention back to the situation at hand. “But what about lately? You’ve had the feeling like there’s something growing in you, right? Like your skin will split if you don’t release some of the buildup. And when you experience a strong emotion, fires tend to spring up. After the fires, you don’t feel like you’re going to explode for a little while, right?”

      Sunny’s jaw just about hit the ground. She definitely hadn’t told anyone about those feelings.

      “ʻTis your magic, lass. When ye were a wee girl, the magic had no way out, but it was muted somewhat. It would have manifested in physical symptoms, diagnosed as ADHD. Now ye’ve come into yer magic, and it’s too big to contain. Ye need to release it, and if ye don’ know how, it will find a way to release on its own. Ye need to be trained on how to use it properly, or ye’ll keep having accidents.”

      “And you can train me?” she scoffed. “Look, I’ve always figured things out by myself. I’ll figure this out myself too.”

      Matthew shook his head and pointed to the curtain. “Are you going to be able to figure out how to put the fire out before it burns down the motel?”

      Sunny risked a glance in the direction Matthew pointed and gasped. Flames were licking up the cheap motel curtain, steadily crawling toward the ceiling. Crap. There wasn’t even a fire extinguisher in the damn room and by the time she ran to the office to get one, the fire would be too big for the extinguisher to handle.

      The two men stared at her as if they were waiting for her to do something. “Well?” Leith said with a sneer. “Figure out how to call it back.”

      Call it back? What the hell was he talking about? Panic started to settle over her. Her heart began pounding against her sternum, and she panted as if she was running a marathon.

      Immediately, the fire roared, shooting higher and spreading wider. It seemed to be responding to her reactions, and not in a good way.

      “Leith,” Matthew implored. He sounded nervous for the first time since he’d strolled into her room. “You can put it out, right?”

      The bigger man frowned but nodded. “She doesn’t have enough strength to prevent me from putting it out.” He narrowed his eyes and muttered something under his breath.

      The flames got smaller but didn’t go out completely.

      Leith growled and stared at the flames, his face the picture of extreme concentration. This time, the muttered words were accompanied by a waving motion. The fire went out reluctantly, if you could describe fire as reluctant. It certainly took its time dying out.

      The bigger man waved his hands again and the room was instantly back to the way it was before she fried it. No damage to the curtains, no smoke stains, nothing to even suggest the place had been on fire just seconds ago.

      Matthew wasn’t staring around the room like Sunny. He was staring at Leith. “I’ve never seen you have trouble with anything before,” he said.

      “Well, I’m not able to control either Anna’s or Sloan’s magic. I could only manipulate Ms. Kerrigan’s because she’s so untrained, but she’s very strong. Once her magic is firmly under her command, it will be impossible for anyone to stop her,” Leith said, his accent fading a little now that the immediate danger had passed.

      Sunny said the only thing that came to mind. “Holy shit.”

      Matthew scurried over to the window and peeked outside. “Leith, there’s someone watching. I’m pretty sure he was there when we first came.”

      Oh man, apparently things could get worse. “There have been people following me for a couple of weeks. I thought it was just my imagination.”

      Was telling these two strangers about her stalkers really such a good idea? Then again, this whole situation was completely unbelievable.

      Leith’s eyes widened. “We have less time than I thought. Matthew, do you recognize the watcher as a Takahashi or Keita?”

      Before Sunny could ask what a Takahashi or Keita was, Matthew backed away from the window with another slightly panicked look on his face. “No one I know. But Leith, he’s wearing a turtleneck. In July.”

      Leith rubbed his palms over his face. “Hunter.”

      “What’s a hunter?” Sunny asked, completely spooked by the petrified expression on Matthew’s face.

      This time, the knock on the door did more than annoy her. It scared the crap out of her. “Is everyone okay?” the red head in the sweater asked as he opened the door and poked his head in.

      “Yes,” Leith said shortly, attempting to push the door closed, but the stranger was already more than halfway in.

      “But I saw smoke,” the guy insisted, stepping inside and locking the door.

      “You’re mistaken,” Matthew said, edging closer to Sunny.

      Why the hell hadn’t she locked the door after Leith and Matthew had entered? Oh yeah, they were crazy and she’d been trying to get away from them. Suddenly, Leith and Matthew didn’t seem so bad.

      Especially when the young man pulled out two guns, pointing one straight at Sunny’s head and the other at Leith’s chest. “I don’t think so. Seems you found your new fire handler.”

      “Matthew,” Leith barked as he lunged for the red head.

      As if he was responding to a command, Matthew flew at Sunny, flattening her against the wall and tucking her head under his chin.

      Matthew’s body blocked her view but nothing muffled the noises. Fear flooded through her, nearly suffocating her. A shriek split the air and Sunny gripped Matthew’s shirt. Her heart pounded even harder than it had before, and she actually wondered if she was about to pass out.

      A low, soothing voice started muttering in her ear. “It’s all right, Sunny. You’re safe,” Matthew crooned. Matthew sounded completely calm, which was entirely at odds with his previous demeanor.

      Sunny pulled away and peeked around his shoulder. The hunter was on the ground, writhing in pain, both hands clutched to his chest. “What did you do to him?” she asked Leith, horrified.

      “Nothing. You melted the guns.”

      Sunny looked at the twisted mess of metal on the floor and shuddered. It seemed this was more than she could handle on her own.

      “Oh, stop whimpering like a wee lass and get off the floor,” Leith said as he hauled the guy to his feet. “Ye’re snotting down your face, lad.”

      The guy really was sobbing, tears streaming down his cheeks. Looking at him this way, Sunny could see the guy was maybe eighteen years old. When Leith pried his hands away from his chest, they were charred nearly beyond recognition.

      Sunny gagged at the sight but managed to keep the chocolate bar in her stomach.

      Leith said something in a strange language and the mangled hands started to heal. Soft, new skin replaced burned flesh and the kid looked up at the blond with a confused look. “Why would you fix my hands if you’re going to kill me?”

      The bigger man snorted and shook his head. “I’m not a monster, lad. There was a time when your people and mine worked together.”

      “It must have been a long time ago,” the kid said, flexing his hands experimentally.

      Sunny watched Leith’s face carefully, surprised to see a flash of sadness pass over his rugged features. “Aye. A verra long time ago.” The accent was back, thicker than ever.

      “I’m almost sorry I have to report you to the head of the hunters,” the kid said quietly.

      “You won’t,” Matthew said from beside Sunny.

      Leith said something else and a blank expression settled on the young man’s face. Gently, Matthew led him to the door and sent him on his way.

      “We won’t have much time, Sunny,” he said softly. “Leith erased the hunter’s memory for the last couple of hours. He’ll figure out something happened when he realizes he’s missing some time. Not to mention the fact that seekers from the other clans will be searching for you as well. With the amount of power surges you’ve been causing, they have to know you’re alive. They’ll never stop looking for you.”

      She experienced a single moment of hesitation but the knowledge that she would be leaving the room alive with these men, as opposed to ending up on the coroner’s metal table with a bullet in her brain, convinced her to take a chance.

      Tossing her suitcase on the bed, she started emptying the closet and drawers, dumping the contents into the bag. “Do you have to call the airport or something?” She wanted to get out of here as fast as possible. Once she was safe from the immediate danger of stalkers with guns, she could figure out what to do about these two wackos.

      “No need. We’ve a private plane at our disposal.” Matthew said the words private plane as if it was the most normal phrase ever.
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      Sunny tried to control her excitement as she settled down in the plush seat. She’d never been on a plane before, let alone a private plane. The last thing she wanted was for these two guys, who acted like riding around in a private plane was an everyday occurrence, to look at her like she was some kind of naïve little girl.

      Matthew pulled out a sheaf of papers and started looking through them, glancing up every once in a while. “We’ll be taking off soon. Is there anything you need right away?”

      She shook her head. She was too busy trying not to stare around at the sumptuous surroundings to really care about anything else right then.

      Leith was talking to the pilot, his voice so low, she couldn’t hear what he was saying. Whatever it was, it didn’t look he was saying particularly flattering things about her, if the nervous looks the pilot kept shooting her were any indication.

      Not happy, Sunny stuck her tongue out at Leith’s back, earning a laugh from Matthew. “He’s a little intense, but he’s a good guy.” Matthew cocked his head and looked at Leith consideringly. “Okay, he’s a good guy if he’s on your side. If you get on his bad side, watch out.”

      Sighing, Sunny flopped back into her seat and crossed her arms over her chest. She was well aware she was pouting, but she figured she deserved it after the day she’d had. “I guess I got on his bad side when I wouldn’t let him into my motel room.”

      Matthew grinned and shook his head. “No. He likes you, I can tell. He actually talks to you. Do you know how long I had to work with him to get even a few words out of him at a time? Besides, he probably would have called you an idiot if you’d opened the door to two complete strangers.”

      “Put away that lower lip, little girl,” Leith said without even turning around.

      Little girl? “Hey. I know I haven’t exactly had the most mature attitude since you’ve come around, but give me a little credit. I’m twenty-five, not three.”

      The big man turned around and pinned her with a stare so intense, she squirmed in her seat. Wanting to make sure he knew she wasn’t about to be pushed around, she stuck her chin out and met his gaze steadily. His eyes softened and he strode over to her, tucking a lock of hair behind her ear. “You remind me so much of my Elizabeth. You’re going to be the death of me.”

      Stunned, Sunny simply sat there. What was with the sudden tenderness?

      Before she could say anything, Leith walked away again and pulled the plane’s phone off the wall. He waited a few moments until someone obviously picked up the other end. “Raven? Matthew and I are on our way back with the new fire handler. Have Anna and Sloan ready to train her right away. Her magic is too strong for either you or me to train her for very long.”

      He listened for a few minutes before hanging up the phone. He didn’t turn around when he spoke again. “I’m going to the back office to get some work done. Try not to set the plane on fire, lass. Matthew, if you need anything, just shout.”

      He didn’t wait for a reply, nor did he actually face them. He simply rushed to the back of the plane and shut himself away.

      Wow. Weird. Sunny turned to Matthew, only to find the man staring at the closed door of the office with a sad look on his face. “What?” she asked. “Who’s Elizabeth?”

      Matthew cleared his throat a couple of times before looking at her. She could have sworn she saw the shimmer of tears filming over his blue eyes. “His daughter,” he said huskily.

      She had a sneaking suspicion she wouldn’t be meeting this Elizabeth any time soon. “He doesn’t look old enough to have a child,” she said instead.

      Matthew’s mouth twisted in a wry smile. “He’s the oldest witch in our clan. He once told me he was born in the same year Columbus set sail for the new world.”

      Sunny could only blink. “That would make him more than five hundred years old.”

      Nodding, Matthew cleared his throat again. “Yeah. Witches live for a really long time. We age slowly after our twenty-fifth birthday. Most of us live well past our nine hundredth birthday before we start to age again. Then, the process is relatively quick from there.”

      Sunny chewed on the information for a few minutes, until the engines on the plane started. Buckling her seatbelt, she turned again to Matthew. “What happened to his daughter?”

      “Ah, picked up on that, did you? I don’t really know what happened, but Leith’s entire family was slaughtered three hundred years ago. He’s never told anyone more than that. I suspect our clan leader, Raven, knows but I don’t think anyone else does.”

      Sunny suddenly felt like crying over people she hadn’t even met. At least she had no memories of her parents. Some would say not having those memories was horrible, but she felt like knowing them would have made the pain of their loss even more acute. What must Leith be going through right now, having experienced love and then having it ripped away from him?

      Matthew sniffled a little and handed her a tissue. “It’s sad, I know. But, if you remind him of his daughter, then you’re definitely in his good books. You might find yourself with a new father figure, actually.”

      She leaned her head back against the seat as the plane started taxiing down the runway. It might be nice to have some sort of father figure in her life for once. She’d never had someone care for her like that.

      She turned her head to speak to Matthew again but stopped when she saw he glanced behind them at the office door. Understanding suddenly dawned on her. “You like him, don’t you?” she said softly.

      Matthew smiled again, a slow, sad smile. “Probably more than I should,” he admitted. “But it won’t amount to anything. He’s never been anything but friendly to me, and sometimes I wonder about that. Besides, even if he was into men, I’m far too young for him. He’d never see me as anything other than a kid.”

      Sunny frowned. Now that she knew witches aged slower, she had no idea how she would judge someone’s age. Matthew seemed very mature though, so he was probably older than he looked. “How old are you? One hundred? One hundred and fifty?”

      Laughing merrily, Matthew threw his head back and gasped for breath. “I’m only twenty-seven.”

      Oh. Well. That was sort of embarrassing. “Sorry,” she mumbled.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Matthew said, slinging an arm around her shoulders and giving her a little squeeze.

      They were quiet until the flight attendant came around with drinks. Clearly, Matthew took this plane often because the attendant handed him a cup of coffee without even asking him what he wanted. The woman looked at Sunny expectantly. “Um, do you have some kind of cola available?” she asked.

      “Not a good idea,” Matthew said. “Caffeine tends to intensify the effects of your magic. Until you learn how to manipulate your power to your will, you might want to avoid it.”

      Nodding, Sunny pointed to a bottle of orange juice. “I’ll have the juice, thanks.”

      The flight attendant looked relieved and poured her the juice. “Dinner will be served in a few hours. Just call for me if you need anything else.”

      Sunny turned to Matthew as she took a sip of juice. “Can I ask you some questions?”

      Putting his papers in a briefcase, Matthew turned to her and smiled. He seemed happy to have something other than Leith to talk about. “Sure.”

      She fiddled with her glass for a few seconds while Matthew patiently waited for her to speak. “Can you tell me about my parents?”

      Sighing, Matthew linked his fingers and stretched his arms over his head as if he was searching for the right words. “Twenty-five years ago, there was a very bloody battle between the three witch clans. It was the same battle we lost our previous fire handler in. We also lost our earth handler. Anyway, we took heavy casualties and Raven decided it would be best if the members of our clan scattered for a few decades. He was trying to make sure the whole clan wasn’t together in case there was another massacre.”

      She could see the wisdom behind the leader’s thinking. It would have made protecting them difficult but would also have made killing the entire clan harder for the enemy. She wasn’t sure what it had to do with her parents though.

      As if he could read her mind, Matthew continued with his explanation. “Anyway, your parents relocated to Canada. For whatever reason, they never reported your birth to Raven. I suspect they were killed by members of another clan but can’t confirm it. Obviously, whoever killed your parents didn’t know they’d had you, since you would have been killed too. If Raven had known about your birth, he would have brought you to MacAlister castle and raised you himself instead of you being raised in foster homes.”

      Sunny always expected that when she found out what really happened to her parents, she would feel something. Anger, sadness, rage or even relief. Instead, she felt numb.

      A little disturbed she didn’t feel anything at all, Sunny shook her head and changed the subject. “Will I be able to do the cool healing thing once I learn to control my magic?”

      Matthew shook his head. “Sorry, you’ll probably be able to do basic spells, but your magic is pretty much contained to creating and manipulating fire. By the way, Leith’s healing magic only works on people who aren’t part of the MacAlister clan. Which sucks, but it is what it is.”

      Sunny pouted for a couple of seconds before she thought of another question. “So, if I’m the fire handler, and you’re still missing the earth handler, it means you have a water handler?”

      “Yes. The water handler’s name is Sloan Shirer. And we have an air handler too, Anna Carrow.”

      “You said every witch knows when a handler comes into their magic. How?” Sunny was fascinated.

      “There’s a kind of shock that runs through a witch’s body when there’s a big surge of magic, I guess. The clan’s seeker, that’s Leith, can use the energy as sort of a homing beacon. The rest of the clans send out scouts to try to beat the seeker to the new handler,” Matthew answered.

      “So, I’ll know when the earth handler comes into her powers?”

      “Yes. And the handler might be a guy.” Matthew rubbed the back of his neck and glanced out the window as if he was uncomfortable with something.

      Sunny gulped, afraid Matthew was reliving some kind of painful event. “What does it feel like?”

      Matthew rubbed his neck again and sighed. “I don’t know. I was born without magic. That’s why I became a lawyer.”

      No wonder Matthew suddenly looked so uncomfortable. She didn’t know quite what to do to make him feel better.

      Leith rushed over and leaned across Sunny to look Matthew in the face. “I came out of the office and saw you were distressed. Are you all right, son?”

      Matthew rubbed the back of his neck for a third time. “Yeah. Thanks, Leith.”

      “Mmm. Okay. Do you have those papers ready for Raven?” Leith asked.

      “I do.”

      “Good.”

      “Right.” Matthew’s voice was cheerful but Sunny could hear right through it.

      They both watched the blond man collect his coffee and strut back to the office, once again shutting himself in.

      Sunny gazed at Matthew, her heart breaking for him.

      Matthew blinked once and focused on her again. He gestured to her cup and raised his own. “Cheers.”

      “Cheers.” As she clinked her cup to Matthew’s, Sunny couldn’t help but wonder what there was to cheer over.
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      The flight seemed to take forever and Sunny yawned. All the sleepless nights had caught up with her, and she was having trouble staying up.

      There was only one problem.

      Every time she started to drift off, Matthew, who was bent over his work next to her, would yelp at her to wake up, yelling about how she was about to blow up the plane. Apparently, the closer she got to the clan headquarters, the stronger her magic became, which resulted in small sparks flying from the tips of her fingers.

      She started to rethink her decision about not having caffeine, but Matthew’s horrified expression when she’d asked the flight attendant for a Red Bull convinced her not to risk it.

      Leith’s reaction was not much better. He kept rushing in, looking more and more worried each time.

      Finally, it seemed Leith had had enough. “Sunny,” he said with a thin, somewhat stressed smile. “Why don’t you come to the back? There’s a bed you can lie down on. I can help control your magic if we’re in the same room, but I really can’t work at these dreadful trays.”

      She wanted to say no, if only to show these men, who’d kidnapped her for all intents and purposes, she wasn’t a pushover. The thought of a soft mattress and the idea that she could let go of some of her rigid control on her magic, however ineffective it had been so far, was too much to deny.

      Dragging her tired body out of the chair, she shuffled down the hall a little, only to stop when she heard Leith talking again.

      He wasn’t speaking to her though. “Matthew,” the blond giant said sternly. “Where are your glasses? You know you get headaches if you read without them. And you’re all hunched over. Why don’t you come in the back with us and work at the desk? There’s more than enough space for both of us.”

      She heard Matthew agree, and both men asked the flight attendant for more coffee, just as she pushed open the door to the back room and froze in amazement. If she’d thought the plane was luxurious before, this room upped the ante.

      The bed turned out to be a queen sized mattress with what looked like silk sheets and a sumptuous, blood-red bedspread.

      The desk Leith had talked about was actually a long counter jutting out from one of the walls with enough space for three people to work at comfortably without bumping elbows. The work surface had indentations on it where papers could be placed so they didn’t slide around if the plane hit turbulence. There were even recessed pen holders built into the desk.

      The chairs that were lined up at the desk, including the one Leigh had obviously been sitting in and pushed back when he’d rushed to the front of the plane, were cushy and made of leather, clearly meant for the user’s comfort.

      On the other side of the room was a bathroom, just visible through a half opened door, complete with a shower stall.

      A warm hand landed on her shoulder and urged her forward. “Lie down, lass,” Leith said. “Just rest for a little while. Matthew and I will be here, and I’ll help mute your magic until we land.”

      More than a little stunned, because honestly, how rich were these people, Sunny allowed herself to be pushed gently down onto the mattress. Leith even drew the blankets up to her chin and smoothed back her hair as if she was a small child.

      She lifted her head a few inches off the pillow, in time to see Matthew sit down at the desk and shuffle his papers around. “I didn’t want to disturb you,” he said to Leith.

      “You shouldn’t be so silly, lad,” Leith replied. “We’ve worked together at this desk plenty of times.”

      Matthew muttered some response she couldn’t quite make out, but she was much more interested in Leith at the moment. The way he talked fascinated her. One second, he sounded like an ancient Scottish warrior, and the next, he sounded like he’d lived all his life rocking the twenty-first century.

      She supposed he’d gotten used to changing the way he spoke as language evolved. He probably only reverted back to the Old English with the exceedingly heavy brogue when he was stressed or in some highly emotional state.

      Her fatigue was far too intense for her to dwell on his changing accent much, however, and she floated on the edge of consciousness, aware of the occasional muttering from the desk but not actually awake enough to add to their conversation.

      Still, what she heard was fairly illuminating. And eventually interesting enough to wake her up when the talk turned to clan business.

      She was about to join this MacAlister clan thing whether she wanted to or not, so she figured she had a right to know what was going on.

      “What are you working on?” Leith asked after they’d been in the back room for about ten minutes.

      “It’s a contract for the new start-up company he’s interested in investing in,” Matthew replied.

      Through half-closed eyes, Sunny saw Leith’s head kick up. “He’s never invested in something so risky before.”

      “Mmm, you’re right,” Matthew agreed. “It’s about time he did. He’s not investing everything he has, not even close. Besides, he has lots of time to recover if it goes belly up. He’s only one hundred and fifty years old and the technology he’s looking at investing in has proved to be pretty stable so far.”

      Leith picked up his coffee cup and took a sip. “That’s true. Are the contracts to your liking?”

      Matthew shrugged. “It’s pretty standard. There are some things I’m going to insist be changed and other things I’m going to ask for which I don’t think they’ll give me.”

      “You’re a shark,” Leith said.

      Matthew gestured to Leith’s papers. “What about you? We’ve found Sunny, so you’re free, right? Well, until Raven decides to send me somewhere. Then you get to play chaperon.”

      Sunny wondered if Matthew resented the need for someone to accompany him but she was far too interested in what they were discussing to interrupt. Besides, they seemed to have forgotten she was in the room. Or at least, they thought she was sleeping.

      Leith put his cup down and pointed at his own papers. “Tracking the dragons.”

      “The dragons? I thought you told Raven you couldn’t sense them?”

      “I can’t sense them or seek for them in the traditional way of a seeker. But I can make some deductions based on where they were last seen.” The giant sounded amused.

      Leith reached forward and unfurled a huge roll of paper. Sunny could tell he was using his pen to point out certain locations. “The last known whereabouts of the dragon queen was here,” he jabbed at what Sunny supposed was a map.

      “Prince Gareth was spotted ten years ago here,” he pointed to another spot. “And the humans have been reporting sightings of winged creatures here, here and here, all within the last few years.”

      Matthew got up and stood next to him as Leith picked up his coffee cup again. “You know, all of these locations are within easy commuting distance to the cliffs here. Do you think they could be holed up there in dragon form?”

      Sunny shifted around in the bed, trying to get a better view of what was going on. Neither of the men noticed her moving around but she wasn’t surprised. The amount of sexual energy flickering between them made for better entertainment than the best romance novel. She wriggled around until she could clearly see what was going on.

      Matthew leaned forward and pointed to the map. His arm brushed against Leith’s on the way, causing the other man to spill his coffee down the front of his shirt.

      “Oh, shit,” Matthew exclaimed. He grabbed a couple of tissues and tried to mop the mess up. “I’m so sorry.”

      Leith cleared his throat and grabbed Matthew’s hands. “It’s all right, Matthew.”

      Matthew had frozen with both of his hands pressed flat against Leith’s belly. Sunny could practically see the waves of heat rising from the two men and she had to keep her hand tucked under her cheek to stop from fanning herself.

      Matthew stepped back and cleared his throat. “Sorry,” he said again, lowering his eyes.

      Leith tipped his chin up with two fingers. “Doona worry about it,” he said, his accent back, stronger than ever. “I’ll borrow one of Raven’s shirts.”

      The leader kept a stocked closet on a plane? She couldn’t even imagine how much the clan used this plane if they needed to keep fresh clothes on board.

      “Okay. I’ll pay for the dry cleaning,” Matthew mumbled.

      Leith cleared his throat and started unbuttoning his shirt. “I said not to worry about it.”

      Narrowing her eyes, Sunny pretended to sleep as she watched Leith strip the shirt off.

      The man was positively ripped. He was simply gorgeous.

      Moving her head a fraction of an inch, she glanced at Matthew. The lawyer’s gaze was fastened on the other man, and the slight bulge in the front of his pants hinted at his real thoughts. She wondered, for a second, if Matthew would question Leith about their interaction, but Leith turned around and Matthew’s face fell into a mask of abject misery.

      Wondering what had affected Matthew so much, Sunny turned her gaze back to Leith. Winding down the man’s spine was an intricate tattoo spelling a woman’s name in Old English letters.

      She was supposed to be sleeping, so she couldn’t ask about the name, but she guessed it was the man’s dead wife.

      She swallowed sympathetic tears, only able to guess at how Matthew felt. She felt a sudden need to get out of the bed and wrap her arms around the young man. There seemed to be a connection between her and Matthew and, for the first time in her life, she ached to foster that connection.
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      Good God, when Matthew had said they were going to MacAlister castle, she had pictured a mansion. But this was an honest to goodness castle with arrow slits, towers, and an outer wall with a moat. A moat that had to be crossed by a freaking drawbridge. “You could have warned me,” she muttered to the two men at her side.

      “What did you expect, lass? We told you it was a castle.”

      Leith had an amazing ability to state the obvious. Still, the man looked down at her with something akin to fondness on his face. She stuck her tongue out at him and turned back to the castle. She had to crane her neck all the way back to see the top of the closest tower. It looked positively medieval. “Please tell me there’s indoor plumbing,” she said.

      This time, Leith laughed out loud. “Yes, Sunny. The castle has been completely updated over the years. We have indoor plumbing and electricity. We even have the Internet and cable.”

      “Be honest, Leith. We still heat the rooms with fireplaces though. Can you imagine the cost of heating this place with a furnace?” Matthew said reasonably.

      He dragged his suitcase behind him with one hand, the other occupied with juggling his briefcase and a set of keys. “Do you think Raven will let me park my car in his garage tonight?” he asked.

      “As long as you don’t get too close to my Porsche,” a tall man said from the doorway, where he was evidently waiting for them.

      Matthew broke out into a genuine smile for the first time since they’d talked about him not having any magic. “Don’t worry, old man. I won’t get anywhere near your precious car.”

      Sunny laughed at their banter but couldn’t help but notice that Leith had gotten suspiciously still and silent. “I’ll be leaving,” he said stiffly. “If you should find yourself in need of anything, have Matthew call me.”

      He marched off into the castle without a backward glance or even a good-bye.

      Raven sighed and approached them, taking Sunny’s bags from her and gesturing for Matthew and her to follow him inside. “I’m sorry, Matthew. Any time I say something to you, he gets a like that. Maybe you have hope after all?”

      Sunny stumbled to a halt. Raven knew about Matthew’s crush on Leith?

      She scrambled to catch up with them as they stopped and Matthew shook his head. “No. I’m never going to be the one for him. I need to give up and move on.”

      Raven bumped him with his shoulder. “Do you want me to assign someone else to Leith?”

      Matthew shook his head again, this time faster. “No. I can’t give him up completely. We’ll just be co-workers.”

      “I hate seeing you in pain,” Raven said.

      Sunny backed off, feeling like she was eavesdropping on a conversation she really shouldn’t be hearing. But she was happy she was in a place which had a leader who cared about his people.

      If she had to be here, that is. She hadn’t forgotten about the part where she had essentially been kidnapped. Okay, so she’d technically come willingly, but only after someone else had tried to kill her.

      It was hard to hold on to her anger for the two men who’d brought her there though.

      Maybe she was crazier than all those psychiatrists at the hospital thought.

      She used the time to look over the grounds. God, it was beautiful. She wondered why it wasn’t teeming with tourists.

      “Sunny?” Matthew called. “Are you coming?”

      She rejoined them, happy to see both men were acting normally again. Following them through the door, she stopped and gazed around in awe. If she thought the castle was amazing from the outside, the inside took the cake. It didn’t look at all like a stone castle. There were shining wood floors, rich tapestries on the walls and dozens of portraits scattered around.

      “Just leave your bags there, Ms. Kerrigan. I’ve been remiss in my introductions, I’m sorry. My name is Raven MacAlister, the leader of the MacAlister clan.” He held out his hand.

      Reaching forward, Sunny took his hand and jerked back when a small shock went zipping through her system. Raven’s eyes widened and he shook his hand as if he’d been burned. “Leith wasn’t kidding when he said you were strong. I’m very glad you decided to come and train with us.”

      Sunny couldn’t help the laugh that bubbled up. “You mean I had a choice?”

      Raven smiled sympathetically. “Well, no. But it seems Matthew and Leith were able to convince you rather quickly once they found you.”

      “Oh, it wasn’t them. It was the maniac with the gun that convinced me. I figured Matthew and Leith were the lesser of the two evils, if you know what I mean?”

      Raven’s eyes narrowed. “Guy with a gun?”

      “Hunter,” Matthew said with a small smile. “But you should have seen her, Rave. She melted two guns without even batting an eyelash.”

      “Ah, yes. Leith did mention something about that,” Raven said.

      “Raven?” A woman’s voice called from somewhere deeper in the castle. “Don’t loiter in the foyer. Bring her inside.”

      “Of course,” Raven said even as Matthew’s smile grew larger. “Please, come this way.”

      The threesome made their way into what seemed to be some sort of library. A woman sitting in one of the overstuffed chairs jumped to her feet when they entered. “Oh, my dear, I’ve been waiting for you for so long.”

      The woman rushed to her and enveloped her in a warm hug. Instantly, everything in Sunny was pulled to this woman. She felt a leap in the pressure growing in her, but curiously, she felt like everything was in control.

      “Oh,” the woman said, pulling back and holding Sunny by the arms. “I’d forgotten how intense our connection would be. I’m Anna, by the way. Anna Carrow. I’m the air handler.”

      Sunny looked at her in wonder. She’d never felt this close to anyone before. The thought of losing this woman sent her into a panic. “Why do I feel like this?”

      Anna patted her arm and let go of her, leading her to one of the chairs and urging her to sit down. “Our magic is complementary. Fire needs air to function. Similarly, changing the air’s temperature gives it much more power. It’s natural that we’re drawn together.”

      A little more reassured that what she felt was normal, Sunny grinned and sat down. “It’s good to know I match with somebody.”

      Anna smiled back and sat down next to her. “I’m so excited to have another woman here. It’s been just me for so long.” She glared at Raven, who reddened slightly and cleared his throat.

      Patting her arm again, Anna turned back to her. “Dinner should be served soon. We should make sure to tell the cook what you like to eat so it can be included in our weekly menus. Tonight is roast beef, I believe.”

      Sunny placed her hand on her stomach and shook her head. She was far too overwhelmed to eat. “I’m not really hungry.”

      “You should eat,” a deep voice said from behind her. “Letting yourself get hungry makes it harder to concentrate on controlling your magic.”

      Turning around, Sunny was met by the sight of the most beautiful man she’d ever seen. He was tall and lean with short black hair and eyes the color of milk chocolate. He was wearing a pair of blue jeans which showcased his thighs and a tight, black, short sleeved shirt.

      Raven snorted and rose from the desk he’d been sitting at. “You really shouldn’t talk about anyone else’s eating habits, Sloan. You barely eat enough to survive as it is.”

      “Whatever. I take it this is our new fire handler?” the man said with a sneer.

      Sunny was shocked. Why was he so cold? She stood and offered him her hand. “Apparently I am. I’m Sunny.”

      “Sloan, the water handler,” he responded, taking her hand and shaking it.

      Another zap of power rushed through her and she jerked back. Her response to his magic was completely different from her response to Anna’s. What she had come to think of as her fire, pulled back and pushed forward at once, completely at odds with itself. It was a disconcerting feeling and one she wasn’t exactly sure she liked. It was pleasurable and almost painful all at once. It almost felt like she was on the brink of a massive orgasm with no way to achieve the final push into ecstasy.

      Something passed over Sloan’s face, maybe surprise, before he stepped back and stared at her. “I’m going up to my room. I’ll see everyone in the morning.”

      “What about dinner?” Raven asked with concern in his voice.

      Sloan paused and flexed his hands. “Just have someone send something to my room. But don’t send any coffee or chocolate up.”

      He left the room without another word and Sunny stared after him. Did he not want the coffee because he was having trouble controlling his magic? If so, what chance did she have for learning control if someone who was as experienced as Sloan seemed to have trouble managing his magic?

      And what was with the attitude? What had she done to provoke his ire? “What’s his problem?” Sunny asked.

      “Well, if you think about how our magic is complementary and so we feel drawn together, it makes sense you and Sloan would be subconsciously pitted against each other. Fire and water and all that,” Anna said with a warm smile.

      Raven sighed and pushed one hand through his hair, causing it to stick up briefly before it settled back down into thick waves. “Don’t worry about Sloan. He’s been going through some stuff for the last little while. He wasn’t always such a jerk. But he is right, as a handler, it is good practice to eat something whenever it’s offered, even if it’s something small.”

      Matthew smiled at her and slung an arm around her shoulders. “Come on, love. Sit next to me and I’ll keep you entertained.” He guided her out of the library and into a massive dining room.

      The table was laden with platters of meat, tureens of buttered peas, serving bowls full of roast potatoes, a gigantic platter of Yorkshire puddings and several boats of gravy. There was so much food for the four of them, Sunny wondered how much these people ate. Even if dinner was saved for or sent to Leith and Sloan, the amount of food was staggering.

      Despite the formality of the way the meal was presented, it seemed the occupants of this castle were pretty informal. Everyone served themselves, asking politely for the salt or to pass the butter when needed.

      Sunny took a small serving of everything, realizing that even though she was nervous, her stomach was actually quite empty. She stuck with water to drink, taking small sips as she observed the three other people at the table with her. Raven snapped his fingers and the candles in the middle of the table caught fire. Sunny jumped. “I thought I was the fire handler.”

      Anna smiled and patted her hand. “You are. All witches can control the elements somewhat. But the MacAlister handlers can do far more than just control the elements. We can manipulate our element to our liking.”

      Her confusion must have showed because Anna patted her hand again. “Don’t worry. You’ll understand what I mean when you start training.”

      Sunny gave her a tired nod and looked back down at her plate, focusing on the banter flowing around her.

      Raven and Matthew were talking about some type of investment Raven seemed interested in making. Anna chimed in every once in a while but mostly stayed quiet. If it had been any other day, Sunny would have struck up a conversation with the other woman, but her day was starting to catch up with her and she was exhausted.

      She was almost asleep in her dinner when Anna touched her shoulder gently. Sunny jumped, surprised to find she hadn’t even heard the other woman get up from her seat. “Let me show you to your room,” Anna suggested.

      Nodding, Sunny dragged her tired butt out of the chair and followed Anna. She was so groggy, she was halfway up a set of stairs before she realized she had no idea how to get back.

      Would it be too much to hope the castle would have those Where am I? maps posted on the hall walls somewhere?

      “This is the handler wing,” Anna said as they passed a closed door. The gentle, warm feeling emanating from the room told her it was Anna’s. Did a handler’s magic leech into their surroundings if they spent enough time there?

      Anna continued speaking about how the rooms on this side were larger to accommodate for a handler’s increased power but Sunny found the woman’s voice too soothing to actually pay much attention.

      “This is Sloan’s suite,” Anna said as they passed the next door. Sunny could have guessed that from the cool, aggressive power being pushed from the room.

      The next suite was empty and Sunny guessed it was for the still missing earth handler. The room at the very end of the hall had to be hers.

      Anna confirmed this when she pushed open the door and stepped aside so Sunny could walk inside first. Her luggage had been placed at the foot of an enormous bed. There was a chest of drawers against one wall, a large armoire on the wall across from the dresser and a third wall dominated by floor-to-ceiling windows. The room was decorated in shades of rust and red, which seemed to call to make the fire inside her burn brighter. It was beautiful. “I’ll leave you to settle in and get some rest. There are fresh towels in the bathroom, which is right through that door.”

      Sunny nodded and said good-bye, still a little awed over the room she’d been assigned.

      Her body still hummed from all the power and, despite the time that had passed since she’d first shaken Sloan’s hand, her arousal hadn’t dissipated. The feeling had only intensified as she passed Sloan’s room. And despite how tired she was, there was no way she would be able to fall asleep with this much lust streaking through her veins. Maybe a nice shower would help take the edge off enough for her to sleep.

      The bathroom was freaking gigantic, but she’d expected it to be, given the size of the room. She contemplated giving the soaker tub a try, which was big enough for two people, but in the end, decided she was too tired to lounge around for long.

      Stripping off her clothes, she turned on the water, stepped under the hot spray and grabbed a bottle of shower gel. The water worked miracles on her tight muscles but the bubbles from the shower gel slid down her skin, and collected at the very top of her mound, yanking up her arousal by about ten levels.

      She slid her finger between her legs and found the small ridge of her clit. It flexed and then strained out, demanding attention.

      This was going to be quick and dirty.

      She rubbed it quickly, closing her eyes and letting the image of Sloan float through her mind. In her mind, Sloan knelt at her feet, nuzzling his way down her stomach and taking her clit between his lips.

      She came unexpectedly, Sloan’s name slipping from her mouth on a long moan.

      The orgasm may have been short, but it was strong and satisfying. She shivered, savoring the aftershocks of her climax.

      As soon as she could feel her legs again, she dried off with a fluffy towel and collapsed, completely naked, on the bed. She managed to crawl under the covers before her exhaustion overtook her and she fell asleep.
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      Sloan pushed the food around his plate. He wasn’t really hungry but lately, Raven had taken to monitoring how much he ate. It was supremely annoying, as he was seventy-five years old, but he could understand Raven’s concern. Besides, Raven was just being a good leader.

      Normally, he would have eaten with the others, if only to reassure Raven and Anna he was, at the very least, still alive. But tonight … tonight he’d met the new fire handler.

      He had been stunned by how attracted he’d been to her and even more flabbergasted when he’d taken her hand in his. The power that shot up his arm amazed him. It warmed him through and set him on edge all at once. He should have been prepared for the sensation. After all, every time he touched Anna, a similar phenomenon happened. He was so used to avoiding Anna’s touch, he’d forgotten to brace himself.

      The power hadn’t necessarily been bad, but it had been different.

      The feeling of her soft palm against his had sent him reeling far faster and further than her magic, though. He’d instantly wondered what her hand would feel like slipping down his bare chest and maybe sliding even further south. He’d gone from zero to sixty in less than ten seconds and his dick had leapt to life.

      Matthew had sent him a knowing look, and he’d had to stop himself from dropping his hands to shield his crotch from view. He’d almost joined them, but he’d glanced up at the last second and looked at Dara’s portrait smiling down at him.

      Grief and guilt had swamped him, and he’d taken it out on Sunny before running for the sanctuary of his room. He’d hoped to spend the evening alone working through his thoughts but a knock on the door told him it wouldn’t be the case. He sighed and pushed his plate away. “Come in.”

      Anna marched in and crossed her arms, sending him a disapproving look. “You should be ashamed of yourself, Sloan Shirer. Have you forgotten your manners, because I know you have them?”

      Sloan was taken aback. Out of anyone, he thought Anna would have known how he felt. She had lost her husband in the same battle he’d lost Dara, and she would know how disconcerting it must feel to find oneself attracted to someone else. Then again, he’d have to tell her the truth about how he felt before she could sympathize with him.

      He sighed and rolled his eyes. “You’re right. I’ll go apologize right now.”

      Anna smiled at him like he was a puppy who’d learned to pee outside and patted his head. “That’s a good boy.”

      “You do realize I’m almost twenty-five years older than you, right?” he grumbled, good naturedly. He never was able to stay annoyed with the woman.

      “I know,” she said. “Now, go apologize and then eat your dinner. You’re too skinny.”

      “Yes, Mom,” he mumbled, edging past her to walk down the hall.

      He heard Anna’s door close as he knocked on Sunny’s door. He waited for a few seconds before knocking again. “Sunny?” he called.

      There was no answer. He briefly considered waiting until tomorrow to apologize, but he really didn’t want her to go to sleep thinking he was that big of an ass.

      He cracked the door open a little and poked his head in. “Sunny?”

      The little redhead was nowhere to be seen. He hadn’t had time to tune into her magic yet like he was to Anna’s so he couldn’t pinpoint her location. But where could she have gone? He stepped inside. He couldn’t remember if this room had a balcony but if it did, she might be outside.

      The sound of the water starting caught his attention and his head swung around. She was in the shower. Naked and wet.

      Oh, good God, he’d never gotten hard so fast before. He couldn’t help but picture what she would look like standing under the cascade of water. Her wet hair would be plastered around her shoulders and down her back, clinging to her body like wet silk. Her fair skin would glow and her small breasts would fit perfectly into his palms. Were her nipples pink or tan? Did she shave her pussy or was she natural?

      Adjusting his dick in his pants so it wouldn’t snap off, Sloan backed toward the door to leave. He was pretty sure being caught in Sunny’s room would not win him any brownie points with anyone. And he was in enough hot water with Anna and Raven as it was.

      He’d almost made it to the door when a soft moan caught his attention. His gaze snapped back to the bathroom door and he froze. He would bet every last bit of his magic that those were not moans of distress. His wife may have passed away twenty-five years ago, but he still remembered what a woman’s pleasure sounded like.

      Every drop of blood in his body drained into his dick and he actually had to press down on it to stop the orgasm poised at the tip. Shit, he needed to get out of there and fast. Tiptoeing awkwardly, he gripped the doorway just as another moan floated on the air. “Sloan…”

      He managed to slip out of the room and close the door almost silently before he sprinted down the hall. He burst through the door to his own room and slammed it hard behind him before unzipping his pants and plunging his hand inside.

      Not even two steps into his room, and still fully dressed, Sloan gripped his cock with one hand, using the other to prop himself up against the wall. He set a fast pace, stroking his thumb over the top of his dick with each pass.

      Sweat dripped off his forehead and onto the floor, mixing with the pre-come already pearling at the tip of his cock. The sound of his name from Sunny’s lips was still echoing in his ears and he closed his eyes, a picture of a nude Sunny in the throes of orgasm forming on his closed lids.

      “Fuck,” he grunted as every muscle in his body contracted. The pleasure started at the base of his spine and spread rapidly through his entire body until he was sure he was going to pass out. He increased the pace of his stroking until his entire being was focused on the sensations between his legs.

      He came violently, spurting all over his hand and clothes. He continued rubbing his dick until he was too sensitive to stand it anymore.

      His legs were barely strong enough to support him as he stumbled over to his bed before sagging onto the mattress. He stared at the mess he’d made, another wave of confusion washing over him. Logically, he knew Dara wouldn’t have wanted him to live the rest of his life alone. In fact, she’d probably be thrilled another woman had finally caught his attention. And in truth, it wasn’t really guilt that made him so reluctant to get to know Sunny.

      No, it wasn’t guilt. It was fear. He had a feeling that falling for Sunny would be one of the easiest things he’d ever do. But as much as he sneered at Raven and the rest of them for believing in the prophecy about a war to end all wars, he’d seen the evidence of it himself. His magic seemed to be doubling in power every few days, almost as if in preparation for the coming war. All of it meant he could very well have finally found his soul mate. But then what had Dara been?

      God, he was so confused. He’d loved Dara with all his heart. If she wasn’t his soul mate, it meant someone else was. And according to the prophecy, he and his soul mate would be fighting side by side in the coming war.

      An image of Sunny popped up, unbidden, in his mind’s eye, but he pushed it away.

      He’d already lost someone he’d loved dearly in the last war and it had nearly killed him. He wasn’t sure if he could survive that again.
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      Sloan pressed his hand against his aching head and stumbled into the hall. He had hardly slept at all, and his sleepless night was starting to take its toll on him. He needed coffee to stop the pounding in his head. To top it all off, his body hummed with extra magic, and he desperately needed to release some of the buildup.

      A door opened a little way up the hall. The only occupied room that far down the corridor was the new fire handler’s.

      Crap. Sunny was the last person he needed to see right now, especially when he was in such poor control of his magic.

      He thought briefly about ducking back into his room but at that second, she looked right at him. “Good morning,” she said brightly.

      God, she was beautiful. Her full lips were tilted upward in a grin, and he instantly wondered what they would look like wrapped around his dick.

      Shaking the thought from his head, he nodded at her. “Morning,” he grunted, hoping she didn’t notice the slight bulge his half hard dick was leaving in his pants.

      Her smile widened as she stopped next to him. “Not much of a morning person?” she asked.

      He cleared his throat and shook his head. “No. It usually takes at least a vat of coffee before Raven deems me fit for conversation.”

      “Mmm, coffee,” Sunny crooned. “I love coffee. It’s like liquid gold. But Matthew and Leith told me caffeine made it harder for me to control my magic.”

      “Yes, it can. But once you’ve learned to control your power, you should be able to drink as much coffee as you want.” Of course, he didn’t tell her neither he nor Anna had had a drop of the stuff in weeks, as their magics were getting harder and harder to control. He didn’t think Sunny would be particularly reassured by the fact that two seasoned handlers were losing their grip on their magic.

      “Did you sleep well?” he asked.

      Sunny nodded and stretched her arms over her head. He was pretty sure she had no idea her shirt had ridden up with her movement and a thin band of her creamy flesh was visible over the waistband of her pants. “I did, thanks,” she said, dropping her arms. Much to Sloan’s disappointment, the shirt settled back into place, hiding her skin from his eyes once again.

      She continued talking, seeming completely oblivious to his gaze. “In fact, it was sort of weird. It was kind of like there was something dampening my power … my magic, I guess. I felt like I could sleep without being afraid about setting the place on fire for the first time since my birthday.”

      “It’s the wards Raven and Leith put on the castle a few years back. They’re spells which help us control our powers,” he explained when she looked confused.

      “Does that mean we can’t use magic in the castle at all?” she asked.

      “No. A handler’s magic is exceptionally stronger than anyone else’s in the castle, with the exception of Raven. Even he wouldn’t be able to stop you if you completely lost control. But as the leader, he does have a few advantages. He can lock down our magic if he wants.”

      She looked thoughtful. “So, he could take it away for a little while to give us a break from the sensation of needing to jump out of our skin?”

      “Not really. He can lock it in our bodies. It doesn’t stop the magic from building up though.”

      She made a face. “Well, that’s no fun.” Then she smiled again. “But if I practice, the jittery feeling will go away, right?”

      He nodded. “For a short time. It will build up again, but practicing will release it.”

      She started speaking, but he’d made the mistake of looking at her mouth again. It was full, pink, and a little moist from where her tongue kept peeking out to lick at her lips.

      Sunny’s smile had widened into an outright grin and Sloan blinked, finding himself completely blinded. She practically lit up the whole castle with her expression. Her name matched her personality exactly.

      It was almost impossible not to move closer to her warmth, to her vitality, and something which had been dormant inside him for a quarter of a century stretched and reached for her light like a moth flying straight for a flame.

      “Wow,” she said. “You weren’t kidding when you said you weren’t a morning person. Are you okay?”

      He blinked again, this time completely lost. “I’m sorry?”

      She laughed and he could have sworn he heard bells. Had he ever been this taken with a woman so early?

      “I asked if you would mind walking with me to the dining room. I swear, I need a GPS to find my way around this place.”

      “Sure. I was heading down to breakfast myself. And don’t worry, you’ll figure out your way around the castle soon enough.”

      Together they walked down the hall in companionable silence. She seemed happy to be there, which he found slightly odd. He would have thought having been forced to leave her home, especially given that she had pretty much been kidnapped, would have been traumatic. He’d expected her to rage against her situation, or at least be a little resentful. “How come you’re not pissed about being here?” he blurted.

      Sunny shrugged. “I can’t really explain it. I’ve never really fit in before. I’ve always kind of felt restless, you know? I’ve always had these visions of fire I couldn’t explain. I actually spent time in a psychiatric hospital when they couldn’t figure out if I was a danger.”

      She fiddled with the hem of her shirt for a few seconds before looking up at him with a sheepish smile. “There’s something about being here that makes me feel at peace. And something about the people here, especially Matthew, that soothes me.”

      Jealousy hit Sloan so hard, he nearly stumbled. She found Matthew soothing? What was it about the little pup she found so comforting?

      Just as quickly, he pushed the thought aside. What did it matter to him if she found Matthew comforting? He had Dara’s memory to keep him company. Except, it had been getting harder and harder to remember how she had felt in his arms. He had to look at her photograph now if he wanted to remember her smile.

      He’d promised at their wedding to never love anyone else and it was an insult to her memory if he lusted after another woman.

      Except he knew Dara wouldn’t have wanted him to live out the rest of his very long life alone.

      “Which way do we go from here?” Sunny asked suddenly.

      He was really out of it this morning. They’d made it to the bottom of the stairs but he’d apparently stopped walking. “This way,” he said, pointing to the left. The tone of his voice came out a little sharper than he’d intended, and she shot him a weird look.

      He wasn’t exactly sure how to apologize for his abrupt change of attitude, or if he even wanted to. All he knew was there were two empty chairs at the dining table and she headed straight for the one next to Matthew.

      Which only left one chair vacant. And it happened to be right next to Sunny.

      He sighed and headed for the table, knowing if he attempted to skip breakfast again, Raven would probably tie him to the chair and force feed him.

      Matthew looked over at him when Sloan collapsed in his chair. “Having a rough morning?” he asked.

      He resisted the urge to drop his face to his hands and grabbed a platter of bacon instead. How could he explain why his mood had gone from fantastic to shit in a matter of a few seconds?

      “Apparently, it’s a lack of coffee,” Sunny said with a grin.

      Why wasn’t she upset with him? Hell, she didn’t even look perturbed.

      Nonplussed, he reached toward the middle of the table for the pitcher of orange juice. Sunny, who had reached out at the same time, closed her hand on the handle of the pitcher at the exact second his did.

      The contact between them was electric. Literally. He vaguely remembered touching the end of a battery to his tongue once on a dare and the buzz and hum that had traveled through him. It felt like a line of cartoon sparks running up his arm. His dick stiffened in his pants and, amazingly, he realized he was only seconds away from coming.

      Almost instantly, the sensation changed. It was as if his magic had become magnetized, and it immediately reached for Sunny’s magic.

      He yanked his hand back, knocking the jug over and causing the bright orange juice to spread across the pristine white tablecloth.

      “What’s the matter?” Raven asked sharply.

      Sloan was about to say something sarcastic, or at least nasty, but one look at Sunny’s face told him she’d been as affected by their accidental touch. There was no way he could play this off as his usual morning attitude. “Our magics reacted when our hands brushed against each other’s,” he said gruffly.

      Raven nodded even as Sunny started rubbing her hand. “It’s okay,” the leader said to Sunny. “I’ve been told handler magic responds fairly strongly when it comes into contact with another handler’s.”

      Sloan would have left it there but Sunny was already shaking her head. “I didn’t feel like this when I touched Anna for the first time.”

      Raven raised his eyebrow and looked at them both. “Was it the same with you, Sloan?”

      There was no point in lying. Everyone had seen his reaction. “Yes. It was a fair bit stronger than anything I’ve experienced with any other handler.”

      This time, Leith spoke to him. “Explain.”

      Sloan rolled his eyes at Leith’s terse command but answered nonetheless. “My magic reached for hers with an intensity I’ve never felt before.”

      “Interesting,” Leith said, tapping his finger against his lips. “I’ve never heard of that before. Normally, handler magic either repels another hander’s power or feeds it. I’ve not run across a case where magics are reaching for each other, especially when those powers aren’t being used.”

      “That wasn’t exactly helpful,” Sunny said bluntly. “You’re something like one thousand years old. You should know something.”

      The silence which fell over the table was deafening. No one had ever dared to speak so frankly to Leith. Even Leith looked a little surprised.

      “What?” Sunny said with a sheepish smile. “You were all thinking it.”

      Every gaze at the table was fastened to Leith, waiting to see what the blond giant would do. Instead of growling about showing him the respect he deserved, which Sloan had expected him to do, Leith burst out laughing. “You are so much like my daughter,” he said when he finally stopped laughing. “Thank you for not treating me like an old man who can’t handle a little humor once in a while.”

      Sunny’s blinding smile was back in full force. “I figured you out as soon as we met,” she admitted.

      Leith’s smile remained for the rest of breakfast, but Sloan was more focused on the affect the new handler had on him.

      It terrified him.

      As the morning meal came to an end, Raven cleared his throat. “Leith has informed me that Sunny’s magic is quite strong and neither he nor I will be able to train her. So, I think it’s best if Anna and Sloan train her right from the get go.”

      Shit.Sloan had forgotten the tiny detail about how he would be training Sunny. If his magic reacted this strongly to hers now, what would it be like when they were actually using their powers? Hell, what would it be like when they had to merge their magics? “Absolutely not,” he said firmly.

      “And why not?” Raven asked.

      He said the first thing that came to him. “Because our magics are opposite. You know, fire and water. I’ll only make things harder for her to control.”

      Raven narrowed his eyes suspiciously, and Sloan got the idea the leader saw right through his excuse. “Fine,” Raven said. “Stay out of her training for now. But when Sunny has enough control, you’re going to have to work with her.”

      Sloan nodded, relieved he had a little time, at least, to work out how he felt.

      In the meantime, all he had to do was find a way to completely avoid the new fire handler.

      [image: ]

      Sunny sat, staring at Sloan, well aware her mouth hung slightly open. His excuse not to train her was complete and utter bullshit. There was no way their magics would repel each other, not when every fiber of her being was somehow yanking her toward him.

      The man was returning to his jerky self, his true self he’d shown last night. She couldn’t believe she’d masturbated to his image the evening before, much less had the orgasm of her life.

      There was going to be no way she’d let Sloan know how much his refusal to train her bothered her. “It’s okay,” she said with another grin, hoping no one could tell it was fake. “Anna’s probably a better teacher than Mr. Cranky Pants anyway.”

      She kept a pleasant expression plastered to her face until enough time had passed that she could escape to her room. Fake until you make it. That had been her motto for as long as she could remember. Pretend to be happy with your life and maybe, just maybe, you can fool everyone.

      Faking it didn’t help the pain though. It never did. And for some reason, Sloan’s rejection hurt worse than anything else had in recent memory. Maybe it was because of the actual conversation they’d had on the way down to breakfast, when he hadn’t been a dick. Or maybe it was the way her magic responded to him.

      That had to be it. She had come to realize her magic was almost like a living thing existing inside her. It wanted Sloan’s magic badly, and it still roiled around in her veins, trying desperately to connect again with the man sitting next to her.

      How could he leave her like this? It made her physically uncomfortable not to be touching him.

      But he’d made his intentions to stay away from her more than clear.

      She took a deep breath and hardened her heart against Sloan. Why would she set herself up for more heartache than she was already feeling?

      Finally, she pushed her plate away and stood up. “When do you want to start, Anna?”

      Anna gestured to her glass of juice. “As soon as I finish my drink, we can get started.”

      Sunny nodded. It would give her a little time to pull herself together. “I’m going to change into something more comfortable.”

      Without waiting for an answer, she hightailed it out of the dining room and found her way to the stairs. She bounded up them but stopped when she realized she had no idea how to get back to her room.

      Cursing herself for not paying more attention when she’d gone downstairs, she peered up and down the hall, hoping that at least one way would look familiar. Of course, both ways looked the same.

      Why had she thought living in a castle was a good thing?

      “Lost?”

      The voice was the last one she wanted to hear. Why couldn’t it have been Matthew who found her?

      “Can you show me the way back to my room, or are you too much of a jerk?” she snapped.

      Sloan drew even with her and tilted his head. “Not so sunny, Sunny? And to think, you had everyone thinking your personality matched your name.”

      She propped her hands on her hips and leveled a glare at him. She was so damn sick of hearing that joke. “Didn’t you know? The sun can burn you too.”

      “Oh,” said Sloan, motioning for her to follow him as he started down the hall. “So you’re also a little fireball? Fitting.”

      “Listen here, you,” she just about shouted. “What the hell is your problem? First thing this morning, you were all smiles, and now you’re the most sarcastic bastard in Scotland.”

      “You know many men in Scotland?” he said.

      Something about the way he said it, the possessive way he looked at her, made her grit her teeth.

      Without even stopping to think about the consequence, Sunny raised her finger and poked him in the exact center of his chest.

      Whatever she had been about to say flew out of her mind the second she touched him. Her power rose and seemed to latch on to Sloan. She couldn’t have pulled her finger away, even if she wanted to. The feeling was entirely sexual and she desperately wanted Sloan to bend her over the nearest flat surface and slide into her.

      It was Sloan who broke the contact when he stepped back and pushed her hand back to her side. There was no expression on his face at all. “Did you really not feel that?” she asked.

      Sloan’s mouth tipped up in a slight sneer, but she didn’t miss the way his eyes focused on her face for a moment. “What I felt was similar to what I feel whenever I accidentally touch Anna, or another handler.”

      “Liar,” she said. “At the table, you said it wasn’t like anything you’d ever encountered before.”

      “It did feel like that at first,” he admitted. “But the feeling has faded.”

      She didn’t believe a word of what he said, but she didn’t have a chance to accuse him of lying again. Anna came up behind them and squeezed in between them. She shook her head at Sloan and took Sunny by the elbow. “Come on, Sunny. I’ll show you the way back to your room. Sloan? Don’t you have some practicing to do?”

      Sloan nodded curtly and turned on his heel, stalking away without another word.

      Still irritated, Sunny stuck her tongue out at his back. She knew it was childish but at this point, she didn’t care.

      “Thanks,” Sunny said to Anna.

      “No problem. But he’s not all bad. Before his wife, Dara, was killed, he was really fun to be around.”

      Against her will, her heart softened when she heard about Sloan’s wife. How much pain must the man be in?

      Not that it was any excuse to be a jerk, she told herself harshly. Don’t let your guard down. You’ll only end up hurt.
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      The water in the pond swirled as Sloan made it ripple lazily. He wasn’t really trying to do too much with it right then. He was working off some of the magical pressure that built up in the last few days. Besides, if he did anything too drastic with it, he wouldn’t be able to see Anna training Sunny.

      It had been three weeks since Sunny had come to the castle. Three weeks since Sloan had first felt a buzz of sexual thrill awakening in his body after a quarter of a century.

      He’d tried hard to avoid her at all costs. He’d been rude and mean. He’d stopped coming to meals until Raven had threatened to lock down his magic if he didn’t eat. He had taken to isolating himself in his room― not very different from before. No, the only difference was that now, something in him desperately wanted to be out of the confines of the four walls and close to one person in particular.

      Of course, he hadn’t been able to avoid Sunny completely. Fate seemed to be working against him. He always seemed to open his suite door just as she passed by and he either had to walk down to breakfast with her or look like a fool.

      All the accidental body contact didn’t help. At least three times a day, he would find himself touching Sunny, whether their shoulders brushed against each other in the hall to reaching for the same platter at exactly the same moment.

      If his magic was a separate entity, he would have thought it was angry with him. It had taken to zapping him every once in a while. And the tugging of his magic towards Sunny’s was getting almost unbearable. He would have to figure out what to do but since it required he talk to Raven or Leith about his attraction to Sunny, he had yet to say anything.

      And, God, he was like a horny teenager again. He had wet dreams at night, always featuring a very naked Sunny. He required multiple cold showers a day just to deal with the constant erections that seemed to spring up every time he encountered her.

      He couldn’t risk getting too close to the young woman, so he continued refusing to help with Sunny’s training.

      Raven hadn’t been too pleased when Sloan had refused to work with them, but he hadn’t had much choice in the matter once Sloan explained how his magic didn’t respond well to Sunny’s. The excuse wasn’t exactly true. Of course, water and fire normally didn’t mix well, but he was experienced enough to help Sunny learn to control her magic. He didn’t want to get any closer to her than necessary.

      Was it selfish? Sure. But he didn’t know how to tell Raven the real reason behind his refusal to help train the new fire handler. The man had a never ending line of girlfriends and hadn’t once found someone who kept his interest for longer than a few months. How could he possibly understand Sloan’s fear of getting hurt again?

      Still, it was impossible for him to stay completely away from Sunny. Her personality totally matched her name, and everyone had to smile when they were around her. Sloan felt happier just being in the same room as her.

      Right then, Sunny was trying to summon a small ball of fire and manipulate its size. She’d managed to create the flame but it was either getting too big to hold or it was snuffing out entirely.

      Anna instructed Sunny how to concentrate properly and, curious to know how the air handler controlled her own power, Sloan wandered to the other side of the pond so he was closer to the women.

      “Calm down and clear your mind. Concentrate on the flames,” Anna said. “Breathe from your diaphragm.” She pressed her hand to Sunny’s abdomen.

      Sunny tried again but still wasn’t successful. Sloan could read the frustration on her face and he ached to intervene. He had a feeling that even though air and fire magic matched well, each element would be controlled totally differently.

      Over in the field, Anna spoke again and the brisk breeze carried her words clearly. Sloan wondered if she had created the breeze so he could hear her words. Was this her way of involving him in the training? “Once you’ve created the flames, concentrate on what you’re trying to do with them. Like this.”

      Anna stilled and held out her hand. A tiny tornado formed instantly, dancing on her palm. “Now that I have the wind, I’m going to forget about creating it. Instead, I’m going to focus on the size and power.”

      The air handler was completely frozen even as the tornado grew in size. It hopped out of her palm and continued to grow until it was massive. She sent it off through the field toward the forest.

      Sloan couldn’t help but be awed by Anna’s display. The tornado was huge, easily big enough to rip the castle apart stone by stone, and yet there was only a slight breeze. The air handler was manipulating the size of the tornado while keeping its power low.

      Impressed, Sloan stopped playing with the water and watched the tornado’s progress. Not even a stray leaf fell from the trees as it hit the woods.

      Anna called it back, shrinking the funnel’s size until it would fit inside a bottle. All of a sudden, it started ripping up the ground, chewing through it as if it had teeth. Once again, Anna had manipulated its size and strength, making the tiny funnel as destructive as a full-sized tornado.

      After the little funnel had drilled a three-foot hole in the hard ground, Anna held out her hand and the tornado jumped back on to it, as harmless as a kitten, before making it disappear entirely.

      Sloan grimaced as Sunny burst into applause. An unpleasant feeling churned in his stomach, and Sloan was man enough to admit it was jealousy. He wanted her to look at him with the same admiration. He briefly thought about lifting the entire contents of the pond into the air and fashioning it into a floating waterfall but then both women would probably figure out he was showing off.

      Instead, he sent the pond into a series of waves, each high enough for a professional surfer to ride.

      Glancing over his shoulder at the women again, he frowned to see Sunny wasn’t paying to attention to him at all. Anna grinned at him, and sent him a knowing look. “Watch how Sloan can control the water in the pond,” Anna said to Sunny.

      Sloan tried hard not to puff up like a peacock when the redheaded fire handler turned around. He let more magic slip from him and the waves coalesced into one giant wall of water, big enough to sweep a house off its foundation. He let it hover at the edge of the pond for a second before sending it crashing down.

      Instead of clapping for him, Sunny looked confused. “How does the pond have that much water? Is it really that deep?” she asked.

      So much for impressing her. “I drew the water up from the soil, too,” he said. “If there had been an underground spring, I would have been able to make the wave much bigger.”

      Sunny nodded, a thoughtful expression on her face. “Can you create water?” she asked.

      Sloan shook his head. “No, not the way you can create flame. Actually, I think you’re the only one who can simply create your element. The rest of us use what we have on hand.”

      Anna nodded her agreement. “Yes. I don’t create the wind so much as I manipulate the air currents to my liking.”

      “Hmm. So once you have the element shaped the way you want, you concentrate on manipulating it.”

      Anna nodded again, looking like a proud mother whose baby had just taken her first steps. “Exactly.”

      “So…” Sunny created a tiny flame in her palm and held it up for them to see. “If I stop concentrating so much on keeping the fire lit, I could better control it.”

      Sloan held his breath as Sunny narrowed her eyes and stared at the flame. It flared to life, growing and taking shape until it was the size of a dinner plate. Sloan backed away from the ball of fire as his face started to warm. “Try controlling the temperature,” he suggested.

      So much for not getting involved.

      Sunny narrowed her eyes even more and he couldn’t help but smile at the way her nose scrunched. She was far too cute for her own good. She let out a breath and the fire cooled. “Like this?”

      “Exactly,” Anna praised.

      Cautiously, Sloan approached the fire. The temperature didn’t rise as he moved and once he was close enough, he threw all caution to the wind. “I’m trusting you, Sunny,” he said and stuck his hand in the fire.

      The flame was pleasantly warm and tickled a little. It was an amazing sensation and Sloan had to force himself to step back.

      Sunny, on the other hand, looked completely panicked. “What the fuck did you do that for?”

      Anna glared at him but patted Sunny on the shoulder. “We had to test it some time, dear.”

      Sunny sent him an angry look and Sloan retreated to the pond again, creating a whirlpool in the center just for something to do.

      “The real advantage handlers have over other witches is that they can combine their magics to create something completely different,” Anna lectured as Sunny began bouncing her fireball up and down. “Watch.”

      Anna summoned another tornado and made it collide into Sunny’s fire. Instantly, the tornado became a fire funnel.

      Sunny gasped and smiled. “That’s so awesome.”

      Sloan stood by and watched. He could add his magic to Anna’s to create a water funnel but it would only extinguish Sunny’s flames if he joined in and the point of the whole exercise was to teach Sunny how to control her magic.

      The fiery tornado rotated quickly, picking up speed and racing across the field. Anna frowned and twitched. “Pull back on your fire,” she said to Sunny.

      Nothing happened though and Sloan turned to see Sunny’s face screwed up with concentration. Her normally milky skin was flushed and sweat trickled down her face. “I can’t,” she said in a strained voice.

      “Concentrate,” Anna instructed. “I’m going to dissipate the tornado.”

      The tornado disappeared but the tower of flames remained, dropping to the ground and roaring out of control. The flames spread out at a remarkable pace, speeding toward the castle on one end and the woods on the other.

      Sloan pulled his gaze away from the fire and glanced at Sunny again. She was kneeling on the ground, panting with her hands outstretched. Still, the flames spread.

      Understanding hit him at once. She had totally lost control of the fire.

      The flames were bearing down on them and the heat was indescribable. No one would be able to survive if they were caught up in the fire.

      Acting quickly, Sloan lifted the water from the pond and drained the surrounding soil of all its moisture and dumped the liquid on to the fire. The fire sizzled and died just short of the three of them.

      Sloan stared at the empty pond and wilted grass around it. It would take some time before the ground would recover from him leeching it of all its moisture, never mind the damage it had received from Sunny’s flames.

      He’d never been so scared in his life. Not even during the last war when he’d witnessed his wife’s death. His heart hammered so hard, he could barely hear Raven shouting from the castle or Leith’s voice as he rushed over.

      Turning, he came face to face with a dazed Sunny. Unable to deal with his panic, he took it out on the fire handler.
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      Sunny gaped at the flaming funnel hopping along the ground. What had gone wrong? One second, she had been amazed at the fire tornado and the next, the magic had taken over. Sunny had tried everything she could think of to reclaim control of the flames. She had regulated her breathing, emptied her mind, and had stayed perfectly calm.

      Until she realized the flames were racing for Anna and Sloan, and there was absolutely nothing she could do about it. Then the panic had descended and the fire had responded by gaining strength.

      The scent of smoke still hung heavy in the air even though Sloan had put out the fire, and Sunny coughed, trying to clear her lungs. She stared at the ruined field, and started to pant. What would have happened if Sloan hadn’t been there? The fire would have consumed everything in its path. Including the people she’d come to care so much about. A wave of dizziness hit her, and she locked her knees to stay upright.

      “Sunny?” Someone was calling her name and she tried hard to focus on the voice, but everything seemed fuzzy.

      A hand landed on her shoulder and she was turned gently. A face appeared directly in her line of vision and she blinked, still trying to bring herself back to the situation at hand. She only vaguely realized Leith was talking to her but the buzzing in her ears prevented her from actually understanding those words.

      Her arm was suddenly gripped in a harsh grasp and spun her around. Sloan got right in her face and started shouting. “You little idiot. You could have destroyed the castle. You need to get it together before you kill someone.”

      That snapped her out of her stupor. She blinked and stared at Sloan. “Seriously?”

      “Yes, seriously. Grow up, little girl, and control your magic.”

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Leith make a move toward them, but Raven held him back. Good. She could handle this. If he wanted a fight, she’d give him one. “I’ve only been training for three weeks. I wasn’t prepared for how my magic would react to Anna’s.”

      Sloan didn’t look impressed. “She told you your magics feed off each other. What did you expect?”

      That was it. A red haze covered her vision and her hands shook. Small flames were shooting out of the tips of her fingers, but she didn’t even try to put them out. “Shut up, Sloan. I’m doing my best. And it’s not like you’ve been bending over backwards to help me. If you’re so damn concerned, get off your high horse and help me.”

      Something hot sparked in Sloan’s eyes, and she had half a second to take a deep breath before he slammed his mouth down on hers.

      They had been dancing around each other for weeks. Small touches here, hot looks there. It had been driving her crazy, and each time, her arousal spiraled higher and higher. All the lust that had been building up in her, despite her best efforts to deny it, came roaring to the surface.

      Rage and passion fueled the kiss and she bit at his lip, demanding entrance. He growled and opened his mouth but didn’t let her take control. Instead, he pushed his tongue inside and explored her mouth roughly. She shivered when his hands cupped her hips, his fingers tightening in a bruising hold as they fought for control of the kiss.

      Need rushed through her, pooling between her legs and making her clit plump up in excitement. She gripped a handful of his hair in both fists and pulled him closer so their teeth ground together.

      They spun higher and higher, their breath mingling until they were literally breathing each other in with each inhale.

      Her mind was totally consumed with one thing only.  More.

      Desperate for some kind of relief, Sunny pushed herself up to her toes and released her hold on Sloan’s hair to wrap her arms around his neck. Once her grip was firm, she hooked one leg around his thigh and started grinding her pelvis against his muscular thigh. One of Sloan’s hands slid from her hip to her ass and he kneaded it firmly while guiding her movements with the other.

      A whimper worked its way up her throat as she rubbed herself quickly against his leg. This was it. She would have a spectacular orgasm right here, fully clothed and in front of three other people. But she was too far gone to care. She tore her mouth away from and buried her face in Sloan’s neck.

      A long groan split the air. “Fuuuuck. We can’t do this here.” Sloan picked her up, supporting her with both hands under her butt while she wound her legs around his waist.

      She vaguely realized they were moving but it wasn’t until Sloan pressed her into a mattress that she realized he’d carried her past Leith, Raven and Anna, into the castle and straight to her room. “Sloan?” she groaned.

      “If you want to stop, tell me now.” She shivered as he snaked his hand up her shirt. He skated his fingers long the bottom edge of her bra and started to press damp, open-mouthed kisses along the line of her jaw.

      She should stop him. She should push him off and run as fast as she could. There was one problem with what she should do.

      She didn’t want to.

      Throwing caution to the wind, she looped her arms around his neck and pulled him down. “Don’t stop.”

      “Oh, thank God,” he whispered.

      The way he kissed took her breath away. He teased her mouth open with his tongue, licking his way inside and pulling back to nip sharply at her lower lip. “Let’s get this off,” he whispered against her lips as he tugged at her shirt. It went flying across the room, landing in a puddle on her dresser.

      Her bra was next. When she was nude from the waist up, he kissed his way down her neck. His lips grazed the responsive patch of skin right where her shoulder met her neck. She couldn’t help the moan, and Sloan obviously figured out he’d hit pay dirt. He sucked on the spot, nibbled it, licked it, until Sunny was nothing more than a writhing mess.

      God, she was going crazy. She needed more, but Sloan seemed content to stay at the slow pace, slowly driving her mad. She whimpered when he pinched one of her nipples, rolling it between his fingers and pulling on it gently.

      Threading her fingers through Sloan’s hair, Sunny arched her neck and tried to pull him up for a kiss. He chuckled and settled himself more firmly between her legs. “Patience,” he murmured before attacking her neck again.

      What was he, a vampire? And he wanted her to show some patience?

      Screw that. She hadn’t been with anyone other than her battery operated boyfriend in more than a year. Her patience had run out as soon as he’d kissed her out in the field. She wrapped her legs around his waist and ground her pussy against his hard stomach. The seam of her jeans rubbed directly against her clit, and the sensation threw her over the edge.

      Every muscle in her body seized and her whole world narrowed until it focused on the small, throbbing ridge of flesh between her legs.

      It wasn’t enough. Her sex was still contracting when she pushed on Sloan’s shoulders and rolled him over. She yanked off her pants and underwear before attacking his shirt. “Too many clothes,” she said.

      “Yes, ma’am,” he answered. He sat up enough to help her yank off his shirt and shuck his pants before he sprawled out on his back wearing nothing but a smile.

      She pounced on him. It was her turn to make him desperate.

      [image: ]

      Sloan laid back, his arms raised over his head, and smiled at Sunny. He knew he probably looked a little bit smug, but come on. He’d made her come while she’d still had her fucking pants on. It had to be some kind of record. Even Dara hadn’t been that responsive. The feeling was fan-fucking-tastic.

      The only thing that could make this night better would be if he got some release too. And, if her fierce expression was anything to go by, he was in for the ride of his life. He couldn’t wait.

      Sunny, however, apparently didn’t share his urgency. She straddled his thighs and took her sweet time staring at him. Instead of making him feel uncomfortable, the appreciation he saw in her expression made him want to preen. Soon enough, though, he squirmed with need. His cock stood tall and proud and he wanted nothing more than to bury himself in her sweet heat. “Sunny,” he grunted.

      The laugh that escaped her lips sent shivers of anticipation down his spine. “Don’t worry,” she whispered. “You’ll get what you want. After I get what I want.”

      He shifted impatiently. “You already came. What else do you want? Because if it’s another orgasm, trust me, I’d love to give you another one. Or three.”

      Sunny lightly placed her fingers at his collarbone and trailed them ever so softly down his chest, stopping at his nipples. She circled them in ever smaller circles. “Baby, I want you crazy for me. Now, hush and let me work.”

      “Trust me, I’m so hot for you right now, I’m about to combust.”

      She laughed again, low and rich. “Sloan, if you can still hold a conversation with me, you’re nowhere near desperate enough.”

      He wasn’t sure how much more desperate she wanted him, but as long as she was touching him, he was willing to endure anything. Besides, this could be fun. He stretched his arms out over his head, exposing his entire body for her.

      “Well, that’s a beautiful sight,” she remarked. “Do you think you can stay like this the whole time?”

      She seemed to seriously underestimate his stamina and will power. “Of course. Do your worst,” he said with a smirk.

      Raising an eyebrow, Sunny pursed her lips and looked at him consideringly. “That sounds like a challenge.”

      Man, he didn’t remember ever having this much fun in bed. “If that’s how you want to take it…” He let the sentence trail off, knowing she would understand he really was challenging her to test his self-control.

      If he could classify a smile as being evil in a good way, that’s how he would describe the expression that crossed her face. He closed his eyes and waited for her first move.

      Instead of saying anything further, she leaned forward and feathered her lips against his neck a couple of times. “Mmm,” she crooned. “You smell divine. I bet you taste delicious.”

      He thought she would run her tongue along his skin, maybe kiss his ear a little. He jumped when she tweaked his nipple suddenly, pulling on it and rolling it between her fingers in almost the exact same way he had done to her earlier. An electric zap of sensation ran straight from his nipple to his cock and he felt a single bead of moisture run down his shaft.

      Fuck. Maybe his self-control wasn’t all that good after all.

      Sunny didn’t stop with playing with her fingers. She scooted down a little and took his other nipple in her mouth, teasing the nub with the tip of her tongue. Her teeth closed over it, almost roughly, and he couldn’t help the shout that bubbled up from his chest. The pleasure was so intense, so sharp, he wondered if there was a nerve that connected his nipples directly to his dick.

      How had he lived for seventy-five years and not known his nipples were a hot spot?

      She spent a long time at his chest, kissing, nipping and tweaking his nipples. His balls had pulled up tight and he groaned, wondering if he could actually come from just that alone.

      It didn’t help when she settled herself on one of his thighs and draped her abdomen over him. He could have written it off as her attempts to get more comfortable, but her soft stomach rubbed against his dick and her wet pussy ground against his leg. Unable to stop, he tilted his hips a little so his cock pressed more firmly against her stomach.

      He shuddered and thrust up again. His skin erupted into goose bumps and a bead of sweat dripped down his temple to land in his ear. The tickle in his ear merely added to the sensations rocketing through him. He kept up the motion of his hips, powerless to stop the steady stream of moans coming from his mouth. He was completely unable to control his body and the only important thing right now was reaching the orgasm poised at the tip of his dick.

      Balls churning, he lurched up, only to nearly sob when the suction around his nipple and the sweet pressure of her belly on his shaft disappeared. “Sunny,” he whispered, nearly frantic for something.

      “Shh,” she said. “I told you not to move.”

      He hadn’t even realized he’d moved his arms until she pointed out the fact that he was gripping her shoulder. He forced himself to let go of her and reached up again. There was nothing solid for him to hang on to so he grabbed a pillow and balled it up in his fists, looking at her for approval.

      She smiled and nodded. “You deserve a reward,” she praised.

      Oh, God, please let it be … yes.

      She sat up completely, held him with one hand and lowered herself onto him. He had to grit his teeth to stop himself from exploding as soon as the head of his dick breached her sex.

      She was drenched and pulsing around him as she dropped down, taking him right to the root in a single push. “You feel so good,” she moaned as she started riding him.

      He couldn’t answer her. He’d lost the ability to form coherent sentences as soon as she’d taken him in to her wet, silky pussy. He’d also lost control of his hands and they locked on her hips as if they had a mind of their own, helping her to find a rhythm they both liked.

      She rode him with abandon and his eyes were rolled so far back in his head, he swore he could see the back of his skull. It was hard to pull his eyes forward again, but he didn’t want to miss out on a single second of Sunny’s expression. He just about swallowed his tongue when he finally focused on the woman riding him. Her head was flung back and she had cupped each breast. She massaged them, kneaded them, stopping every once in a while to play with her nipples.

      His urgency went from about sixty to one hundred in half a second and he rocked her even faster, his orgasm just out of reach. His muscles tightened in preparation for the climax of his life.

      Until she jerked away and lifted her pussy off his already twitching cock.

      What the fuck was she doing? He whimpered, fucking whimpered. “Why?”

      “No condom,” she said roughly. “Do you have one?”

      Shit, shit, shit. He shook his head. He hadn’t had sex in a quarter of a century. Why would he have condoms lying around his room? “Don’t you have some?” he asked hopefully.

      She shook her head and bit her lip.

      His entire body was sensitized with an agonizing need to come. He felt like crying. The cool air bathing his dick didn’t do a single thing to quell his desire and he was pretty sure his nervous system had been fried somewhere along the way. Was it actually possible to die from blue balls? Because he was about to expire from lust.

      Sunny pressed a warm, wet kiss against his chest again. “Don’t worry,” she whispered. “I have an idea.”

      What could she possibly have in mind that could beat sex?

      Before he could ask, she clambered off him completely and knelt between his legs. She cupped her breasts and bent at the waist until her belly rested on his thighs and his cock nestled in the valley between her breasts.

      He groaned and thrust up. She wasn’t large but she was soft and silky and felt like heaven. “God, I love your tits,” he moaned.

      Her answering laugh was low, seductive, and when she looked up at him and licked her lips, he lost it. “Sunny,” he croaked. “I … I’m…”

      That was as much of a warning as he could force out before his orgasm hit him like a freight train. His eyes slammed shut and fireworks exploded on the inside of his eyelids. Every nerve in his body vibrated with the force of his climax and he briefly wondered if he would actually pass out from the intense pleasure zinging through his body.

      When he finally managed to pry his eyes open, Sunny had sauntered out of her bathroom with a wash cloth. There were streaks of white between her breasts, dripping down her belly. Instead of wiping them off, she climbed back on to the bed and cleaned him up gently. When he was clean, she wiped herself down and collapsed beside him. “That was awesome,” she said.

      The matter of fact tone in her voice had him smiling. “Yes.”

      He cleared his throat, starting to feel a little awkward now that they had gotten to know each other in a biblical sense. He wasn’t quite sure what she expected of him now. What he did know was he didn’t want this to be a onetime experience. Deciding to go for broke, he turned to face her. “So … should I go buy some condoms?”

      His anxiety melted away when she grinned at him. “Yep,” she said. “And I would get them in bulk, if you know what I mean.”
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      Raven pushed his water glass out of the way and tried to focus on the contracts in front of him. Matthew had vetted them, negotiated the terms to better suit Raven’s needs, and had okayed them. All he had to do was sign them.

      But he couldn’t get his mind to cooperate today.

      Maybe it was the strong emotions he sensed flowing between Sunny and Sloan. Or Matthew’s heartache over Leith. Or even Anna’s uncharacteristic silence lately. But something was interfering with his concentration.

      Whatever it was, it was clear they were getting closer and closer to the prophecy. He’d noticed that the handlers’ powers were increasing by the day. Even his own powers, which had been established for years, were starting to increase. That had to count for something.

      He swiveled his chair around and stared at the fireplace. He was tempted to start a fire just to stare at the flames, but since it was summer, it was really too hot. Instead, he stared at Leith’s map of Scotland, which he had pinned to the wall above the fireplace. Black circles were around each of the locations where dragons had been spotted, or rumored to have been spotted. They were scattered all over the map and seemed completely random to him.

      A red circle outlined the location Matthew had suggested they search. The suggestion had given him hope about finally finding their allies. He’d learned to trust his friend’s instincts. The boy had never led him wrong. In fact, the way that boy’s mind worked was a little scary. Matthew could never really explain why he came to the conclusions he did, but he was rarely wrong.

      The cliffs. He supposed it wasn’t totally crazy to think that dragons would hole up in a cliff. Leith had suggested it, too. It was just that Niya had always appreciated the finer things in life. Like indoor plumbing and electric heating.

      He turned his chair around again and slid open one of his desk drawers. The framed photo was where he always left it and he picked it up, holding it so he gazed directly down at it. The picture had been taken in such a way that it looked like her eyes were following him. The colors were starting to fade a little so he whispered a spell to keep them bright. He had to chant the spell repeatedly these days. A twenty-five-year-old snapshot could only last so long, even when it was framed. He took it out of the frame several times a day, just to try and feel closer to her, which didn’t help its condition.

      He remembered her long black hair sliding across his chest as she straddled him. And her jade-green eyes would sparkle up at him as he licked his way down her body. The dragon queen had been spectacular in her human form and intriguing in her dragon form. She’d once taken him flying. It had been the single most exhilarating thing he’d ever experienced. Until she’d landed on a deserted tropical island, shifted back to a human and proceeded to blow his mind when she’d tied him up and had her way with him.

      He traced the line of her jaw. “Niya,” he whispered. “Where did you go?”

      Raven stared at the photo, feeling his heart start to pound. He’d had a long and complicated relationship with the dragon queen. He wiped away the lone tear that had escaped. God, he’d been so in love with her. Hell, he was still in love with her, even after all these years. She’d even confessed her own love for him more than once. But loving the leader of an entirely different race was tricky. Especially when he was the leader of his own clan. Add in the growing tensions between the witch clans, and it’d been impossible to give their relationship the attention it deserved.

      Another tear ran down his cheek and he took a deep breath, trying to get his emotions under control. He’d tried to talk her out of attending the training session he’d been running that fateful day. He’d begged her to stay home but she’d waved him off. It wasn’t like they’d been expecting a bloody battle. All they’d been planning was a training session with the handlers. The four handlers had been trying to create a perfect storm. But creating a storm of that magnitude could be dangerous, and he hadn’t wanted her anywhere near in case the handlers lost control.

      Reluctantly, he’d agreed to allow her to tag along, and it had proved to be the worst decision he’d ever made. Niya had accompanied him, along with her son and her entire retinue of bodyguards.

      The handlers had been successful in creating the storm but somehow, the other clans had heard about what they were trying to do. They’d found themselves surrounded by both the Takahashis and the Keitas as well as a large number of vampires and werewolf shifters. The battle had been bloody, with heavy casualties on all sides.

      Somewhere along the line, the dragons had disappeared. He never found out what had happened. Niya would never have abandoned him, and it wasn’t in a dragon’s blood to retreat. He’d never figured out how the other clans had worked out where they’d be but it didn’t matter anymore.

      Raven still had nightmares about that day. He’d lost four clan members, including two handlers, people who he’d cared about immensely, and the love of his life all in the same day. And worse, they’d never told anyone of their love, so it wasn’t like he could actually talk to anyone about how he felt.

      For the last quarter of a century, he’d used all his free time searching for Niya, or anyone who could tell him what happened. But it seemed like the dragons had gone into hiding. He’d spotted Niya’s son a few times, but he’d never been successful in getting close enough to speak with him.

      Raven had taken to parading a constant stream of women in front of the clan. The women were actors, hired to act like one-night stands. He had used the excuse of going out on random dates to search for the love of his life.

      Now, he wasn’t just searching for Niya. The upcoming battle was growing nearer; he could feel it in his bones. And for the sake of his clan, he needed to get back in touch with his allies.

      Leith had been snooping around, using all his seeker spells to try and figure out where the dragons had disappeared to. He’d searched the cliffs Matthew had pointed out and had yet to find anything. But the cliffs were huge and there were only so many hours of the day Leith could search. Raven would have joined him but he was determined to do right by his clan and supervise Sunny’s training.

      He stroked a single finger over the face in the photograph, cradled it to his chest and leaned back in his chair. He was so tired. He hadn’t been sleeping well and it was starting to catch up with him. It wouldn’t hurt to close his eyes for a few minutes.

      A heavy knocking pounding against the window startled him and he nearly upended his chair. “What the fuck?” he swore.

      He had to blink his eyes a couple of times when he saw the man standing at the window, beckoning for him to come outside.

      The chair didn’t stand a chance when he jolted up and took off at a run. He heard the clatter of it tipping over before he hit the hall at a dead sprint. He ignored Anna’s gasp as he raced past her and out the door.

      He veered right, his eyes searching for the man he’d seen at the window.

      There.

      Raven stumbled to a halt in front of the tall man and bent at the waist, resting his hands on his thighs as he tried to catch his breath. “Your Highness,” he said between quick intakes of breath.

      The prince crouched down and stuck his face under Raven’s so he had no choice but to look the dragon in the eye. “Raven MacAlister. Tell me why you’ve increased your efforts to find us?”

      Raven’s heart nearly stopped when he gazed into those jade green eyes. Gareth was definitely his mother’s son, and not just because of the color of his eyes. He apparently had the same habit of appearing right when Raven was least expecting it.

      Raven finally caught his breath and forced himself up. How Prince Gareth looked so regal when he was dressed in a black T-shirt, even tighter jeans and bulky black boots, he’d never know. The man looked like he belonged on a college campus somewhere, but Raven knew the prince was probably hundreds, if not thousands, of years old.

      Gareth stared at him expectantly, one eyebrow raised. “Well? I know you’ve been looking for my mother since the last battle but why has the search switched from her to dragons in general so suddenly?”

      A soft wind blew around them and the scent of heather surrounded them. Raven closed his eyes at the memory the flower brought back. Gareth probably wouldn’t want to know about how his mother and Raven had made love in blooming heather more than once.

      Pulling himself back to the present, Raven looked at Gareth, careful not to meet his eyes. Despite the fact that Gareth stood before him as a man, Raven didn’t forget he was looking at a dragon. And dragons were the consummate dominant predator.

      “The prophecy…” He trailed off, wondering if Gareth remembered what he was talking about. The man had sat in on their meetings several times. But it had been more than twenty-five years since he had seen Gareth. It seemed like a long time to Raven, but to someone who was immortal, the twenty-five years had probably passed in a blink of an eye. So Gareth either remembered the conversations about the prophecy like it was yesterday or he’d forgotten about it in the hundreds, possibly thousands of years’ worth of memories he had to sift through.

      “Mmm,” the dragon hummed. He cocked his head and his eyes shifted to his dragon ones momentarily. “You still believe that, do you?”

      Apparently, the dragon prince remembered. “Our fire handler has been located. It won’t be long before our earth handler comes into their magic.”

      Gareth shifted. “You’re assuming the handler survived into adulthood. I understand you decided to scatter your clan after the last witch war. Why?”

      Raven rubbed the back of his neck. “It seemed like a good idea at the time. If our clan members were scattered, it would be harder to kill us off. If we’d stayed here, we ran the risk of facing genocide. And with half of our handlers dead, our defenses would never have survived a large scale attack.”

      “I’m curious. Do you still think scattering your clan was a good idea?”

      Grief tugged on him. His clan had been so much more than just the people he led. They had been his family, both literally and figuratively. In an effort to keep their whereabouts secret, he had contacted most of them only sporadically since they left and he missed them all dearly. “Yes. It was the right decision at the time. It has, of course, led to a weakening of clan bonds.” He’d been completely unaware of Sunny’s her birth. He wondered what else had happened to his people that he didn’t know. How many were dead? How many had children?

      “Mmm,” the prince hummed again. “Interesting. But I fail to see why you’ve decided to search out the dragons instead of recalling your clan?”

      “I’m calling on the alliance we made with your people. If we are to come out victorious in the upcoming battle, we will need the aid of the dragons.”

      Something flared in Gareth’s eyes, and Raven felt like he was being assessed. “I’m not completely against the idea,” the dragon prince said slowly. “But there will be two conditions.”

      Raven’s head snapped up. He had not expected such an easy agreement. “Name them,” he said.

      The dragon prowled over to him, his eyes completely shifted. There was no hint of white around Gareth’s iris at all and his pupils had elongated to look like small slits in dangerously glittering pools of jade. “You shouldn’t be so quick to agree,” the dragon advised.

      “You are your mother’s son,” Raven said immediately. “You are an honorable man.”

      A thin stream of smoke drifted out of the dragon’s nose, hinting that the beast was closer to the surface than Raven had originally imagined. He snorted and his skin flashed to the faintest shade of green, the scales shimmering in the sunlight before Gareth concealed them again. “I’m no man,” he said in a low, growly voice. “I’m a dragon. But I am my mother’s son.”

      Raven stared at Gareth’s chin and stood straight. “Your Highness, your conditions?”

      “We will not fight with a weakened people. The first condition is that you must recall your clan members. There is strength in numbers which you cannot replace with handlers, no matter how strong the handlers are.”

      Recalling his clan was no hardship. Some work would have to be done to the cottages on the clan property since no one had lived in them for a quarter of a century, of course, but he would love to have everyone home again. “Not a problem.”

      Gareth’s eyebrows rose again. “Maybe not for you. But have you considered the feelings of your clan? Perhaps they have grown to like, or even love their new homes. And what of the children?”

      Shit. He hadn’t even stopped to consider what would happen if his clan didn’t want to come back. “It will have to be something I deal with when and if it comes up. What’s your next condition?”

      Gareth looked at him consideringly. “Recall your clan. I must convene with the dragon elders before I tell you my next condition. I will be in touch.”

      The prince didn’t say anything else. He simply turned and strutted toward the forest, transforming into a twelve-foot-long dragon almost instantly.

      The beast took one long look at him and Raven wondered if he looked like a tasty snack to the giant lizard. A forked tongue flicked out of Gareth’s mouth once before the beast took flight, apparently unconcerned about being spotted by humans.

      Raven watched the dragon fly off, very confused but also hopeful.

      Perhaps he’d be seeing the love of his life very soon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “Sunny,” Sloan groaned as she let the ball of fire fizzle out of existence. “You need to concentrate.”

      “I’m trying,” she snapped, conjuring still another flame in the palm of her hand.

      Sloan held his breath as Sunny started manipulating the size of the fire. He’d taken over her training after she’d nearly burned the castle down. Anna still helped out occasionally, but it was best if she stayed away while Sunny worked on learning control.

      The fire dissipated and Sunny sighed. “This is hard,” she whined.

      Sloan fought to keep his lips from quirking up in a smile. She was so damn adorable; he wanted to throw her against the nearest tree and kiss the daylights out of her. “I know,” he said, trying to soothe her. “It was hard for me to learn control too. And I remember Anna trying to learn. It took her forever. Don’t worry, it will come.”

      Sunny pushed a lock of hair off her face and blew out a breath, clearly frustrated. “But it was easier when Anna was training me.”

      Sloan nodded and rubbed her back. “It was because her power was feeding yours. You didn’t have to work as hard to keep your fire going. The air magic helped it.”

      Sunny plopped on to the ground in a heap. “Then I should continue to work with her.”

      Sitting down next to her, Sloan wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “You’re doing great. Just think, everything you’ve achieved in the past week has been all on your own. There’s been no help, intentional or not, from Anna. You’ve made huge strides.”

      “Thanks,” she said tilting her head until it rested against his shoulder

      She still sounded down, so he wracked his brain for something to cheer her up. “Have you been into town yet?” he asked, already knowing the answer.

      “No. I haven’t had enough time, really.”

      “Let’s take a break then, and go into town.”

      Sunny agreed easily enough and before long, they were in his car, driving along with the windows down and the music blasting.

      He couldn’t help the smile that time, when she started singing along to the radio at the top of her lungs. She sang off key and her timing sucked, but she was having a ball. It was one of the things he admired most about Sunny. She really didn’t care about what other people thought.

      Parking on a side street, he raced around to open her door while she dug around in her small purse for sunglasses. Her smile of thanks was one of the most beautiful things he’d ever seen, and he offered his elbow reflexively.

      She tucked her hand into his arm, and he reveled in the feeling. He let her lead him around, stopping whenever she wanted to look into a shop window, or coo over some brightly colored flowers. He stood still as she placed a silly hat on his head and waited while she took a picture of some children with their noses pressed against the toy shop’s window.

      Acting purely on instinct, Sloan bent down and plucked a daisy from a shop’s garden. “Here,” he said, offering her the flower.

      “You shouldn’t have picked that,” she scolded even as she tucked it behind her ear. “But thank you. How does it look?”

      “Beautiful,” he said, well aware he referred to more than the flower.

      “Ice cream,” Sunny said suddenly, pointing behind him.

      A little bemused by the sudden change in subject, Sloan turned around. Sure enough, there was an ice cream stand. “Do you want some?”

      Sunny nodded and practically dragged him across the street. They got in line behind a small girl, who had hair the same vivid red as Sunny, and her mother.

      Sunny crouched so she was at eye level with the little girl. “What kind are you getting?” she asked.

      “Vanilla,” the child said. “It’s my favorite. What are you getting?”

      Sloan watched the two chat about ice cream, stunned by the ease Sunny interacted with the little girl. Eventually, the little girl and her mother ordered their ice cream cones and Sunny said a cheerful good-bye to her new friend. “I’ll have a chocolate cone please,” she said to the clerk. She made to pull her wallet out of her purse, but Sloan put his hand on her wrist.

      “Let me get it,” he said. “What? Call me old fashioned,” he defended when she raised an eyebrow at him.

      Sunny sighed but let him pay for their treats. “Okay, but dinner is on me. And don’t complain,” she said when he opened his mouth.

      He had to make Sunny see that all he wanted to do was take care of her. He might not be as old as Leith or Raven, but he was still from a different generation.

      Still, he didn’t say anything. He would make an excuse about going to the bathroom during dinner and then talk to the waitress about putting the meal on his credit card. He ordered his vanilla ice cream and waited patiently for the clerk to hand it over. A sudden sobbing from beside them drew his attention. Sunny’s little friend had dropped her cone and was weeping as if her dog had just died.

      “I know you’re disappointed, love, but I only brought enough money for two ice creams. You can have mine,” the girl’s mother said.

      “But I like vanilla,” the little girl sobbed.

      Sloan had never been able to take a child crying. He would do everything in his power to make her stop. And really, she sounded as if this was a tragedy.

      He accepted the ice cream from the clerk and walked over to the mother and daughter. Kneeling next to the little girl, he looked at the mother and smiled. “She can have my cone. I’ve just bought it and I haven’t even taken a lick yet.”

      The little girl’s eyes lit up and she reached for the ice cream, but the mother shook her head. “No, we really couldn’t.”

      He was about to protest when he remembered it was a different time than when he’d grown up. Parents needed to worry constantly about the motivations of strangers. He reached into his pocket with his free hand and pressed a note into the mother’s hand. “I understand. Here, take this. It should be enough to get her another cone.”

      The woman tried to give him back the money but he refused. “A beautiful princess like this shouldn’t spend such a nice afternoon crying.”

      The little girl beamed at him. “Thank you,” she said, clasping her hands together under her chin.

      He smiled and gave her a thumbs up. “My pleasure, princess. Now, make sure not to drop this one, okay?”

      She agreed and skipped off with her mother to replace her ice cream after one last thank you.

      Sunny’s warm hand slid down his forearm before she linked her fingers through his. “That was nice,” she whispered.

      He hadn’t done it to impress Sunny, but he saw no reason not to ask her for what he wanted, now that he had her buttered up. “Nice enough to let me pay for dinner tonight?”

      She pursed her lips, which had him wishing he’d asked for something else instead. “No. But it’s nice enough for a kiss,” she answered.

      “I’ll take it,” he said, leaning down. Very softly, he placed his lips against hers.

      [image: ]

      Sunny let her eyes close when Sloan’s mouth settled on to hers. It was a rather chaste kiss, considering they were out in public, but it was still exciting.

      She’d seen a completely different side of him today. He’d been patient with her since he’d taken over her training, even when she’d struggled to form a flame at will.

      But that afternoon showed her something completely different.

      She’d been pleasantly surprised to find Sloan was some kind of old fashioned romantic. He’d let her lead him around town, stopping obligingly every time she wanted to take a closer look at something. And while she might act like his insistence on paying for everything annoyed her, in truth, it was kind of nice that he wanted to provide for her. It hadn’t really been anything she’d experienced before.

      And then he had to go and offer his ice cream to a crying child, and then he paid for another cone when his offer had been refused.

      Oh, she’d seen glimpses of this Sloan. He was a generous lover, always making sure she was satisfied before he finished. It was in the gentle way he now treated Anna, and it was in the way he spoke to Matthew.

      It was enough to make her fall in love with him. In fact, she already knew she was knee deep in love with the man. All it would take would be a push and she would fall head first in love. And the little display she’d just witnessed had been quite the nudge toward that edge.

      Sloan deepened the kiss a little, and she pulled away before things got carried away in the middle of the park. “You know what else it’s nice enough for?” she asked.

      He smiled. “What?”

      “Dinner in bed.”

      “Yeah?” Sloan asked, sounding extremely interested. “Can I have you for dessert?”

      Sunny blushed a little but tugged on his hand, pulling him in the direction of the car. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
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      Sloan dropped his head back and closed his eyes. The magic hummed through his veins, and it was slightly uncomfortable. His power had been increasing in spades since Sunny had come into her magic. Anna had said the same thing and according to Leith, Sunny was the only handler to have so much magic to control right off the bat.

      While he still scoffed openly at the whole prophecy business, it was just for show. Why else would the handlers’ magic keep increasing in power?

      And the whole thing about the handlers having their soul mates at their sides during the war to end all wars … well, he could see how it could be considered a sign.

      Trying to pull his mind from his dark thoughts, he tuned into Raven and Leith’s conversation. “Have you seen Matthew lately?” Raven asked.

      Leith shook his head, but Sloan noticed the slight concern on the man’s face. Everyone knew Matthew was desperately in love with Leith except Leith. “He’s not been home at all then?” he asked.

      Sloan leaned forward. “I saw him early this morning,” he said to ease the man’s worry. “He was on his way into the office.” He didn’t mention that the kid looked like he was about to fall over from exhaustion.

      Leith frowned and ruffled his long hair. “The lad needs someone to take care of him.”

      Looking up, Sloan caught Raven’s eye and shrugged. He wasn’t sure if Leith was really that blind or if he just didn’t want to acknowledge Matthew’s one-sided love. After all, the man did come from a time where homosexuality was condemned. Hell, in Leith’s time, a man would have been killed over his sexuality.

      Sighing, Raven sat up and changed the subject. “We really need to focus on convincing the dragons to train with us again.”

      “It’s not like they made any difference the last time,” Sloan grumbled.

      Leith poured himself a glass of water and took a small sip. He was still frowning, and he stared into space when he finally answered. “Well, we weren’t prepared for the battle. We were only doing some training, so the dragons signaled for reinforcements far too late.”

      A small breeze stirred Sloan’s hair, and he glanced over his shoulder and grinned. Anna had summoned two tiny tornadoes and made them race across the table. It was quite the sight to see.

      Sunny stood by the fireplace, forcing the flames into different shapes and sizes. She stared at the fire and smiled when it formed itself into the shape of a lightning bolt. “This is fun,” she said.

      Sloan couldn’t help but stare at her. He’d taken over her training, and she already showed great improvement. Sunny was happy and it showed. She positively glowed, always had a ready smile and was nice to everyone.

      Unless something pissed her off. Then she turned into a fiery little thing, like the sun itself.

      He schooled his expression and stood up to wander over to the water feature Raven had installed a couple of weeks ago. Water ran down the tiled wall in a small stream to splash into the basin below. It provided a soothing sound, sure, but Raven had installed it for Sloan to practice on when he felt the need.

      Looking at the water, he imagined it swirling. Instantly, a small whirlpool emerged. He amused himself for a few minutes by dropping things into the whirlpool and watching them get sucked down. Anything was fair game as long as it didn’t disintegrate. Coins, pencils, and paper clips all made for good entertainment.

      “Didn’t you send a message to the dragons?” Sloan finally asked, pulling his eyes away from the water.

      “I did,” Raven said. “And I got a message back. I’m still trying to figure it out though.”

      Everyone in the room looked at Raven, and the leader started pacing the perimeter of the room. “It was from Prince Gareth.” Raven explained the prince’s conditions and how not everything had been finalized.

      Anna released the tornadoes and they flew out the window Leith opened for her, dissipating as soon as they hit the fresh air. “I wonder what happened to the queen.”

      Sunny began swirling her finger through the air, drawing letters with fire and holding the trail in the air. “Why is everyone so concerned about the dragon queen? It’s been twenty-five years since you saw them last, right? Maybe she got too old to make these kinds of decisions.”

      Anna blew at the letters and they all watched them float through the air lazily. Sunny’s control over her magic had come along remarkably well for the most part. “Nice,” Anna praised. “And dragons are immortal. So, if something has happened to the queen, we’re all in big shit.”

      Sloan blinked when he heard the vulgar language slip from Anna’s mouth. What she said was true, but he’d never heard her swear before.

      “Anyway,” Raven said, hiding his smile behind his hand, “I’ve agreed to meet Prince Gareth. He’s going to send a driver once we’ve got the meeting date hammered down.”

      Sunny clapped her hands and the fire extinguished. “Can I come? I really want to meet a dragon.”

      Sloan thought of Gareth. He remembered the dragon’s human form as one all the women, including Dara, had fawned over. “Why would you want to meet an overgrown lizard?” he asked.

      This time, it was Leith who shot him a knowing look. “You know dragons have human forms. He won’t meet with Raven as a dragon.”

      “Yeah,” Anna said dreamily. “And I remember Gareth’s human form well. He’s gorgeous.”

      Squealing, Sunny rushed up to Raven and clutched his arm, jumping up and down. “Now I really want to meet him. Please, please, please.”

      Jealousy made Sloan see in tunnel vision and it focused on an image of the little redhead and the tall dark-haired dragon prince in an embrace.

      No way in hell would he stand by while his lover hooked up with lizard boy. He would be damned if he shared Sunny with anyone, let alone a Goddamned prince. Growling, he went all caveman and strode over to her and threw her over his shoulder. He stormed out of the room, hearing Leith and Raven’s laughter in his ears underscored by Anna’s outraged shout.

      “Put me down,” Sunny shrieked.

      Sloan winced as she hit at his back with her fists. “Stop it, woman, or you’ll bruise my kidneys.”

      “Oh, honey, I’ll do more than bruise your kidneys if you don’t put me down right now.”

      A shot of unease went down his spine, but he tried to keep his mind off the damage she could cause. Instead, he continued up the stairs.

      At least she waited until they were at the top of the stairs before unleashing her anger. This time, instead of hitting him, she sent some of her fire down his back.

      He yelped and just about dropped her, only barely managing to lower her to the ground without dropping her on her head. “What the fuck?” he shouted, even though he knew exactly why she’d burned him.

      “We might be sleeping together but I am not a toy you can haul around anywhere and anytime you choose,” she said, poking him in the chest with a single finger.

      “But, baby, I want you,” he said, trying out his best puppy dog eyes for good measure.

      Of course, she didn’t back down. It wasn’t who she was. “Then try being nice.”

      God, he was such a fool. “I’m sorry, Sunny. I really don’t like the idea of you meeting with Lizard Boy, and I didn’t know what else to do.”

      Sunny froze and looked up at him. “So you went all caveman on me because you don’t want me to meet Prince Gareth?”

      Embarrassed, Sloan pulled a Matthew and rubbed the back of his neck. “Umm…”

      The smile on Sunny’s face was pure siren. “Are you jealous?”

      “No,” he denied, but the tone of his voice wasn’t convincing, even to himself.

      Sunny sashayed toward him, her hips swinging enticingly with every step. She placed both her palms on his chest and slid them up and around his shoulders, tugging at him. He obeyed the gentle pressure, bending at the waist until his mouth was even with hers. “Don’t treat me like a possession again,” she whispered.

      His need for her was so bad, his head spun. “I promise. What can I do to make it up to you?”

      Sunny ran her tongue along his lower lip, and he promptly forgot how to breathe. “You can have your way with me in bed.”

      “Yeah?” he asked hopefully.

      She closed the tiny distance between them and kissed the corner of his mouth. “Take me to bed.”

      Like that was a hardship. He cupped her hips and lifted her so he didn’t have to get a kink in his neck when he kissed her. She wrapped her legs around his waist and grabbed the back of his head, pulling him more firmly into the kiss.

      As much as he liked her taking the lead, he wanted—no, he needed—to take control. He had to show her that he was every bit as manly as a damn dragon prince.

      Determined to take control, he licked at her lips, prodding them insistently until she opened her mouth. He pushed his tongue in, stroking the roof of her mouth and bossing her tongue around with his.

      He stumbled down the hall, knocking into the ridiculous little tables Anna had insisted be scattered throughout the castle. One may have toppled over and something may have shattered when it hit the floor, but he didn’t stop to check. Not when Sunny kept releasing those tiny little moans into his mouth.

      He swallowed the sounds she fed him and was determined to draw more from her. Finally, he stopped in front of her room and he let go of her with one hand to manipulate the doorknob. He wrestled with it for a few seconds, trying to open it without taking his mouth from Sunny’s.

      Sloan growled with frustration when the fucking thing wouldn’t cooperate with him. He was forced to pull his lips off Sunny’s and actually watch what he was doing. Sunny didn’t help matters when she started to mouth her way down his neck a little. Finally, Sloan managed to open the door.

      He shuffled inside, kicking the door shut with his foot, and made his way to the bed. He all but dropped her on the mattress, and she landed with a soft thud.

      She looked up at him, her eyes sparkling with heat and desire. It was all he could do not to rip off her clothes and sink into her. But he wanted more than that. She deserved more than that. “Stand up.”

      She bit her lip and looked up at him from under her thick veil of eyelashes. He almost forgot his whole plan with that one look, but he stood firm. “I said, stand up.”

      The bedding rustled as she rose gracefully from the mattress. She glided to the center of the room and froze. “Now what?” Her voice was sultry and drove his lust even higher. The expression on her face was one of pure desire. Clearly, she liked it when he got a little dominating. “Strip.”

      If there was any doubt she would disobey his order, it was quickly dispelled when she grabbed the hem of her shirt and pulled it over her head. The movement was slow, revealing one creamy inch of skin at a time, and his already hard dick twitched, eager to get inside her.

      His mouth practically watered by the time he removed his shirt. Sunny’s mouth formed into a tiny, Mona Lisa smile as she swept her hair over her shoulder and reached behind her back to unhook her bra. “Stop,” he growled.

      She froze, her hands still behind her back. Sloan had been dreaming of one particular scene since their first encounter, and it was time to make his dream come true. “The pants first.”

      Sunny obeyed him easily, moving her hands from her bra to the front of her jeans and popping open the button without hesitation. She peeled the denim from her slim legs and tossed the pants over her shoulder. A tiny scrap of blue silk covered her pussy from his gaze, matching the blue bra that cupped her perfect breasts lovingly.

      He had to see the entire sight. He stalked over to her slowly, circling her, viewing her from every angle. He just about choked when he saw the tiny string of her thong disappearing between her creamy cheeks. God, she was beautiful. No, beautiful was too tame a word for Sunny. She was breathtaking.

      His hands itched to touch, to stroke, but he restrained himself. “Bra next.”

      She complied. The filmy material seemed to float away from her body, leaving her completely bare from the waist up. “Have I told you how much I love your tits?” he asked softly.

      Her arm drifted up her belly and hovered under her breasts as if she wanted to cover herself. “You may have mentioned it a time or two,” she whispered.

      He took his time, making sure he memorized every inch of her spectacular body. They hadn’t spoken about commitment, and he was acutely aware that each time he made love to Sunny could potentially be the last. “I think this thong was created to give me a heart attack.”

      “Well then, I guess I should get rid of it.” Hooking her fingers through the thin bands of material on each hip, she slowly slid the underwear down until she could kick it off.

      She stood before him proudly, her shoulders straight and her head held high. Her red hair tumbled in wild waves around her shoulders and she looked like some kind of princess of old. He pried his tongue from the roof of his mouth and reminded himself that he was supposed to be making her understand why he was the better choice over some fire-breathing lizard. And right then, she looked far too smug. It was time for him to take back control.

      “Get on the bed.”

      Once again, she obeyed his commands, even though her expression still reflected her knowledge that she had robbed him of all sense. Clambering up onto the mattress, Sunny sprawled on her back, legs open slightly so he could see the folds of her pussy. “Like this?”

      His entire body throbbed in anticipation, and he knew he would never make it through this, would never succeed with his mission, if she touched him. Thinking quickly, he slid off his belt, wrapped it around her wrists, and secured her to the headboard. “Oh, kinky,” she breathed.

      “You haven’t seen anything yet.” He looked around the room, hoping he could find something, anything, he could use to make good on his threat. His gaze landed on the strand of pearls laying on her dresser. Her eyes widened when he slipped the necklace into his pocket but she didn’t say a word.

      He yanked off his T-shirt before joining her on the bed. “Aren’t you going to take off your pants?” she asked.

      “Don’t worry about me.” He skimmed a hand along her jaw and down her throat, pausing to tickle one finger against the pounding pulse point in her neck. “It’s hotter this way, don’t you think?” He certainly wasn’t going to tell her that he wouldn’t last if he stripped completely.

      She shook her head and he pinched her nipple a little roughly in retaliation. She squawked, her earlier urgency obviously tamed by the time it’d taken for her to strip and be restrained. He wasn’t disappointed though. It meant he had more of an opportunity to touch her.

      He leaned down and caught her lips in a kiss. Then another. Then another. By the time he surfaced to let her catch her breath, her eyes were glazed over again. He pressed kisses down her neck and along her body, stopping to pay homage to her peaked nipples. He nibbled on them, licked them, and sucked them, until she writhed beneath him. Then and only then, did he move on.

      He stabbed his tongue into her belly button, pleased by the little desperate moans she started making. He licked a trail down her belly to the very top of her pussy, where he nuzzled his nose into her sparse curls. He had never understood some men’s fascination with the bald pussy. He loved Sonny’s soft curls. They simply reminded him he was sleeping with a real woman.

      Slithering down the bed, Sloan made his way between Sonny’s legs and wedged them open with his shoulders. Using his fingers, he parted her folds and stared down at her. She was stunning, simply stunning. Her clit was swollen, peeping out from under the hood. With one finger he lightly flicked over the small ridge of flesh, teasing and coaxing the small bundle of nerves out from its hiding place. The little organ stood proudly for him. He fancied it begged for his touch. “Tell me, Sunny. Where is it most sensitive?”

      He tore his eyes away from her sex and looked up at her when she failed to answer. Her bottom lip was caught between her teeth and her eyes were squeezed shut. He smiled triumphantly. This was exactly how he wanted her. “Your answer, Sunny,” he demanded. “And look at me when you talk.”

      The expression in her eyes when she finally opened them made him want to pound his chest in victory. There was no way she was thinking about the dragon prince now.

      “The right side.”

      The right side? Oh. She’d answered his question. Placing the very tip of his index finger on the right side of her clit he pressed down a little. “Here?”

      Her answering whimper was all he needed to hear.

      Her hips jerked when he wiggled his finger against that spot. “Please,” she whimpered.

      “Please what?” He knew exactly what she wanted. He wanted to hear her say it.

      She thrashed her head from side to side, her hair spilling in glorious abundance over her pillow. “I need to come. Please, make me come.”

      Her honesty deserved a reward. Sloan stroked her clit one last time before pulling his hand away. “Good girl.” Closing his mouth over the small nubbin of flesh, he stiffened the tip of his tongue and used it to flick against the spot she’d indicated earlier.

      She went wild, chanting his name and jerking her hips against his mouth. But he wasn’t going to let her get off that easily.

      Reaching into his pocket, he retrieved the strand of pearls. Making sure to keep her distracted with his mouth, he fed the pearls into her sopping pussy, one by one. When all but the very end of the necklace was in, he lifted his mouth off her and sat back. He pulled the strand up and over so each individual pearl bumped against her clitoris as he removed the necklace. “Who is making love to you?”

      “You, Sloan.”

      He drew another pearl from her pussy and dropped a kiss against her soft belly. “Who do you want?”

      Sunny sobbed and writhed. “You, Sloan. Only you.”

      A savage possessiveness flooded through him. He needed to claim her, to make her his, and to do that he needed to give her an orgasm so spectacular, she would never forget it.

      He slipped one finger in alongside her pearls and pressed the beads firmly against the top of her pussy. He continued pulling at the necklace, making sure the strand was taut, so her clit was stimulated by each and every pearl. She was beyond words, and every muscle in her body was stiff. She was close, he could tell. If she didn’t come soon, she probably wouldn’t. Gathering together the small molecules of moisture in the air, he created a small jet of water and directed it to pummel against the right side of her clit.

      She screamed, her body going rigid. Her pussy went hot and liquid around his finger a mere second before her inner walls began contracting on him.

      Pushed past his limits, Sloan reared up and yanked his pants and underwear off in a single movement. He paused for one second to grab the condom he’d taken to carrying around in his pocket before chucking his pants on the floor. He sheathed himself, pulled the rest of the pearls out of her pussy, and thrust inside her still clenching sex. He could feel her heat even through the latex and it was enough to make him see stars. He hammered into her, unable to slow down.

      Sunny’s cries increased and she raised her head to bite his shoulder. The small pain merely spurred him on. “Faster,” she cried when she released his flesh from between her teeth.

      Faster was something he could definitely do. He increased his pace, until he panted like a racehorse, his lungs burning for the need for oxygen. Still, he didn’t slow down until her eyes snapped open and stared at him with wonder. Her mouth opened in a silent scream and she convulsed around him, milking the orgasm out of him just like that.

      He spilled into the condom in an unexpected orgasm, shouting her name. The climax seemed to last forever. He had just enough sense to roll to Sunny’s side before collapsing.

      He lay there, stunned. Never had sex been so intense. It was only when Sunny gave a small whimper that he managed to lift his head. Shit. He’d forgotten she was still restrained to the headboard.

      Forcing himself to his knees, Sloan reached up with shaking arms and released the belt holding her wrists. In hindsight, his belt probably hadn’t been the best thing to use as a restraint. The skin around each wrist was red and her hands were cold. He rubbed them in his own trying to warm them up and restore circulation. “I’m so sorry. Do they hurt very much?”

      She shook her head and smiled. “Don’t worry. They only hurt a little, and it was totally worth it.”

      When her hands were finally warm Sloan hopped off the bed and quickly took care of the condom. “Do you need anything?”

      Sunny bit her lip, looking hesitant for the first time. “Would you mind holding me for a little while?”

      He rejoined her on the bed and pulled her into his arms. She nestled against him, burying her nose in the hollow of his throat. “You don’t even have to ask,” he whispered.
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      A shaft of light hit him straight in the face and Sloan groaned a little. He already knew he wasn’t in his own room. The scent of wild flowers was a dead giveaway. Opening his eyes, Sloan stared at the woman next to him. Her red hair was spread out over the pillow, and her fist was curled up loosely by her face. She looked positively angelic, even though he knew she could be a little hellion when she put her mind to it.

      Sunny shifted around, moving closer and closer, until she was snuggled right up against him. She nuzzled her nose against his shoulder and wrapped herself around his arm before throwing her leg over his thigh.

      A smile broke over his face. He was pleasantly surprised at how much he actually liked the cuddling. He’d never actually nestled up with a woman before. Dara had always liked her space in bed and he’d never complained.

      An ache formed in his chest, and he rubbed at it. He recognized the sweet pain. It was love, pure and simple. He should have guessed his feelings for Sunny had developed past the grudging admiration he’d first felt and into something much more when jealousy had overwhelmed him at the thought of her meeting the dragon prince.

      For the first time in a long time, Sloan didn’t feel a crushing agony when he thought about Dara. He knew what he needed to do. It was time for him to let go.

      Easing out of Sunny’s hold, Sloan slid from the bed and slipped on his pants. He tiptoed into the hall, closing the door softly behind him. It was early enough that he didn’t need to worry about being caught leaving the fire handler’s room. Not that anyone was clueless about their relationship. Every single occupant of the castle had teased him about it at least once since he started seeing Sunny.

      Still, he didn’t know what Sunny would think if anyone caught him sneaking out of her room, so he hauled ass down the hall to his own suite.

      He looked around the bedroom and sank onto the bed. This room hadn’t changed in more than twenty-five years. Stroking the blue bedspread, Sloan thought back to the day he’d walked in and found his suite totally redone. Dara had giggled and asked if he’d loved it. He’d loved it because she had done it for him.

      This room didn’t seem like his anymore. In fact, he hadn’t done more than shower and change clothes in his room in weeks. His mind set on what he knew he had to do, he dressed quickly and took a deep breath.

      Dara’s picture smiled up at him from his dresser, right next to the vase that held her ashes. He picked up the photo and looked at it, tracing his finger over the line of her jaw. “Dara, sweetie…” He stopped to clear his throat as tears misted over his vision. “I love you. You’ll always be the first woman I ever loved.”

      He took a deep breath and continued speaking to the picture as if he was really talking to his dead wife. “But I’m in love with Sunny. I hope that’s okay.”

      Sloan knew in his heart Dara wouldn’t want him to live alone and miserable for the rest of his very long life. And talking to Dara like this felt good. “You’d really like her. She’s a feisty one, that’s for sure. And don’t worry. She won’t let me get away with any shit.”

      Resolved, he placed the photo on his bed. It was time to really let her go. He wasn’t doing her memory any justice be refusing to move on. He picked up the urn containing her ashes and carried it outside. Sitting down on the dew-dampened grass, he held the vase against his heart for a moment. It would be the last time he held her close and he wanted to take a few more seconds to really cherish her.

      “Can I sit?”

      Sloan jumped when Anna lowered herself to the ground without waiting for an answer. He hadn’t even heard her approach him. “What are you doing out here so early?” he asked, shifting around so he could see her clearly.

      She shrugged and pulled her legs close to her chest, resting her chin on her knees. “Addison brought me here once to see the sun rise. I come here all the time now. I try to remember his smile and how he smelled and how his arms felt around me.”

      Guilt swamped him. Had he really been so oblivious all these years? “I’m sorry,” he whispered, draping an arm across her shoulders. “Sometimes I forget I’m not the only one who lost someone in the last battle.”

      She smiled at him, her expression understanding. “It’s okay.”

      “Still … I should have checked in with you. We’re both handlers, after all. We need to look out for each other.”

      Anna let out a watery laugh and wiped her eyes a little. He wasn’t sure if she was crying or rubbing the sleep out of her eyes. She laid her head on his shoulder for a second. “It’s all right,” she said again. “I know what it’s like to lose yourself to grief.”

      He closed his eyes. That’s exactly what had happened. He’d been lost, wandering around in a crushing sadness until Sunny had come crashing into his world and forced him to live his life again. “Thanks for putting up with my crabby ass for the last twenty-five years,” he said to the air handler.

      This time, Anna’s laugh was more genuine. “That’s what family is for,” she said.

      They stared at the horizon for a few minutes, comfortable with each other and the silence. Anna reached out and touched the vase he still cradled. “Are you finally ready to let Dara go?”

      Feeling lighter than he had in years, Sloan nodded. “It’s not fair to Sunny for me to keep clinging to Dara’s memory.”

      A gentle breeze stirred around them and Sloan recognized the taste of Anna’s magic on his tongue. He uncapped the vase and released Dara’s ashes. “Good-bye,” he whispered as the ashes disappeared into the air, floating toward the forest Dara had always loved. “You’ll always have a place in my heart.”

      Anna’s hand crept into his and he held it tightly for a few seconds. “Sunny will be a great partner,” she said softly.

      He squeezed her hand. “Thanks. And thanks for staying with me while I did this.”

      Sloan breathed in and felt like he was ready to conquer the world. He wished he could erase some of the pain Anna must still be feeling. “Have you let go of Addison?” he asked quietly.

      Her smile was sad when she shook her head. “I’m not quite ready. I think I’m afraid to let him go.”

      “Why?” he asked.

      She shrugged again. “I think I’m afraid if I let him go completely, I’ll be lonely. His memory keeps me company, you know?”

      He did know. He sent a few silent prayers heavenward. One was a prayer of thanks for allowing him to find his new love, Sunny. He would always be thankful she came into his life. Another was a prayer for Dara’s eternal happiness. And the last prayer was one for Anna. He didn’t know exactly what he should pray for on her behalf. Should he ask for her to find someone to love? In the end, he just prayed for her to be at peace.

      He tugged on her arm until she was pressed against his side and turned so he could rest his chin on the top of her head.

      The sun came up slowly, turning the sky a fiery orange. It reminded him of Sunny’s flames. In that second, his heart stopped beating to keep him alive and began beating for his Sunny.

      [image: ]

      It was the absence of something warm next to her that woke Sunny up. Even before she opened her eyes she knew the pillow Sloan normally used would be cold. Sure enough, the sheets next to her were cool; although, they still carried Sloan’s scent.

      Her stomach growled and reminded her it had been twelve hours since she’d eaten. It was imperative she get breakfast and coffee if she didn’t want her stomach to digest itself. The kitchen staff wouldn’t be around yet but she could always grab a bowl of cereal and some fruit. She wasn’t into all the heavy breakfasts Raven and Leith usually insisted anyway.

      She was determined to work the whole day on summoning her flame and manipulating it into a deadly weapon. She hadn’t forgotten the hunter that had invaded her hotel room back in Canada. If Leith hadn’t been there, she wouldn’t have survived. Sunny never wanted to be put back in a situation where she couldn’t defend herself, and now she had the means to make sure it never happened. She just had to learn how to wield it.

      She took a quick second to throw on some clothes before striding into the hall. Of course, she skidded to a halt in front of Sloan’s door when she realized it was wide open. “Sloan?” she called. “Do you want to get some breakfast before we practice?”

      She studied her fingernails while she waited for Sloan to answer. When she didn’t hear anything, she poked her head in the room. “Sloan?”

      He never left his door open. She’d always been curious about his room but he’d never invited her in. It was decorated in cool blues and deep, rich greens. A massive bed took up most of the room. The heavy wood of the headboard and dresser dated the room though. And the art deco mirror was at least a good twenty years old. The wallpaper pasted to the wall behind the armoire sported a faded chevron pattern. The turquoise ceramic vase, sculpted to resemble waves, was something she’d seen in one of the foster houses when she was about ten. It was almost like it had been tastefully decorated back in the late eighties, but hadn’t been updated since.

      Her curiosity got the better of her and she stepped all the way in. “Sloan?” she called again. She didn’t think he was actually in the suite. She couldn’t hear any sounds from the shower and his walk-in closet door stood wide open. It made her feel better to call out though. At least that way, she could tell herself she tried her hardest to locate him before snooping.

      The carpet was thick and squishy under her feet. Yeah, the decorations in the room had to be at least a couple of decades old if the shag carpet was any indication. And, holy moly, how big was his bed? She would probably need a step stool to get in the thing. The bed probably came up to her hips at least.

      She approached the bed, determined to find out how huge it really was, when something lying near the edge of the mattress caught her attention. It was a framed photo. Picking it up, she glanced down at it and nearly gasped. The woman was positively stunning. Gorgeous, even. She must have been Sloan’s wife.

      Sunny felt positively drab next to the woman in the photo.

      Carefully, she placed the photo back on the bed and crept out of the room.

      She trod heavily down the stairs and into the kitchen, hoping to find the room empty. Her hope was dashed when she spied Matthew sitting at the scrubbed table. He drank from a coffee mug and looked about as down as she felt. “Hey,” she mumbled as she trudged into the kitchen and helped herself to a cup of coffee.

      She could feel Matthew’s gaze on her as she moved around the room and waited for him to admonish her for drinking caffeine. When he didn’t say anything, she looked at him with a raised brow.

      Shrugging, Matthew took another sip from his cup. “You look like you could really use a pick-me-up,” he said, apparently understanding her silent question.

      She grabbed a box of sugary cereal Raven had started stocking just for her, and poured a generous helping into a large bowl. She carried it with her to the table and grabbed the milk, adding it to her morning sugarfest. At least it had calcium. Besides, it wasn’t like Matthew was going to judge her. “You okay?” she asked Matthew.

      “Yeah. I’ve got a lot going on at work and it’s starting to catch up with me, that’s all.”

      The tone of Matthew’s voice was off and his answer didn’t sound very convincing at all, but she let it go. She’d get it out of him later. Plus, he didn’t look like he wanted to talk about what bugged him anyway.

      She crunched into her cereal, grateful they were in the kitchen and not the dining room like they normally were for meals. If was far less formal here and she didn’t feel the need to be polite. At least she managed to chew with her mouth closed. “Can I ask you something?” she said after swallowing.

      “Sure.” Matthew sounded a little relieved to be talking about something else.

      “Will you tell me about Sloan’s wife?”

      Why was she doing this to herself? She must be a glutton for punishment.

      Matthew looked at her with a sympathetic expression but started talking. “Well, I was only two years old during the last battle. And actually, my family wasn’t even at the battle. But from what I’ve heard, Dara was quite an extraordinary witch. She had remarkable control over her magic and could do as much with her power as Sloan, even though it wasn’t nearly as strong as a handler’s magic.”

      The milk on her cereal suddenly tasted curdled and she put down her spoon. Here she was, struggling to manipulate a single flame to her will while this dead woman had had it all. She didn’t have it in her to hate the woman though. Sloan had loved her, which said something about her. He wouldn’t love someone so deeply if she was a bad person. He certainly wouldn’t still be grieving for her after twenty-five years if she was horrible.

      Wow. Dara had been beautiful and talented. Everything she wasn’t. There was no way she could compete with Sloan’s memory of his dead wife.

      Matthew squeezed her hand a little and she glanced over at him, unable to hide the tears threatening to spill. “I’m right there with you. Leith…”

      He trailed off, looking helpless, and she understood he really did know what she was going through. “God, we’re quite the pair, aren’t we?” she said through a couple of sniffles. “We should do an ice cream night.”

      He chuckled. “I have a better idea. Let’s meet one night this week and drown our sorrows in booze. There’s a pub in town that serves the best cocktails.”

      She tried to imagine Matthew nursing a brightly colored drink from a margarita glass and failed miserably. “You drink girlie things?”

      “No. I’m more of a scotch on the rocks man. But I thought you might enjoy a good tequila sunrise.”

      Her heart loosened a little. It was good to have a friend. “It’s a date. When do you want to go?”

      Matthew pulled out a small black day planner and flipped it open. “Well, I’m going with Raven and Leith—” the blond man’s name left Matthew’s mouth with a small whimper, but he kept talking like nothing happened—”to meet the dragons tomorrow night. How about the day after?”

      “Sure,” she said immediately. It wasn’t like she had anything pressing on her schedule. She was only trying to learn to control her magic so that when the next battle happened, she didn’t end up dead. It wasn’t anything that couldn’t wait.

      Matthew smiled and penciled the date into his book. “Seven o’clock okay?”

      Before she could respond, Leith stumbled into the kitchen, looking distinctly rumpled, as if he’d just rolled out of bed. He headed straight for the coffee without saying a word and poured himself a large cup.

      Matthew made a show of checking his watch. “Look, I really have to get to the office. I’ll see you at the pub if I don’t run into you before.”

      He rushed out of the room, leaving a very bemused Sunny. She glanced at the clock on the wall. It was only seven in the morning, way too early for any sane person to be dashing off to the office.

      Then again, she could completely understand his desire to avoid Leith. The last thing she wanted to do was face Sloan right then. Not that she had much of a choice. He was her trainer and she couldn’t really hide from him.

      Sighing, she got up and dumped her now mushy breakfast down the drain and left, mentally preparing herself for a day spent with her one-sided love interest.
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      Holy crap. This place was huge. Sunny clambered out of the limo, thanked the woman who’d driven them, and then stared at the massive rock face that housed the dragon prince’s lair. She spun around and grabbed Raven’s hand, making his arm jerk as she nearly jumped around in her excitement. “Thank you so much for letting me come,” she gushed.

      A warm arm wrapped around her middle and gently pulled her away from Raven. “Don’t break the man’s arm off,” Sloan commented, his irritated tone completely at odds with the tender way he held her.

      Matthew joined them, looking up at the dragon’s lair with an expression of awe. “I know these are part of the same cliffs I suggested searching, but it seems totally different up close than they were in the aerial photos.”

      Sunny nodded, aware her mouth hung slightly open at the amazing sight. How the dragons had kept humans from finding their lair, she’d never know. The entire face of the cliff was carved like a giant palace. The ocean crashed feet from the entrance and at high tide, it would lap right up against it.

      Leith started muttering about pompous ass dragons as he climbed out of the car and Sunny goggled at him. Didn’t he realize the woman who’d driven them here was probably a dragon? She could have Leith barbecue if she wanted?

      Luckily, the driver smiled slightly, as if she was used to hearing such words.

      Soon, the little group of MacAlister witches were gathered a short distance from the cave’s opening. Sunny took stock of what was going on, trying to control her excited reaction a bit. She, Raven, Leith, Sloan and Matthew had all come to meet the dragons. Out of all of them, she and Matthew seemed the most excited, but there was something sort of peculiar with Raven.

      Before she could question him on why he looked almost giddy, a huge shadow fell across them and she swung her head upward, gasping at the sight that met her eyes. A giant green dragon flew overhead, circling a few times before plunging headfirst into the ocean.

      “Dragons swim?” Matthew blurted, looking as astonished as Sunny felt.

      Their driver smiled again and shook her head. “Not really. But we do like to fish.”

      As if the dragon had been waiting for a cue, it exploded from the water with a massive fish clamped in its jaws.

      “Show off,” Sloan said loathingly.

      Sunny poked him in the side without taking her eyes of the magnificent beast as it disappeared among the cliffs. “Be nice.”

      “Yes,” Raven agreed, slinging an arm around Matthew’s shoulders even as he gave Sloan a quelling look. “You didn’t have to come.”

      “Yeah,” Matthew said, shrugging out from under Raven’s arm. “If you were just going to be miserable the whole time, why did you even come?”

      Sunny had to hand it to the lawyer. He knew exactly what to say to Sloan to get him to stop muttering. Sloan had never expressly said anything about why he insisted on coming with them when he so clearly wanted to be somewhere else, but she had a feeling it had something to do with her reaction to finding out about the handsome dragon prince.

      She should have been a little insulted by his obvious jealousy with regards to the lizard prince, as Sloan had taken to referring to him as, but she actually found it a little endearing. At least she knew he wanted to be with her.

      “We should go in,” the woman said. “Prince Gareth will be impatient to meet with you.”

      “An impatient dragon is never a good thing,” Raven muttered under his breath.

      Sunny looked at Raven quizzically. It sounded like Raven knew about impatient dragons from personal experience. Of course, Raven had dealt with the dragons before, but his words hinted at a much more intimate connection with them.

      She couldn’t help but wonder if Raven had a relationship with one particular dragon. She couldn’t help but notice the unfocused, slightly misty look Raven got in his eyes whenever someone mentioned the dragon queen. Could there be something more between them than just a working association?

      Then again, if Raven had a romantic relationship with the queen, he and Leith wouldn’t have been looking so hard for the dragons. And the steady stream of women Raven seemed to entertain on an almost daily basis was hardly indicative of a man in love.

      Sunny glanced around at the men as they followed the woman into the palace. Matthew looked at Raven consideringly, as if trying to puzzle out the hidden meaning behind the man’s words.

      Leith’s expression didn’t give anything away. Of course, it was highly possible that Leith really questioned Raven’s dating habits. Sunny doubted very many people looked past the constant stream of women Raven brought home to see the man was actually miserable.

      She looked up at Sloan to see if she could decipher what he was thinking, but instead of looking at Raven, Sloan’s eyes had widened and his mouth hung open slightly.

      Swiveling her gaze from Sloan’s face to the cave they were entering, Sunny felt her own jaw drop. If she’d thought the outside of the cliff had been impressive, she was floored by the interior.

      Instead of plain gray stone, the walls were covered with brightly covered tapestries. There were beautiful carpets on the ground and gigantic fireplaces with roaring fires. She wandered over to the hearth, trying to figure out where it vented, since it wasn’t spewing smoke into the room.

      There were electric lights in the ceiling, computers scattered around the room and a television in one corner. Clearly, there was a generator somewhere because there was no way they were on the grid.

      “Do you have any questions? I’ve lived here all my life and I can probably answer anything you ask.”

      An absolutely gorgeous man stood in front of them. He smiled at them, an amused expression on his face. Good lord, the man was like a Greek god come to life. He was tall and muscular without being too bulky, and had cheekbones that could cut diamonds. His damp hair was cut short and fell in thick waves just above one of his eyes. And speaking of his eyes … God, his eyes. They were such a bright green, it almost hurt to look at them.

      As attractive as the guy was, Sunny’s magic still tugged toward Sloan and she stepped a little closer to him, even if it was only to reassure the already tense man she was only interested in him.

      It turned out she didn’t need to show Sloan that her interest lay solely in him because Mr. Greek god seemed to only have eyes for Matthew. The man’s smile, while it encompassed all of them, seemed to be directed at the lawyer, and she repressed a little squeal of girlish excitement.

      Of course, Matthew, as fair as his complexion was, had turned a dusky shade of pink and seemed to have lost control of his mouth, because it kept opening and closing without actually forming any words.

      Leith brushed against Sunny’s side as he stepped forward, but she didn’t think he even realized. He made a beeline for Matthew and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Please excuse our Matthew. He still has the curiosity of youth.”

      If Leith had said that about Sunny, she would have had some very choice words for him. Matthew certainly handled it better than she would have. “What is your hang up about my age?” he shot back lightly. “I get that I’m not five hundred years old, but I’m not a child.”

      Sunny nodded once in agreement and towed Sloan over so they stood next to Matthew. Leith rolled his eyes but didn’t say anything more. Instead, he jerked his head at Raven as Mr. Gorgeous left the entrance with a wink. “Keep an eye on Matthew before he offends someone,” Leith hissed at Raven.

      Raven’s eyebrows shot up but he stepped closer. “He’s fine,” Raven commented.

      Leith let out a clearly irritated breath and stalked farther into the cave. Sunny chewed on her bottom lip, trying to figure out what was going on with him. She looked at Matthew, who stared at Leith’s back with a confused expression.

      Despite his reassurance that Matthew’s attitude was fine, Raven did turn to them with a serious look. “I want you two to be careful,” he said, pointing to both Matthew and Sunny. “Dragons might parade around in human form, but remember, they are most definitely not human. They think differently than we do. Sloan has dealt with dragons before, so he already knows this, so I’m confident he’ll be on his best behavior.”

      Sunny nodded, but the image of the great beast plunging into the ocean wasn’t one she’d soon forget.

      The young woman who’d picked them up smiled again. “Please, follow me.”

      They followed her down a hall and into another huge room, where a long table was set up. Twelve people were already seated around the table, including Mr. Gorgeous, who sat at the head of the table.

      Their escort stepped forward and addressed the room. “Your Highness, my lords. May I present Raven and Leith MacAlister, Matthew Samuels, Sloan Shirer and Sunny Kerrigan of the MacAlister witch clan.”

      Mr. Gorgeous rose from his seat and nodded. “Thank you, Leandra. You make take your seat.”

      The woman bowed low, her long hair nearly brushing the floor. “Thank you, Your Highness.”

      Sunny’s gaze jumped to the man at the head of the table. Of course, the prince would be seated at the head of the table. He was gazing in her direction with a knowing expression on his face, but he didn’t seem to be looking at her. His eyes were fastened on Matthew, who stood beside her. She glanced around the table as discreetly as she could, searching for any sign of who might be the queen. Nobody stood out to her. Then again, it wasn’t like she had a whole lot of experience in identifying dragon royalty.

      Suddenly, Matthew bowed low, in the same manner as Leandra. Sunny fidgeted a little, unsure of what to do. Bowing certainly seemed appropriate enough, seeing as she was in the presence of royalty. But no one else in their group bowed, so she bent down in a stiff half bow.

      Leith’s tutting caught her attention and she straightened to see him giving her and Matthew an exasperated look. “You doona need te bow,” he said in his suddenly thick brogue. “He is no’ yer prince. He is an ally, nothin’ more.”

      She smirked a little even as she allowed Sloan to steer her toward the table. Apparently, Leith’s brogue and proper English became extremely pronounced when it came to Matthew. Could the man be hiding feelings for the young man?

      The lawyer, on the other hand, seemed extremely irritated. “It doesn’t hurt to be respectful,” he shot back. He was quiet enough that only he, Sunny and Leith would be able to hear what he said. “We do  want them to support us in the war, after all.”

      Leith didn’t answer. Instead, he took Matthew’s elbow and guided him to an empty chair about halfway down the table, right next to the one Sloan nudged her toward.

      Matthew never made it to the chair, though. “I would like Matthew to sit next to me,” the prince said with authority.

      Sunny poked Matthew in the side when he didn’t move. “Matthew,” she whispered, feeling wicked. “Go up and sit with the sexy man.” She waggled her eyebrows at him suggestively.

      “Shut up,” Matthew whispered back as he blushed again. But he did make his way to the head of the table and sat down in the chair to the right of the prince.

      The table was promptly set with a beautiful meal. There were roast chickens, steamed fish, colorful vegetables and tureens of thick, rich gravy. It smelled divine but Sunny was far more interested in watching the interaction between Matthew and Prince Gareth.

      She tapped Sloan’s knee excitedly under the table when the prince placed a slice of cake on Matthew’s plate. “Try this, sweet one.”

      Sloan slipped his hand over hers and forced her to stop shaking his leg. “Sunny, you’re going to dislocate my hip. Why are you so excited, anyway?” he whispered.

      “Matthew seems so lonely and sad. I’m happy someone is giving him the attention he deserves.”

      Sloan linked his fingers through hers and squeezed her hand lightly. “I expect being in love with Leith is no easy thing. And I agree, the prince does seem to be rather taken with our Matthew. I guess that’s a good thing. As long as Prince Gareth doesn’t eat him, that is.”

      She giggled, happy that Sloan seemed to have relaxed a little now that he knew the prince had his sights set on someone else. He even seemed to be enjoying himself.

      Her good mood wilted somewhat when Leith started talking. “I would hardly call Matthew sweet. He’s a legal shark, a master computer hacker and is highly accomplished in several forms of martial arts.”

      Sunny cocked her head and frowned. While Leith’s words were all compliments, they came off kind of condescending and she got the idea he was rigidly controlling his accent. “What’s his problem?” she whispered to Sloan.

      Sloan shrugged and forked another bite of chicken into his mouth.

      However, far from being put off, the prince looked intrigued. “Perhaps fierce one suits you better. Going back to our conversation from before, do you have any questions?”

      This time, the prince glanced around the table, his eyes settling on Sunny as his mouth quirked up in a tiny grin.

      “How do you leave the palace at high tide?” Sunny blurted immediately. “I assume the cars are stored somewhere above the water line?”

      The prince nodded and placed his dessert fork on the edge of his plate. “Yes. There is a cavern we store the cars in which is above the tide line. And if we need to leave before the tide goes back out, we fly.”

      “I saw,” Sunny replied, remembering the green dragon plunging into the sea.

      “There’s a cave we take off from. Would you like to see it?” Prince Gareth asked, smiling indulgently at her.

      How many times would she ever have this chance again? “Yes, please.”

      The prince rose to his feet, gesturing for Sunny to follow him. “Would anyone else like to join us?”

      Sloanʼs big body brushed against hers as he stood as well. “Actually, I would love to see a little more of the palace.”

      Sunny was pleased to hear that Sloan sounded genuinely interested in seeing the palace instead of just accompanying her to make sure she didn’t stray.

      The prince nodded. “Very well. And I would love to show Matthew, as well.”

      Sunny suppressed another giggle as Matthew blushed, again, and rose to his feet. “I’d be happy to tag along.”

      Across the table, Leith made to stand, but Raven stopped him with a hand on the forearm. “We’re fine. We’ll stay here and help set up for the meeting.”

      Sunny grinned at Raven, who winked at her. Apparently, she wasn’t the only one who thought Matthew and Prince Gareth should get to know each other.

      “As you wish,” the prince said. “If you will all follow me.” He reached out and gently tugged on Matthew’s elbow when the man remained frozen to the spot.

      Sunny linked arms with Sloan and followed the prince and Matthew down the corridor. They ambled through several winding halls, up at least four flights of stairs and down some more corridors. She hardly paid any attention to where they were going, though. She was far too busy looking around. When she wasn’t admiring the portraits on the carved stone walls, she was trying to figure out if the prince was naturally touchy-feely or if he was flirting with Matthew. She was leaning toward flirting. Nobody accidently brushed against someone else that much by accident.

      Finally, the prince led them to a gigantic cavern carved out of the side of the cliff. The scent of the sea floated in the room and the bright moon was clearly visible from the entrance. “This is where we take off from.”

      Sunny walked right up to the edge of the ledge and looked down. They were at least fifty feet above the ocean. The view made her dizzy and she stepped back, colliding with Sloan’s warm body. He anchored an arm around her waist and pulled her against him tightly. “Don’t want you to fall,” he whispered into her hair.

      She leaned back against him and sighed, staring out into the night. The bright stars and the sound of the crashing waves combined to make a romantic atmosphere. Sloan rested his chin on the top of her head and she slid her hand over his.

      Behind them, she could hear Matthew and Prince Gareth talking quietly. “It must be amazing to fly,” Matthew said.

      The two men joined them at the exit, standing so close together, their shoulders were touching. “It is. Don’t most witches have the ability to fly?”

      Matthew shook his head. It was Sloan who answered. “No. Most witches can dissipate through doors and such by using a spell. They can use the same spell to travel long distances in short periods of time, so it’s often mistaken for flying. It’s a common misconception among other paranormals. Handlers don’t have that ability though. Except for the most basic of spells, we’re pretty much limited to what we can do with our specific element.”

      Gareth nodded and looked over at Matthew. “You, though, are not a handler, correct?”

      Matthew stared out at the night and nodded. “Right.”

      “So,” Prince Gareth continued. “You’ve used spells to travel. I imagine the sensations is much like flying.”

      Sunny’s throat tightened and she gazed at Matthew with concern. He’d never said anything about how not having magic made him feel, but when he’d told her on the plane, he’d sounded almost ashamed.

      Matthew stared straight ahead. “I was born without magic.”

      Sunny prepared herself to jump to Matthew’s defense. Even Sloan tensed behind her. She was sure Matthew had experienced his share of pity over the years, having been born into a clan of witches but with no magic.

      “Maybe I could take you flying one day,” the prince said, immediately gaining her utmost respect for putting her friend at ease.

      “How would that work?” Sloan asked.

      Prince Gareth answered, but only had eyes for Matthew. “I would shift into my dragon, and you would climb on my back.”

      “It sounds rather … intimate,” Matthew said, echoing Sunny’s exact thoughts.

      “It is. Extremely.” The prince’s voice was low and rumbling, almost like a purr.

      If the sexual tension between Matthew and Prince Gareth got any thicker, she and Sloan would have to hack their way out of the room with a machete.

      Poor Matthew was nearly the color of a tomato. Sunny had never seen him blush this hard, or this frequently. And, judging by the amused look on Sloan’s face when she craned her neck to look up at him, neither had he.

      The lawyer looked like he was trying to figure out something to say. “Were you the dragon who went fishing earlier?” he finally said.

      The prince’s face broke into a wide grin. “I’m glad you noticed. I saw you get out of the car, and I knew I had to get your attention.”

      “You were amazing,” Matthew said.

      The expression on the prince’s face softened into something far more sensual. “Thank you. I’ve been told I’m pretty amazing at other things too.”

      The prince was definitely flirting with Matthew. Sunny would have taken Sloan and gone back to Raven and Leith, except she was pretty sure she’d get lost along the way, so she settled for keeping her mouth shut.

      Matthew seemed to ignore fact she and Sloan were present. Either that or he didn’t care. “Are you gay?” he asked bluntly.

      The prince, obviously ignoring her and Sloan’s presence, stepped closer to Matthew and continued speaking in that low, seductive voice of his. “Dragons don’t define sexuality the same way your people do. We do not believe we should be limited to loving only one gender.”

      “So in other words…” Matthew’s voice trailed off with a soft gasp, and Sunny risked a glance over at the two men and had to stuff her fist against her mouth when she saw the prince nibbling a little on Matthew’s ear.

      “Wow,” Sloan breathed in her ear. “Prince Gareth certainly moves fast, doesn’t he?”

      Sunny nodded and held her breath, trying to be as quiet as possible.

      “In other words,” the prince said once he pulled back from Matthew slightly, “dragons find both males and females attractive. Also, you should know … dragons are very bold. When we see something we want, we rarely take long to claim it.”

      “Your Highness,” Matthew said softly.

      “Call me Gareth,” the prince replied.

      “Gareth,” Matthew repeated.

      “My name sounds beautiful on your lips,” the dragon murmured just loud enough for Sunny to hear.

      Sloan started coughing, and Sunny made a show out of patting his back. “We should get back to the meeting,” she said loudly.

      She felt bad for interrupting. The last thing she wanted to be was a cockblocker, but she was pretty sure Matthew had forgotten she and Sloan were in the room, and she wasn’t sure if Gareth really cared they were there.

      Matthew was still a bright shade of red, and Sunny wondered if he was ever going to go back to his normal complexion.

      Prince Gareth, however, was still looking at Matthew with obvious lust. “I can summon someone to take the two of you back to the main hall, if Matthew wants to see a little more of the palace.”

      Sunny was about to accept Prince Gareth’s offer. She even considered suggesting he take Matthew on a tour of his bedroom, but Matthew was already shaking his head. “We really should get back to Raven and Leith.”

      The prince smiled charmingly and spoke again. “I do hope you’ll consider coming back for a more thorough tour another day.”

      “He will,” Sunny said brightly, patting the slightly stunned Matthew on the arm.

      The action seemed to snap the lawyer out of his momentary stupor. “Maybe,” he said softly.

      Sunny could practically see the image of Leith dancing in Matthew’s brain, but there wasn’t much she could do about it.

      Gareth clearly wasn’t fazed by Matthew’s answer at all. Not when he slung his arm around Matthew’s shoulder and grinned. “Playing hard to get? I have a feeling I’ll enjoy the chase.”

      Sloan linked his fingers with Sunny’s, and she swung his arm playfully as they followed the two men back to the main hall.

      When they arrived, they found the dishes had been cleared and pens, pencils and pads of papers littered the table. The place now looked more like a board room than a dining room. Sunny and Sloan sat back down in their previous seats. Matthew headed for an empty chair between Raven and Leith, but Gareth steered him to a different seat. “I would prefer you to sit here, fierce one,” Gareth said, pulling out the chair next to his.

      Matthew sat and looked over at his leader, shrugging. Raven smiled and waggled his eyebrows. He was clearly going to grill Matthew on the way home. Leith didn’t even glance up. He simply stared down at the table, scowling. Sunny frowned at Leith’s attitude. What the hell had crawled into his dinner and died?

      Gareth sat down and picked up a pen, tapping it against the table. “Now that the meal is finished, it is time to get down to business. Raven MacAlister, have you recalled your clan as per our agreement?”

      Sunny suddenly clued into something that had been right under her nose. Matthew had been making calls to clan members, asking them to come home. He’d just told her that his parents had already put their house up for sale in Australia, and once they had everything in order, they would be moving to clan grounds.

      They were building an army. An army composed of MacAlister witches and, hopefully, the dragons.

      Now wasn’t the time to question Raven, or even Leith, about the upcoming events. Not when Gareth began speaking again. “I’m sure by now, you have all realized that the queen has not joined us.”

      The room was silent and Gareth tapped his pen again. There was no playfulness in his expression anymore. Now, he looked like the very image of a cold, hard-hearted army general. “She is our second condition.”

      Sunny didn’t miss the way Raven leaned forward and focused all his attention on the prince. “What about Queen Niya?”

      Gareth eyed Raven. “She disappeared the day of the last witch battle,” he answered. “We believe there are two possibilities. I suspected she had a secret lover for a number of years before the battle. Did she run away with her lover?”

      “I knew your mother very well,” Raven said, looking offended. “She loved her people. She would not run away with a lover.”

      Gareth nodded slowly, looking at Raven with a strange expression. “I agree. The more plausible, but far less happy reason my mother would have disappeared would be because she was kidnapped.”

      This time it was Leith who spoke up. “Who do you suspect?”

      “The vampires. They dropped off the face of the earth the same day.” Gareth looked troubled. “We’ve been searching for her since she failed to return, but we can only do so much in our dragon form before we’re noticed by humans. In exchange for helping us find our queen, we will join you in battle when the time comes.”

      “We’ll do it,” Raven said immediately.

      “Huh,” Sloan muttered quietly. “That’s weird. Raven doesn’t usually make decisions like this without having Matthew do at least a little bit of negotiating.”

      “Wait a minute,” Matthew interrupted.

      The prince’s cold expression thawed slightly. “Yes, Matthew?”

      “What if we haven’t found your queen before the battle? Will the dragons still fight by our side?”

      “Good man,” Gareth said with an approving tone. “Yes. As long as genuine effort is put into the search for my mother, the dragons will battle with you.”

      Matthew nodded slowly. “I’ll put something in writing, and you can have someone look at it and see if you agree.”

      The prince rested his elbows on the table and steepled his fingers. “I make the legal decisions regarding the dragons,” he said. “So I’ll meet with you at a later time to discuss your agreement.”

      Matthew nodded as he jotted in his notebook. “I can have something ready for you in the next few days. Is there some way I can contact you to set up a meeting?”

      Prince Gareth pulled out a business card and handed it to him. The card was a heavy stationary with black script writing, spelling Gareth’s name and the words “treasure hunter.” There were two numbers printed on the card and one number handwritten with blue ink. “Call the third number. It’s my personal cell.”

      Matthew extracted one of his own business cards from his pocket and scrawled something on it. “Here, this is my number.”

      Sunny was beyond excited. She couldn’t wait to tell Anna all about how the prince flirted with Matthew and how flustered Matthew was. She was already planning on asking their driver if they could stop at a bakery on the way home so they could have something sweet to snack on while they chatted. Maybe she could talk Matthew into joining them.

      Abruptly, Leith pushed back his chair and stood up. “We need te get goin’ before the tide comes in,” he announced, his accent full and heavy.

      Gareth saw them to the exit, where the same woman was waiting to drive them back home. Leith waited exactly three seconds after they got into the car before starting in on Matthew. “What were ye thinkin’, goin’ off alone with a dragon? Especially since I’ve told ye more than once that I’ve felt an increase in unfamiliar magic nearby.”

      Matthew glared at Leith. “Geez, Leith. You told me that, with the increase in your magic, it’s hard to tell how close the unfamiliar magic actually is. What’s with you?”

      “Are ye that desperate, Matthew? That filthy dragon was eyeing you like he was a bee and you were the flower. And what were ye doin’ with him for so long?”

      “Why is it your business?” Matthew shot back. “It’s not like you have any claim on me.”

      Sunny felt like she was watching a tennis match. One would lob a question or an insult, and the other would respond immediately.

      But Leith’s reaction was a little over the top. He was acting like a jealous lover. Maybe there was more to it than she realized. Leith certainly seemed protective, almost possessive of Matthew at times. She’d witnessed the number of times he’d brushed up against Matthew at meals.

      Leith growled and grabbed Matthew’s wrist. Matthew didn’t pull away and Sunny had to give him credit for standing his ground. “What, Leith? Tell me how you feel right now,” Matthew demanded.

      Leith leaned forward until his mouth was barely a centimeter from Matthew’s.

      Sunny held her breath when Matthew raised his free arm and caressed Leith’s cheek.

      “Say the word,” Matthew whispered. “Say the word and I’ll tell Gareth we will only be business associates.”

      Sunny’s lungs were beginning to ache from holding her breath for so long, but she didn’t want to chance interrupting this very intense moment. She felt like she was eavesdropping, but there wasn’t anywhere else for her to go. Especially since the driver had already started the car’s engine and eased onto the beach.

      “Matthew…” Leith’s voice sounded a little desperate, like he needed to say something and just couldn’t find the right words.

      Heartbreaking for Matthew, Sunny watched as Leith reached up and gently removed Matthew’s hand from his face and muttered a spell. Less than a second later, the blond witch had disappeared.

      Matthew dropped his hand into his lap. “Well,” he whispered. “I guess I got my answer.”

      Sunny was about to climb over Sloan’s legs to give the lawyer a hug, but Sloan beat her to it. He wrapped his arm around Matthew’s shoulders and pulled him close. Raven patted Matthew’s knee. “It’ll be fine,” he said softly.

      Matthew swallowed and nodded jerkily before leaning his head against Sloan’s shoulder for a brief second before sighing and pulling out a business card from his breast pocket. Sunny recognized it as Gareth’s card.

      “He’s a good man,” Sloan said, nodding at the card. “And he’s clearly interested in you.”

      Matthew didn’t say anything, but he did run his thumb over Gareth’s name.

      Sunny almost couldn’t believe her eyes. She’d never seen Sloan and Matthew really interact with each other. They’d always acted more like acquaintances than anything else but here Sloan was, comforting another man, a gay man at that, without a second thought. It showed her an entirely new side of Sloan.

      Touched, she linked her fingers with Sloan’s and squeezed gently. Sloan squeezed back and continued whispering to Matthew.
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      Sunny slid on to the bar stool next to Matthew and grinned. “Thanks for inviting me,” she said.

      Matthew smiled back and signaled for the bartender. “I thought you could use a break from all the training,” he answered.

      “Oh, you have no idea.” She placed her order and munched on a few peanuts. “This is the first time I’ve been away from the castle at night since I got here.”

      A brightly colored cocktail was placed in front of her, and Sunny lifted her glass to salute Matthew. “What should we cheers to?”

      Matthew picked up his own glass and clinked glasses. “Friends,” he said.

      “Friends.” She almost choked when the strong alcohol trickled down her throat. “Jeez, is this liquid fire or what?”

      Snorting, Matthew shook his head. “You should know. Is this really the first time you’ve been away from the castle for a night out?”

      Nodding, Sunny took another sip of her drink, this time prepared for the sensation. It went down easier this time around and made her stomach feel all warm and fuzzy. “Sloan pretty much has me practicing all day long. We did come to town once a couple of weeks ago to stretch our legs, but we didn’t stay late.”

      “If I’d known it was your first night out, I would have taken you somewhere else.” A plate of warm bread and something she couldn’t identify was delivered to them and Matthew selected a slice of bread. “Want some?”

      Sunny eyed the plate suspiciously. Matthew had recently taken great delight in trying to trick her into eating gross things. He was quickly turning into the older brother she’d never had, and she’d learned to ask for clarification on what was being served before she took a bite. “If that’s haggis, I’m outta here,” she warned.

      A quick burst of laughter escaped Matthew. “Ah, I have you paranoid, do I? No, it’s just brie and mushrooms baked inside some pastry.”

      “Oh. Then yes, I’ll try it.”

      They ate in companionable silence for a few seconds and Sunny relished the change from the heavy meals the men at the castle seemed to insist on. “I haven’t seen you around lately,” she said after she’d swallowed a bite of the velvety cheese.

      Matthew shrugged. “I’ve been spending most of my days in my office here in town. These days, I pretty much use my room at the castle to sleep and nothing else.”

      Sunny couldn’t help but wonder if the young man was trying his best to avoid a certain blond giant but didn’t say anything. “What kind of law do you practice” she asked instead.

      “Business mostly,” he replied, wiping his mouth on a napkin before taking another swallow of his drink. “Most of my days are spent negotiating Raven’s business deals.”

      Business deals? The leader of the clan actually worked? Oh, the man was busy enough. He was constantly dealing with clan stuff but she’d never actually seen him work outside the castle.

      Matthew laughed again and tapped her nose with a single finger. “You should see your face. Yes, Raven works. Who do you think pays to run the castle and the clan?”

      She hadn’t really thought about it before. Now that she actually did think about it, she felt a little guilty. She hadn’t offered to get a job to pay for her room or board or anything. She’d taken it for granted they would take care of her while she trained.

      “Hey,” Matthew said softly. “I know what you’re thinking. Raven is a financial genius, okay? He has more than enough to support all of us in style for the next five hundred years, and that’s if he stopped investing right this second. He’d rather you train your magic than worry about contributing financially when he doesn’t need you to.”

      “Are you sure you can’t read minds?” she asked. He’d certainly seemed to be able to pick up on what she’d been thinking about for the last half an hour.

      Matthew popped another bite of cheese into her open mouth and grinned. “Nope. Not a drop of magic running in these veins, I promise. You’re just easy to read.”

      “Really?” She’d never had anyone say that to her. Usually they said they couldn’t figure out what she was thinking, let alone how she felt.

      “You’re an open book, my dear.”

      Snorting, Sunny threw a peanut at Matthew and laughed as it bounced off his impressive chest. “You sound as old as Leith when you talk like that.”

      Matthew’s face fell for a second and Sunny groaned inwardly. Shit, she wasn’t usually so insensitive. “Sorry,” she said softly.

      The young man was quiet for a few seconds before clearing his throat. “Don’t worry about it. It’s true. And I have to get over him.”

      Sunny brightened. “Yeah. Let’s get you a date,” she exclaimed as she scanned the pub.

      “I appreciate the sentiment, but I doubt you’ll find many gay men here. I’ve been thinking about asking Prince Gareth out for dinner.” He lowered his voice and leaned close. “I have it on good authority that dragons tend to swing both ways.”

      She giggled. It was nice having someone her age to hang out with. Even Anna, who was the youngest handler next to her, had been raised in another generation. “Maybe I could convince Raven to let me go too.”

      “Yeah right,” Matthew said with a smirk. “Like Sloan would let you come.”

      “Hey,” Sunny said, trying her best to sound affronted. “Sloan is my trainer, not my boss. And besides, we argue all the time. It would be nice to have a conversation with an attractive man without worrying about how moody he might get.”

      “Are you saying I’m not attractive?” Matthew shot back. “Stop trying to horn in on my fun. Besides, I know exactly how you and Sloan like to resolve your arguments.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she huffed, trying to hide behind her glass.

      “Uh huh,” Matthew said with another smirk. “I heard your argument in the hall the other day. I don’t think that particular bathroom has ever been used for make-up sex before.”

      Sunny giggled even as a blush worked its way up her neck and across her cheeks. Two days ago, they hadn’t been able to wait until they got back to one of their rooms and Sloan had fucked her on a random bathroom counter. It had been really late and neither of them had really considered the fact that they might be disturbing someone else. “Sorry,” she muttered once her laughing fit had stopped.

      “Don’t be. It was the most action I’ve had in months,” Matthew teased. “And apparently, Sloan is really, really  good in the sack.”

      “Oh, God,” she groaned and buried her face in her hands. “This is so embarrassing.”

      Matthew laughed long and loud, and she only looked up when it trailed off. The expression on his face wasn’t a good one. “What?” she said.

      “Oh, holy fuck,” he whispered. “We are in so much shit.”

      Spooked by Matthew’s scared expression, Sunny looked around the pub. She didn’t see anything out of place. In fact, except for a few new patrons, there was absolute nothing different. “What’s the matter?”

      “Leith told me a couple of days ago he’d felt an increase of unfamiliar magic, but with his power growing, he had trouble determining how close the strange witch was. Well, I think one of the guys who just walked in is from the Takahashi clan. We need to get out of here.”

      Her heart instantly started racing. Trying to look as casual as possible, she accepted Matthew’s help off the stool and stuck close to him as they moved for the door. “I borrowed one of Raven’s cars. It’s down the street a little,” she said.

      The tall Asian man by the door shifted a little and Sunny tensed, but he turned away from them instead. Matthew tugged her through the door and held on tight to her hand, digging in his pocket with his free hand for his cell phone. “My car’s right here. We’ll take mine, and Raven and I will come for the other car tomorrow.”

      Sunny watched as he hit the number one on the phone’s keypad and raised it to his ear. “Who are you calling?” she asked as they hurried to Matthew’s car.

      “Raven,” he said as he cradled the phone between his ear and shoulder and unlocked the car, shoving her inside.

      Apparently, Raven picked up right away because Matthew started talking almost immediately. “Rave, I’m pretty sure Sunny and I ran into a Takahashi witch at the pub. We’re coming home right now.”

      He tossed the phone to Sunny. “Here, keep Raven on the line until we get to the castle,” he ordered as he stuck the key in the ignition.

      Sunny raised the phone to her ear. “Raven?” she asked. She wasn’t really sure what else to say. She was nervous but then again, maybe Matthew had made a mistake.

      “Don’t worry, sweetheart,” Raven crooned, clearly trying to keep her calm. “Matthew will get you here fast and we’ll get everything sorted out.”

      Of course, the car would have to start in order for them to get anywhere. “Shit,” Matthew muttered.

      Sunny glanced over and saw his hands shaking so badly, he could barely grip the key, let alone turn it in the ignition. “Maybe I should drive,” she said, already halfway over the seat.

      Matthew ignored her and finally succeeded in starting the car. “Raven,” he called out, even though Sunny was still holding the phone against her ear. “I remembered where I saw the Takahashi before. He was in the picture you showed me from thirty years ago. The one you said was probably a Takahashi handler.”

      “Fuck,” Raven breathed. “Get out of there now.”

      Before Sunny could relay the message, there was a deafening thump from behind and the car lurched.

      Sunny dropped the phone on the seat and looked over her shoulder. The Asian from the pub crouched on the trunk, staring in with a wicked smile.

      “Fuck,” Matthew shouted. “Raven, get people here now. We’re about to become involved in a confrontation.”

      Sunny reached over and locked the car doors automatically, not that it really mattered. If the guy wanted to get in, he would break the window. “Drive,” she screamed at Matthew.

      The car shot forward, but a loud screeching sound caused Matthew to jam on the brakes, nearly throwing her through the windshield. Sunny hit the window head first but luckily, she stayed inside the car. She shook her head, trying desperately to stop it from spinning. “Fucking hell,” Matthew shouted. “It’s definitely a Takahashi handler.”

      Still dizzy, she fought to understand what was going on. Ravenʼs voice was screaming from the phone, which was on the floor. He hollered about how he, Anna, Sloan and Leith were on their way.

      The loud screeching started again and Sunny clutched her head as the sound drove into her brain like a knife. Matthew’s put his face in front of her. “We have to get out of the car,” he screamed.

      She scrambled after him, ignoring the nausea the sudden movement caused, and slid through the opening where the door used to be.

      Wait. The entire side of the car was missing, peeled off like the rind of an orange. And if she wasn’t mistaken, it took her feet a few seconds longer to meet solid ground than she had expected.

      She blinked hard, trying to focus on what was going on but her brain refused to accept the fact that the car was hovering nearly a foot in the air. A chunk of metal flew past her, narrowly missing her head. She heard Matthew’s pained cry behind her and spun around to see the twisted piece of metal pin his leg to the ground.

      It suddenly hit her that Matthew had no magic and it was completely up to her to protect them.

      A protectiveness like she’d never known before welled through her. Matthew was her friend, a real friend. She was sure he wouldn’t abandon her, unlike all her other so-called friends in her life. She would protect this man to her very last breath, if it came down to it.

      Her mind cleared, all pain forgotten. Moving so Matthew was directly behind her, Sunny eyed the other handler. He’d stopped throwing things at them and eyed her suspiciously. “You look a little small to be the new handler,” he called.

      She would show him. The ball of fire she summoned was hotter and bigger than anything she’d ever summoned before. She threw it toward the other handler and it collided with a metal shield, presumably the side of Matthew’s car.

      The feedback from her magic colliding with the other handler’s sent vibrations up her arms and the pain in her head, which she’d managed to forget, came back with a vengeance. Still, she held the magic, forcing the flames higher and hotter until the makeshift shield melted.

      The magic flowed through her, unchecked, and started to flare out of control. She could hear Sloan’s voice behind her, screaming at her to pull the magic back but it was too late. The other handler’s eyes widened and he ceased his magic, disappearing from view.

      “I have to hold the illusion,” Raven shouted.

      Sunny was confused. What illusion?

      Sloan was suddenly at her side. “Sunny,” he said urgently. “Concentrate. Pull back on the flames a little. Raven can only hold the illusion the other handler set up for so long.”

      She had no idea what everyone was talking about but she did what they’d trained her to do. She emptied her mind of everything but the flames and calmly called it back.

      The fire seemed to laugh in her face and instead of extinguishing, it flared even higher. Several cars that lined the streets were completely engulfed and some of the buildings were starting to burn. No matter how much she calmed herself and tried to call the magic back into her being, it ignored her.

      “Sloan,” Raven croaked. “I can’t hold it much longer.”

      “Anna,” Sloan shouted. “We need to call up a rainstorm.”

      It took a few seconds but Sunny felt the first drops of rain sizzle off her skin. Soon, it was pouring and the flames were slowly diminishing.

      With the fire dying out, Sunny was able to take control of her magic again and pulled back on some of the flames. She was sweating and ready to vomit within thirty seconds. Her head felt like it was going to explode and the pressure, which she’d come to associate with a buildup of magic, was staggering.

      Next to her, Raven finally collapsed. “Sunny, relax and sit down,” he ordered weakly. “Let Sloan and Anna hold the rainstorm until the firefighters get here.”

      She did as he directed, collapsing next to him and laying her aching head in his lap. People started streaming out of buildings, screaming and calling for the fire department. She finally realized Raven had been holding some sort of magical illusion in order to keep the ruckus under wraps. “You have some explaining to do,” she said. “Like why the fuck was that handler able to make things fly around.”

      Raven looked contrite. “We may have forgotten to mention … different clans have control of different things. The Takahashi has control of things like telekinesis and mind reading.”

      Sunny sighed but didn’t say anything. Her head hurt too much to process that information right then. She’d figure it out and give the appropriate person hell for not telling her later.

      Sirens wailed in the distance, and Sunny managed to push up enough to look for Matthew. Leith was behind him, supporting him even as the younger man clutched his leg. She tried to drag herself over to them, but Raven grabbed her wrist and forced her back to his lap. “Leith will take care of him. You need to stay still and wait for the paramedics yourself.”

      “Paramedics?” she asked.

      “You’re bleeding,” Raven said, wiping some moisture off her face she’d thought was sweat and rain, and showing her the red liquid on his fingers.

      Tears filled her eyes. Now that the initial adrenaline rush was wearing off, Sunny was feeling the effects of the battle. Every part of her body hurt. She didn’t want to go to the hospital. All she wanted to do was find a bed, snuggle up with Sloan and sleep for the next two days.

      The noise around her increased and two strangers bent over her. “Let’s see what we have here,” one said.

      Sunny tensed but Raven stroked her hair. “It’s just the paramedics. Relax.”

      She knew Raven wouldn’t let anyone hurt her. She really did. But everything in her called out for Sloan.

      A bright light was flashed in her eyes and she groaned when a shaft of pain streaked through her brain. She could hear the paramedic saying something about a concussion and for her to hold tight while they checked on the other victim.

      Finally, Sloan dropped down next to her. He was covered in soot, soaking wet and mad as hell. He was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen. Her heart skipped a beat as she reached for him. He would shelter her. He would support her. He would take her home and sleep beside her until she felt better.

      “What the hell was that?” Sloan whispered furiously.

      Sunny blinked. It was not exactly the response she’d been expecting.

      “Sloan,” Raven said softly.

      Sloan’s brown eyes snapped with anger. “Your little display of magic nearly killed all of us. Stop playing and grow up, little girl.”

      “Sloan,” Raven said again and this time, it was a clear warning.

      She pulled herself up so she sat back against Raven.

      “No. Listen up, Sunny. You are a handler. You hold an immense amount of power you clearly aren’t ready for. I don’t know what to do about you anymore. You need to try harder before you kill yourself. God, I can’t even be around you right now.”

      The water handler stormed off, leaving her reeling in Raven’s arms. Sunny turned her face into his chest and started to sob.

      Funny how she hadn’t realized she’d fallen in love with Sloan until the man had broken her heart.
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      Sloan paced the waiting room, trying desperately to stop his hands from shaking. He hated hospitals with a passion. The only thing worse than the white walls of the room were the pale green, lumpy couches. How was one supposed to sit comfortably while waiting for news of their loved one? Maybe that was the point. He wasn’t supposed to be comfortable while Sunny and Matthew were suffering.

      Anna was curled up in a corner of one of those couches, picking at a string sticking out of the hem of her T-shirt. “They’ll be okay,” she said quietly, not meeting his eyes.

      Sloan nodded but didn’t stop his pacing. He needed to move if he was going to have to be confined in this room. He still hadn’t gotten over the sight of Sunny, pale and bleeding, fending off the Takahashi handler all by herself. She’d been surrounded by flames and for one second, it had been magnificent.

      When the Takahashi handler had taken off into the night, he had been torn between chasing the man and going to Sunny.

      Then the fire had roared out of control and not even the fire handler could survive being engulfed in flames. He’d called down the rain so fast, it had made him dizzy and still, it hadn’t been enough. Anna had had to stir the currents, creating a massive storm, in order to even control half of the flames.

      Sunny had eventually gotten a hold of the fire and called it back into her, a process he knew could be painful if the magic had gotten too big. He’d just about lost it when she’d collapsed but had enough presence of mind to make sure any fire near his loved ones was extinguished before he’d rushed over to her.

      She’d been so still for a moment, he thought she’d passed away and his heart had died right there with her. The pain was immeasurable, more acute than anything he’d ever experienced. His capability to function had been stripped from him, and he knew Raven or Leith would have to take him down, to kill him, because without Sunny, Sloan would go rogue in a matter of days. The destruction he would have caused on his rampage would have been catastrophic.

      Then she’d moved, trying to pull herself up. And he’d made the biggest mistake of his life. Instead of confessing his love for her like he should have, he’d let his rage at himself, at his inability to protect her when she’d needed it most, come leeching out, and the words had been out of his mouth before he could stop them.

      The look on her face had confirmed it wasn’t his brightest move ever, but he hadn’t known how to fix it. Before he could even attempt to apologize, the paramedics had come back and loaded her into the back of an ambulance. Raven had shot him a deadly look and climbed in the back with her, leaving him to follow with Anna.

      Raven had met them in the waiting room, and other than confirming he hadn’t been hurt, hadn’t spoken a word to Sloan since.

      The door swung open, and all three of them looked up hopefully. Leith staggered in, looking like he’d been through a war. His long hair was loose around his shoulders and there were lines of stress around his eyes that hadn’t been there a few hours ago. No one had been able to pry him from Matthew’s side.

      Raven shot to his feet and rushed to Leith. “Matthew?”

      Leith covered his face with his hands for a few seconds. “His leg is broken badly,” he answered with a thick brogue. “He’s goin’ into surgery now. But the doctors assure me he’ll be fine.”

      Raven slumped suddenly and Leith caught him. “Raven,” Leith gasped as he bore Raven’s weight.

      Sloan rushed over and supported his leader from behind. “Rave, are you hurt?”

      The leader slowly straightened. “Sorry, I’m just relieved. Matthew means a lot to me.”

      A low growl ripped through the room, but everyone ignored it. Leith bowed slightly. “I’m sorry for the outburst, Raven. I know ye’r quite fond of Matthew.”

      Leith strode away to the window and stared outside. Raven sat back down, and Anna moved closer, patting his hand. Sloan resumed his pacing.

      Another half an hour passed and there was still no news about Sunny. Sloan was starting to think he was going to go mad. No one had said a word since Leith had come in and the silence was starting to get to him. “Raven, we need to put a push on Sunny’s training,” he said to break the silence.

      Leith didn’t say a word, not that Sloan had expected him too. Anna nodded and started pulling on her shirt’s loose string. It was Raven’s silence that surprised him. “Raven?”

      The leader didn’t even look at him. “Now’s not the time,” he answered.

      Sloan stopped his pacing and stared at Raven. “I thought we might want to make use of our time.”

      Again, Raven didn’t answer.

      “What, are you not talking to me or something?” he spat, trying desperately to figure out what his leader was thinking.

      Raven finally looked up at him and there was murder in his eyes. “I’m too angry with you to say anything right now.”

      Apparently, Raven had been paying attention when Sloan had gone off on Sunny.

      The awkward silence settled over the room again and this time, it was Raven who started pacing.

      Finally, a nurse entered the room. “Are you all here for Sunny Kerrigan and Matthew Samuels?”

      “Yes,” Raven said, coming to a stop in front of her.

      Sloan’s mouth dried and his heart attempted to beat its way out of his chest. He stood up and hurried to stand next to Raven. Even Leith joined them, his mouth drawn in a tight line.

      The nurse flipped through her notes. “Right. Mr. Samuels is leaving the recovery room now. He came through the surgery just fine. You’ll have to wait until he’s sufficiently awake, and then the doctor can give you more details on exactly what was done.”

      Leith’s quick exhale was audible through the entire room, and Sloan glanced at the man he’d known all his life. It was clear the man was relieved, and he couldn’t help but wonder if Leith didn’t return Matthew’s feelings, even a little.

      His attention was dragged back to the nurse when she started talking about Sunny. “Ms. Kerrigan is just finishing up with her MRI.”

      Eventually, they were allowed to go to the rooms. Leith and Anna went to Matthew’s room while Sloan went with Raven to Sunny’s.

      Sunny looked so small and fragile lying in the hospital bed, and all Sloan wanted to do was carry her home, drape her in bubble wrap so she couldn’t get hurt again, and never let her out of his sight.

      Raven approached the bed. “Sunny? Love? How are you feeling?”

      A small, pale hand reached for Raven’s and Sloan was struck by how tiny she actually was. Her personality and strength always made her seem so much bigger. He edged a little closer to hear her answer. “My head really hurts and I’m pretty nauseous, but I’m alive, so that’s all that matters, right?”

      Raven leaned over her and stroked her hair. “I’m so glad you’re okay. You’ve gotten under my skin, love, and I would be sad if something happened to you.”

      For a moment, Sloan wondered if it was possible to actually turn green from envy, because jealousy buffeted him so hard, he wanted to smack the other man around.

      And then, his heart broke with her next words. “Can someone else train me?”

      For the first time since his wife’s death, Sloan wanted to cry, but he understood her request.

      Sighing, Raven stroked her hair again. “Sorry, Sunny, but Sloan is still the best person to help you train.” Raven’s silent “even if he’s a prick” rang in the quite room.

      “Okay,” she said softly. “How’s Matthew?”

      If Raven was surprised by her easy agreement, he didn’t show it. “He’s got a broken leg, but he’ll be fine.”

      She nodded and then winced, grabbing her head as if it was about to roll off her shoulders. Sloan flinched himself. He wished he could take the pain for her, but that was impossible. So was crawling into bed with her, if the looks Raven was shooting him were to be trusted.

      “I’m glad,” she whispered. “Tell him I’m sorry about his car. It was a really nice one.”

      Raven’s laugh was a little watery. “I’ll buy him a new one, don’t worry. Just get better. I’m going to check in on Matthew now. Will you be okay by yourself?”

      What the hell was Raven talking about? She wouldn’t be by herself. Sloan was going to stick to her like glue from now on. “I’ll stay,” he clarified.

      Of course, both of them ignored his statement. “I’ll be fine,” she said. “I’m going to sleep.”

      “Okay, love,” Raven said. He stroked her hair one last time before turning away and glaring at Sloan. Raven pointed at Sloan’s chest and growled. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

      Sloan simply hung his head. Nobody liked to treated like a child, but he deserved it.

      Raven bumped into him hard on his way out and Sloan did his best not to react. Instead, he crept over to Sunny’s bed and pulled a chair closer. “I’m sorry, Sunny,” he said, the words tumbling out of his mouth surprisingly easy considering he didn’t make a habit of apologizing very often. “What I said was uncalled for, and I didn’t mean it.”

      She blinked up at him and a single tear eased from her eye and down her temple. “It’s fine,” she said.

      He could tell from her voice that it was anything but fine, but there was nothing else he could do. Not right now, at least.

      He watched over her as she fell asleep, and collapsed into the chair next to the bed. He felt utterly hopeless and worse, he had no idea how to fix what he’d so callously broken.

      The door eased open and Anna slipped in, closing the door behind her with a soft click. She threw Sloan a look full of disgust as she settled on the side of Sunny’s bed. Anna reached out and tucked a strand of Sunny’s hair behind her ear in a motherly fashion.

      She didn’t say a word to Sloan, but she didn’t have to. Sloan could feel her disdain from across the room.

      Finally, he couldn’t take the silence anymore. “I know,” he whispered. “I know I screwed up. I was so scared, I didn’t know what to do.”

      The sweet, agreeable Anna he’d always known seemed to have disappeared. “So you decided to take it out on her, when she was hurt and vulnerable?” she asked, scorn positively dripping from her voice.

      Sloan couldn’t help the flinch. “I really don’t know what came over me.” Except he did know. He knew exactly why he’d reacted the way he had. When he’d seen Sunny trying, and almost failing, to hold off a Takahashi handler on her own, he felt a deep sense of urgency. He’d known at that moment he was utterly in love with her. And he was about to lose her.

      A darkness had nearly overwhelmed him, and it had been all he could do to make sure he didn’t harm any of his clan mates while he controlled his magic, forcing it to rain instead of flood the whole damn street.

      When it was over, he looked over at Sunny, only to find her sprawled on the ground with her head in Raven’s lap, as still as death itself.

      His sanity completely shattered and for a brief second, he’d been about to drown the whole lot of them, including himself. Then he’d seen her chest moving, seen her mouth move as she spoke to Raven, and he’d lost it.

      Anna shook her head and went back to petting Sunny’s hair softly, exactly like a mother would. He supposed she was almost old enough to be Sunny’s mother and he knew Anna had certainly developed some fond feelings for the fire handler. “You need to get a hold of yourself,” she advised, but her voice wasn’t as harsh as it had been a few minutes ago. “Look. Why don’t you go and visit with Matthew? I know he’d like to see you and, somehow, I don’t think Sunny will be very happy if you are still here when she wakes up.”

      That probably wasn’t a bad idea. “You’ll stay with Sunny?” he asked.

      “Of course,” she replied, not even sparing him a glance.

      He sighed. He supposed he deserved the slightly cold shoulder she was giving him. “What room is he in?”

      Anna gave him directions on how to get to Matthew’s room and he left with one last reluctant glance at Sunny’s sleeping form.

      Matthew’s room was fairly quiet when he finally found it. He could hear Raven and Leith talking softly, not loud enough for him to hear the actual words, but by the serious tone, he guessed they were probably talking about increasing the speed with which they recalled the clan. He stepped inside as Matthew was blinking up at them all, looking adorably confused. Sloan doubted the man would appreciate being called adorable though, even in this state, so he decided to keep the thought to himself.

      “Wha…” Matthew mumbled.

      Before either Raven or Sloan could do anything, Leith was at Matthew’s side. Sloan watched as Leith bent over Matthew. “Are ye finally awake, lad?”

      Matthew nodded and tried to say something, but his voice only came out as a croak.

      Leith shook his head and pressed his finger to Matthew’s lips. “Hush, lad. Let’s get ye some water.”

      Sloan glanced around the room and found a plastic pitcher perched on a small table. A quick look told him it was, indeed, filled with water. Grabbing a paper cup from the dispenser on the wall, he poured the water, added a bendy straw that lay next to the pitcher and handed it to Leith.

      Leith held the cup for Matthew and directed the straw into the man’s mouth. He waited patiently for Matthew to drink his fill, murmuring occasionally about how he should slow down so he didn’t choke.

      Finally, Matthew cleared his throat and rested his head against the pillow again. “Is Sunny okay?”

      “She has a concussion, but she’ll be okay,” Sloan answered.

      Matthew fixed him with a misty stare. “Why aren’t you with her?”

      “Anna’s with her, don’t worry,” he answered, not wanting to admit he’d messed up so badly.

      Matthew nodded but stopped quickly. “What’s the matter?” Leith asked. “Where does it hurt? Lad? Should I get a nurse? Sloan, make yerself useful and get the doctor.” Leith’s tone bordered on panic.

      “I’m just dizzy,” Matthew said softly. “So, apparently that guy was a Takahashi handler after all.”

      “He was,” Raven answered. “Something was off though. I know him from before. He was always the most reasonable Takahashi. I don’t know why he would have launched an all-out attack. I’m not sure what happened.”

      “He did seem a little crazy,” Matthew said. “Can someone raise the bed for me so I can talk to you properly?”

      Leith obliged him and Matthew groaned as the back of the bed was raised. “Why am I so dizzy? I didn’t hit my head, did I?”

      “That would be the anesthesia still working its way out of your system,” a nurse said from the doorway. She smiled at them all as she hustled over to the bed and stuck a thermometer in Matthew’s mouth. He held it obligingly under his tongue and straightened his arm as the nurse took his blood pressure. She removed the thermometer and stuck it back in the machine.

      Leith closed in on the bed again, looking slightly panicked. “Why are ye takin’ his blood pressure and his temperature? Is there something else wrong with him?”

      The nurse shook her head. “No. It’s just procedure.”

      “Is it all right if I come in?”

      The voice was familiar, and Sloan spun around to see Prince Gareth standing in the doorway.

      “Oh, Your Highness. Of course you can come in. If the patient says it’s okay, that is,” the nurse said with a smile.

      “Come on in,” Matthew invited.

      There was something so regal about Gareth, Sloan couldn’t help but give a little half bow.

      The prince spared him a smile, but only had eyes for the man on the bed. “Your nurse is one of my dragons. She called me as soon as she figured out who you were,” Gareth said.

      Sloan swiveled his head so he could watch Matthew. The young man blushed and looked as if he didn’t quite know what to say or do. Leith, meanwhile, had risen from his place by Matthewʼs bed and stalked across the room, like he was about to kill something. Sloan had the nasty idea that Leith was currently plotting how to murder a certain dragon.

      Matthew started speaking again. “Unfortunately, Your Highness, I’ll need a few more days than I originally thought to get our agreement written down.”

      The prince strode across the room and sat down on the edge of Matthew’s bed. “I’m not here because of our alliance. I’m here to make sure you’re all right.”

      “He’s fine,” Leith said.

      “No offence, Leith MacAlister, but I would rather hear that from Matthew,” Prince Gareth said, not even bothering to look in Leith’s direction. In fact, he never removed his gaze from Matthew’s face.

      Sloan wondered briefly if anyone in the world had ever blushed as hard as Matthew was blushing right then. He was about to make the joke, to try and lighten the atmosphere a little, when Matthew groaned. “Shit, my leg hurts.”

      The nurse, who had been scribbling on her clipboard in the corner, hurried over and handed Matthew something. “This is so you can self-administer your pain medication,” she explained. “Just press the button and it will release a dose of morphine into your I.V.”

      Raven approached and gently removed the wand from Matthew’s hand, pressing the button for him. “It will work soon, right?” the leader asked.

      The nurse nodded. “Yes. There are no limits on it right now. Use it. When you’re discharged, it will be back to over-the-counter stuff for you.”

      “Don’t worry,” Raven said. “I’ll make sure he uses it.”

      Matthew nodded. “Don’t worry. I’m not a masochist. I’ll take the pain meds while I can get them.”

      “Good,” Prince Gareth said. “I don’t like to see you in pain, Matthew.”

      Matthew cocked his head a little. “Can I ask you something?”

      The prince nodded and shuffled around until he sat next to Matthew, leaning back against the mattress with him, their shoulders brushing.

      “Why do you call me Matthew but you call everyone else by their full names?”

      Sloan exchanged a panicked look with Raven. One did not question a dragon about their traditions, especially not one of the royal family. If anything happened to Matthew because of the breach of protocol, it would be on their heads, because not one of them had thought to instruct the young man in dragon etiquette. Raven rushed forward and tried to capture the prince’s attention. “You Highness,” he said, “please forgive him. He didn’t mean any offense.”

      “He’s fine,” the prince said dismissively. “Matthew, dragon protocol dictates that we are very formal with people we respect.”

      Sloan could see Matthew trying to work through what Gareth’s words meant. “Does that mean you don’t respect me?”

      The young man’s words were slightly slurred, indicating that the painkillers were finally starting to set in.

      “On the contrary,” the prince answered. “I respect you very much. I’m only using your first name as a sign I want to get to know you better. Hopefully, a lot better.”

      A low growl ripped through the room moments before Leith slammed his fist into the wall. He followed up the action by striding out of the room, muttering about Lothario dragons under his breath.

      Sloan looked back at Matthew, who blinked around at the room. “What happened?” he asked thickly.

      Gareth sighed and patted Matthew’s arm. “Sleep now.”

      “‘Kay,” Matthew agreed as his eyes fluttered shut. “But someone needs to check on Leith. Something’s off with him.”

      Sloan stepped forward and bent down a little so Matthew could see him clearly. “I’ll go check on him now. Feel better, champ.”

      “M’not fifteen,” Matthew muttered as he fell asleep against Gareth’s shoulder.

      Sloan left the room and wandered the hall, looking for Leith. He found the man in the waiting room, facing the windows.

      Sloan sighed. He and Leith were both idiots. Leith was deeply affected by Matthew; he had been from the first day Matthew had stepped into the castle when he was seventeen. Before the incident, Sloan had always thought Leith only viewed Matthew as a younger brother. Now, everyone in the room could see he was in love with the young man. Anyone except Leith, himself, apparently. Or maybe, the man simply couldn’t admit he was in love with Matthew.

      Sloan was another story. He was ready and willing to admit to both himself and everyone else, that he was in love with Sunny. He just didn’t know how.

      Yep. Both of them were complete idiots.
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      Sloan sighed when he saw the bouquet of flowers he’d sent to Sunny sitting on the dining room table. This was the third one she’d refused to put in her room.

      He was at a complete loss as to what to do next. Obviously, flowers were not the answer. And chocolates weren’t the answer either, since he’d found the box he’d sent to Sunny sitting on Raven’s desk yesterday.

      Sunny had been nothing but polite to him since she’d been released from the hospital. She said all the right words and even smiled at him from time to time, but it wasn’t the same. Her smile never reached her eyes anymore and she avoided his touch. Hell, she avoided being in the same room alone with him let alone sitting next to him at meals.

      Matthew hobbled into the room and eased himself down into his seat, propping his crutches against the arm of the chair. “Hey, Sloan,” he greeted.

      Maybe the answer was staring him right in the face. Sunny and Matthew had gotten quite close since she’d come to the castle. He probably knew what he could do to make her forgive him. “Matthew, can I ask you something?”

      The young man looked up at him with surprise, and Sloan immediately felt guilty. Matthew had been living here for six years, and he really didn’t know the kid at all. In fact, he couldn’t remember ever having a conversation with Matthew. They really didn’t speak unless they had to.

      It served to highlight how far into his depression he had been before Sunny came into his life. Still, it hadn’t been an excuse to totally ignore everything and everyone around him.

      He was ashamed of himself. Hell, Dara would have lectured him about his behavior until she turned blue.

      “Sloan?”

      He blinked at Matthew’s voice and forced himself back to the situation at hand. “Sorry. I zoned out for a second.”

      Matthew smiled kindly. “I’ve been known to zone out myself every once in a while. What can I do for you?”

      He couldn’t believe he was about to ask someone more than forty years younger than him for advice on his love life, but it wasn’t like he was doing so hot on his own. “I kind of made an ass of myself where Sunny is concerned.”

      Matthew nodded. “I heard.”

      Sloan waited for the dressing down Matthew was probably itching to give him. Everyone else in the castle certainly had already torn him a new one.

      When Matthew simply waited for him to speak, Sloan was taken aback. “Don’t you want to shout at me?” he blurted.

      Laughing, Matthew shook his head. “You’ve probably already had the lecture from at least three people. You don’t need to hear it from me.”

      Sloan relaxed. Matthew didn’t look particularly upset, just curious. “Thanks. I appreciate it.”

      “No problem. Now, about Sunny?”

      Trust a lawyer to cut right to the issue. “Well, I’ve been trying to get her to forgive me, but I can’t seem to get it right.”

      Matthew frowned. “Forgive you? She told me she forgave you before she was discharged.”

      “I know. But it’s just not the same between us. I know I shouldn’t expect it to be the same,” he rushed to say before Matthew could point it out, “but I wish she would at least give me a chance to apologize properly.”

      “No offense, but I don’t think the way to her heart is through flowers and chocolate. The candy was pretty tasty, by the way,” Matthew said with a smirk.

      Sloan couldn’t help but laugh. “Glad you approved. So, do you have any advice?”

      “Yep. Get those peanut butter cups from North America next time. They’re freaking delicious.”

      Despite his serious question, Sloan was delighted with Matthew’s come back. The kid was smart, witty and had a great sense of humor. He’d have to make an effort to spend more time with Matthew in the near future. He had a feeling Matthew would be a hoot to party with and also be able to hold his own in a debate.

      “Funny. I’ll keep that in mind. But about Sunny?”

      Matthew flashed him a grin before getting serious. “The thing is, she knows you didn’t mean what you said. But it wasn’t what she needed to hear right then. She probably felt like you’d abandoned her, especially when you threw Dara in her face.”

      The whole idea that Sunny might have felt abandoned was an eye-opener. She had talked with him briefly about her past and how she’d been raised in a series of foster homes. It wasn’t inconceivable that she would feel deserted when he’d lost his temper, when what she’d needed him to be was supportive. “Man, I really messed up.”

      Matthew struggled to his feet, or rather his foot, and grabbed his crutches. “Look. Just spend some time with her. Watch movies, talk to her … hell, why not try reading the same book so you have something to discuss.”

      He pursed his lips and thought about it. They hadn’t really done much but sleep together since they met. Watching a movie with her could be fun. And reading a book wouldn’t kill him. And maybe showing her he cared by spending time with her would be more effective than telling her with flowers and candy. “Thanks, Matthew. I’ll do that.”

      Matthew propped the crutches under his arms and winked at him as he straightened. “No problem. I have a vested interest in you and Sunny getting back together.”

      “Yeah? What’s that? Do you and Raven have a bet on if Sunny and I get back together or something?”

      “No. You’re much more pleasant to be around now that Sunny’s here. You’re not all doom and gloom anymore. But a bet is a good idea. I’m going to find Raven and talk him into making one.” Matthew limped in the direction of Raven’s office. “I’m betting on you, by the way.”

      Sloan watched Matthew leave the room, feeling much happier than he had when he’d first woken up to see the flowers he’d sent Sunny sitting on the table. He strode over to his laptop and fired up a search engine to look for recent movie releases.

      Opening a new tab, Sloan pulled up an American candy store. Matthew was going to get his peanut butter cups as often as he wanted for the rest of his life.
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      Sunny watched from the library window as Sloan left the castle. She wished he’d quit sending her flowers. They were beautiful and thoughtful, but they made her feel guilty because she couldn’t seem to get past his words.

      “What’s vexing you, lass?” Leith said from behind her.

      She spun around, clapping her hand to her pounding heart. “You scared the shit out of me,” she said. “Don’t sneak up on me like that.”

      Leith raised an eyebrow and wandered over to the cappuccino machine in the corner. He made his selection and pressed the brew button. “I made plenty of noise. You weren’t paying attention.”

      The machine beeped, signaling that the coffee was ready. Leith took a sip and sighed. “As much as I detest technology sometimes, I have to say, this coffee is so much better than it was when I was young.”

      Sunny grinned and plopped into a seat next to Leith. “What did you do all those years ago? Grind your coffee beans between a couple of stones?”

      “You know, anyone else would treat me with respect,” he commented lightly.

      She giggled and patted his hand. “I’ve figured you out.”

      Leith rolled his eyes but didn’t refute her comment. Instead, he went back to his original question. “What’s bothering you?”

      Sunny felt her smile fade and she fidgeted a little in her seat. She really didn’t know how to explain what she was feeling so she didn’t say anything at all.

      Leith didn’t seem to need her to speak. “You’re still punishing Sloan.”

      “No,” she denied with a gasp. “I forgave him as soon as he apologized.”

      “But you’ve been going out of your way to avoid him since you came home, and he’s been bending over backward to try and make you happy again.”

      Leave it to Leith to bluntly tell it like it is. “I know.” And she did. She just didn’t know what to do about it.

      Leaning forward, Leith pressed a soft, paternal kiss to the top of her head. “Do you really forgive him for his words?”

      She nodded before letting her forehead rest against his collar bone for a minute. If Raven was becoming like an older brother, Leith was definitely becoming a father figure. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders and hugged him, despite their awkward position.

      Leith squeezed her in return before pulled back. He tilted her head back with his fingers under her chin and looked her straight in the eyes. “Then do you think perhaps something else is going on?”

      Sighing, Sunny nodded again. “How do you know me so well?”

      Leith smiled softly and ruffled her hair. “I told you before. You remind me so much of my Elizabeth. I’ll leave you to your thoughts. But I want you to think about Sloan and why you’re so reluctant to let him get close again.”

      He stood up and strode to the door, pausing to look at her over his shoulder. “I’m not saying you have to forgive him. I am saying you should understand if you’re pushing him away because of what he said or if you’re pushing him away because you’re afraid of something.”

      She closed her eyes and leaned her head against the back of her chair. Leith was right, of course. She wasn’t upset about his words. She’d gotten over those long ago, recognizing he’d said them in the heat of the moment.

      It was the fear of being abandoned stopping her from moving forward.

      She’d always thought she was a strong, independent woman. But it turned out that when she was confronted with the possibility of happiness, she was a wimp who ran away from the fear of being hurt instead of fighting for her happiness.

      It wasn’t fair to her and it certainly wasn’t fair to Sloan.

      The man in question shuffled back into the castle and stopped hesitantly in the library doorway. “Sunny. Hi.”

      It was now or never. Ignoring the sudden flight or fight instinct that churned in her gut, urging her to run, she smiled. “Hi, Sloan.”

      The hopeful smile that bloomed on his face proved she’d made the right decision. “I got a couple of movies. What do you think about taking a break from training today and having a movie marathon? We can grab Anna, and Raven could probably be talked into watching at least one of them.”

      Crossing the floor, Sunny took the bag from Sloan and peeked inside. It was full of romantic comedies. They weren’t something she could picture Sloan picking out on his own, so he’d probably had her in mind when he chose them.

      Touched, and a little amused since she would have been thrilled with a horror movie marathon, she reached for Sloan’s hand and laced her fingers with his. “Let’s watch them alone.”

      She walked with Sloan to the media room, never letting go of his hand. She couldn’t guarantee she would be able to move past her fear, but, damn it, she would try.
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      “Crap.”

      Sloan’s voice drifted from the kitchen, startling Sunny. Curious, she wandered in the direction of the man’s frustrated voice and poked her head in the room.

      She didn’t know whether she should laugh or not. Thick, black smoke rose from a frying pan as he used his magic to pour water on its contents. He muttered under his breath, something about never cooking again.

      Finally, she couldn’t hold her curiosity in anymore. “Um, Sloan?”

      The man in question spun around, spatula in hand, and stared at her with wide eyes. “Hi, Sunny,” he answered.

      “What are you doing?” She tried to peek around his body at the stove, which still issued copious amounts of smoke, but he blocked her.

      “Making dinner.”

      Sunny raised her eyebrows and took another step forward. She deked left and scooted around his right side to gaze down in the pan. An unidentifiable piece of … something … sat in the middle of the metal surface. Whatever it used to be, she was pretty sure it wasn’t supposed to look the way it currently did.

      Sloan joined her and poked at the burnt mass with a fork. “It’s chicken.”

      Sunny had to clear her throat a couple of times to prevent herself from laughing. He looked so forlorn. “Why are you making dinner?” she asked when she finally got a hold of herself. “I heard Raven mention something about pizza.”

      He smiled at her a little sheepishly. “I kind of talked him into ordering out so I could make dinner for you. But, as you can see, I can’t really cook.”

      Her heart gave a little flutter. None of the men she’d dated in the past had ever cooked for her. Touched, she made a resolution that she would choke down every single bite.

      Luckily, Sloan poked at the meat and sighed. “This isn’t fit for beast, nor man. I guess we’ll have to join the others for a slice of pepperoni.”

      “I think Raven ordered a couple of supreme pizzas. And, if you really want to eat pizza with them, that’s fine, but you have to eat the mushrooms. I don’t like them.”

      “Deal,” Sloan agreed. “I wish we could have had a quiet dinner. I even bought wine.” He gestured toward the small room off the kitchen, where Anna sometimes attempted to sew.

      Curious, she wandered over and looked inside. Her fluttering heart melted. The small table was covered by a pristine white table cloth. A bottle of white wine sat chilling in a silver ice bucket and two tall candles were standing in matching silver sticks.

      By the time she’d gotten a hold of herself and returned to Sloan’s side, he was scraping the pan clean. “The pizza should be here by now,” he commented.

      “You know what?” she said, putting her hand on Sloan’s wrist. “I don’t feel like pizza. How about pasta? I could really go for some fettuccini alfredo.”

      Sloan placed the pan in the sink with a clatter and grimaced. “I don’t know if we have the ingredients.

      Sunny reached into a cupboard and extracted a jar of sauce and a bag of macaroni from the depths, setting them down on the counter. “It’s not exactly gourmet, but it will taste good.”

      He looked at her skeptically but bent down to retrieve a pot from under the oven. His pants stretched tight across his ass and she took the opportunity to ogle it without having to hide her interest.

      “Are you sure you want macaroni with jarred alfredo sauce?” he asked as he straightened.

      “It’s perfect.”

      They worked together and were sitting at the table, candles lit and wine poured, after half an hour. The pasta was overcooked and the sauce tasted like the jar instead of parmesan cheese, but she didn’t care.

      “Would you like to go back into town?” Sloan asked after a sip of wine.

      “Now?”

      “Sure, why not? We could get some ice cream for dessert. I have very fond memories of that ice cream stand.”

      She took a sip of wine to cover her smile. The image of him with the little girl tugged at her soul. “Do you ever want kids?” she asked.

      Sloan smiled and his gaze focused somewhere over her shoulder, as if he was looking into the future. “Yeah. I do. How about you?”

      She was only twenty-five years old. She had lots of time to have a family so there was no rush. But she already knew the answer. “Yes. How many do you want?”

      “I’d love as many as you want,” he said without missing a beat. It might have sounded like a line coming from someone else, but she could tell from his expression he meant every word. If she wanted to stop at one, he’d be fine but if she wanted five or six, he’d be okay with that too.

      Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. She wasn’t ready to set herself up for possible heartbreak from the man, let alone have his kids. And yet, the picture of him cradling a small baby close to his wide chest did funny things to her.

      “So, what do you think? Do you want to go into town?”

      Sunny looked down at her plate of soggy macaroni swimming in white sauce and her half full glass of wine. “No. Actually, I was thinking we could spend the evening in.”

      “Really?” Sloan’s voice clearly reflected his surprise. “It’s been a while since we’ve gotten away from everyone.”

      Obviously, Sloan had not caught on to her meaning. “I didn’t mean we have to spend the evening with everyone.”

      Understanding slowly dawned on Sloan’s face. “Want dessert upstairs?” he asked, grabbing a plate with a slice of chocolate cake and waggling his eyebrows suggestively.

      She smiled and pushed away from the table. “As long as you let me have the last bite of cake.”

      Sloan surged to his feet and blew out the candles. He linked their fingers together and started leading her toward the back staircase once meant for servants. “Of course. As long as you eat it off me.”

      [image: ]

      Sunny spit out a strand of hair and stretched. The beam of sun shining through the small crack in the curtains told her the sun was high in the sky. Her stomach growled, not content with last night’s meal, and she turned her head, searching for her lover. The bed next to her was cold, and she couldn’t hear anything from the bathroom.

      Last night had been amazing. The effort he’d put into the dinner, the conversation about children, and the fact that he’d spent all night long making sure she was satisfied had brought her to the very edge of love. All it would take was one little nudge and she would be unequivocally in love with him.

      She sat up and stretched her arms over her head. Looking around, she found a folded piece of paper on the pillow Sloan had been using.

      Curious and more than a little anxious, she picked it up. Didn’t people write notes when they wanted to break up?

      Taking a deep breath, Sunny opened the paper and nearly cried when she read the words.

      My beloved Sunny,

      As I sit here, watching you sleep, I know I need to drive home just how much I love you. So these are my promises to you.

      I will kill all the bugs, even the centipedes that creep me out.

      I will always let you have the last bite of dessert, even if it’s my favorite crème brulee.

      I will let you choose the radio station in the car, even if it’s country music.

      I promise to kiss every burn, every slammed finger, and all the table-bumped hips.

      I will always let you sleep on my chest, even when you drool.

      I will thrust harder and faster. I will be rough when you want and tease you when you don’t.

      I’ll leave you random gifts.

      I’ll make the bed every morning.

      I will always need you.

      I will love you.

      I will love you.

      I will love you.

      You own my body, my heart and my soul.

      Yours,

      Sloan

      Sunny blinked the moisture out of her eyes, scared she would splotch the paper if she wasn’t careful.

      The bedroom door eased open and Sloan stepped inside, bearing a huge tray. “Good morning,” he said, setting the tray down on one of the dressers. “How are you?”

      “Fine, thanks,” she answered, her voice slightly husky from the unshed tears. She cleared her throat and glanced up at him.

      His eyes flicked toward the paper in her hands and he seemed to understand the cause of her distress. “Um, I brought breakfast.”

      She cleared her throat again and slid his note under her pillow. “Did you make it?” she asked.

      Sloan chuckled and shook his head. “No. I got everything from the dining room this morning. I brought you some bacon, eggs and a slice of toast. I thought about bringing up some yogurt, but there was only pineapple.”

      She was surprised he knew she didn’t like pineapple, but didn’t say anything.

      He set up a tray across her lap and placed a plate in front of her, chatting brightly while he settled next to her with his own breakfast.

      Gazing at Sloan, she opened her mouth when he offered her a strawberry.

      She glanced down at her meal and felt her eyes misting up again. Forget being on the edge of love. He’d just provided the nudge she needed to tumble head first into love.
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      A thick cloud of black smoke clogged Sunny’s throat, and she waved her hand in front of her face, coughing to clear her lungs. “Crap,” she choked.

      “Sunny,” Sloan groaned. “You have to at least try to control your magic.”

      Crossing her arms over her chest, she stomped her foot in frustration. “I am trying, damn it.”

      “Okay. Let’s try again,” Sloan said slowly.

      Sunny shook out her hands and stared down at the charred grass. Her magic had massively increased in power since her confrontation with the Takahashi handler. She could barely manage a small ball of fire anymore, let alone raging flames. It was the reason why they had to move their training to the pasture half an hour away instead of the small field near the castle. She’d taken to setting the woods on fire and she was pretty sure a forest fire would attract some unwanted visitors.

      “Sunny,” Sloan called again. “I know you’re trying to release some of the energy before you summon your fire, but you won’t have time to shake out your hands in a real battle.”

      She rolled her eyes. Like she hadn’t figured that out when the Takahashi dude was hurling chunks of metal at her with his mind. “Okay. We’re trying to create steam.”

      “Right,” Sloan said with a nod. “So you need to control the temperature of your fire so my rain evaporates midair. Try not to let things get too hot, or we’ll end up setting the field on fire. Again.”

      Sunny appreciated Sloan’s use of the word we, she really did. She knew it was her fault the field kept going up in flames. She also knew Sloan was trying his best to make up for what he’d said immediately after her confrontation with the Takahashi handler. He’d been attentive and sweet ever since she’d come back from the hospital.

      “Okay,” she said again, and re-focused her attention on the situation at hand. “Let’s do this.”

      She waited until he’d called down the rain before summoning her fire. She let it dance in her palm until she felt she had some kind of hold on it and then concentrated on heating it until the rain hitting the ball of flames sizzled. The drops of water started to explode into steam. “It’s working,” she said, excited.

      “It is,” Sloan responded. “Let’s increase the amount of rain.”

      “Do it,” she said, emptying her mind and concentrating on her fire.

      It promptly started to pour. Water streamed down her face, plastering her hair to her face. Calmly, she manipulated the fire in her hands, slowly increasing the heat until they were completely engulfed in a cloud of steam. “We’re doing it,” she squealed. She felt like jumping up and down.

      “Okay,” Sloan said, moving closer. “Now, I’m going to focus the water into one large stream. Because this is a much stronger manipulation of our magics, you’re going to have to let me help focus your fire. Kind of like how I let Anna move my water when we’re creating a storm.”

      She nodded and tried to calm her racing heart. She relaxed as much as she could as Sloan narrowed the diameter of the stream of water until it fell in a single, colossal column. Directing the ball of fire under the water was the easy part.

      Once the two magics merged, however, things got a little out of hand.

      Something seemed to move in the back of her mind, as if there was another presence in her head. Instinctively, Sunny knew that presence was Sloan, and he would have complete access to everything in her. Her memories, emotions, fears and desires were no longer private. There was no way to hide those parts of her core and, far from being comforting, it terrified her. It made her vulnerable, defenseless, something she swore she’d never be after the last foster home and she panicked.

      Her magic responded to her distress and roared to life. It felt like a living thing, like it was trying to protect her, and immediately surrounded her in a wall of flames. The grass around her began burning immediately and instead of creating steam, Sloan’s water merely extinguished the fire, resulting in another belch of black smoke.

      She yanked back on her magic as hard as she could and managed to draw most of the flames back into her. Her body hummed with power and she jumped around for a few seconds, trying to re-absorb the magic.

      Sloan stood next to her, breathing heavily. She could tell he was trying desperately not to blow up. “You have to stop fighting me,” he said lowly. “Something is blocking you from letting us move forward.”

      “I know,” she cried in frustration. “But I have a hard time letting people in.”

      Sloan let out a breath and clenched his fists. “Why? Why can’t you let me in?”

      The truth came tumbling out before she could stop it. “After my parents died, I grew up in a series of foster homes. But the foster families always decided I was too much work, and I always got transferred to another home. Or locked in the psych ward because they were convinced there was something behind my behavior.”

      She took a breath as the feelings came flooding back. “Do you know what it’s like to have your stuff piled in garbage bags, like you’re trash, and dropped off at another strange place?”

      She hadn’t even been aware of the tears rolling down her cheeks until one dripped on her hand. She wiped them away angrily, irritated because she’d let herself get this worked up over something from the past. And the soft look on Sloan’s face didn’t help. She didn’t want to be pitied, damn it. Sunny turned away and scrubbed at her face.

      Sloan didn’t take the hint. He turned her around again and pulled her into his arms so her head rested on his chest. She tried to hold herself stiff, to not give in to the comfort he offered, but the warmth of his hug chipped away at her resolve and she found herself reluctantly relaxing.

      “Every time you got used to something, started caring for someone, it got taken away from you. Am I right?” he said, summing up her entire childhood with one simple sentence.

      How could something that felt so complicated be put so simply into words? “No,” she said stubbornly.

      Sloan pulled away slightly and bent down a little until she was forced to look him in the face. She didn’t look him in the eye though, instead staring at his chin. “Sunny, sweetie, you know we’ll never abandon you, right? You belong with us. You belong with me.”

      She blinked and fought back another wave of useless tears. She knew Sloan really believed his words. She just couldn’t get over her fear of having someone she loved taken away from her again.

      She didn’t want to think about it anymore. Sloan had gone out of his way to show her he loved her. If he left her, it wouldn’t be his choice.

      And the thought of losing Sloan made her tremble.

      She linked her arms around Sloan’s neck and pulled him close, needing to be close to him. She needed to feel his skin, needed to have him deep inside her. She needed to feel like she was one with him. “Let’s take a break,” she murmured.

      Sloan’s eyes showed his hesitancy, his desire to keep prodding at her issues until they were resolved, but she caught his lower lip between her teeth and tugged gently.

      Groaning, Sloan picked her up and carried her to a soft, unblemished patch of grass. The ground was spongy at her back, comfortable. Perfect for what they were about to do.

      She reached for him, needing him close. He kissed her, slow and sweet, like he had all the time in the world. Maybe they did have all the time in the world. His mouth coaxed hers gently as she gave in to his unspoken request without hesitation. She loosened her arms from around his neck and skimmed her hands down his back. His skin was hot, the heat radiating from under the thin cotton of his T-shirt. His muscles rippled under her touch, a shiver working its way through his body. “Sunny,” he said with a sigh.

      Their clothes seemed to disappear like magic. She looked up at Sloan, about to comment, when she noticed the little smirk playing at his lips. “Neat trick,” she said. “You’ll have to teach me some time.”

      “I just didn’t want to stop kissing you.”

      Sunny shuddered when Sloan began planting warm, wet kisses down the side of her neck. “Please tell me you didn’t magic away the condom.”

      Sloan raised his head slightly. “I’ll never be caught without a condom again.” He reached over her head and fumbled in the grass for a moment before pulling his arm back and waving a shiny foil packet in her face.

      Satisfied, she wound her fingers tightly in Sloan’s hair and used her grip to pull him back down. “Now where were we?”

      The water handler laughed but returned to his explorations easily.

      He feasted on her forever, sucking and nipping at her sensitive skin until she could barely remember her own name. She was sure her body would be littered with hickies and the occasional bite mark, but she didn’t care. What he was doing felt too damn good to stop and besides, it wasn’t like everyone in the castle didn’t already know they were sleeping together.

      She was far from still. She arched, shifted, in an attempt to get closer. She clawed at his back when he kissed a particularly responsive spot. She pulled at his hair when she wanted him to repeat something. “Enough.” She was afraid she would burst into flames if he didn’t get in her soon.

      Instead of crawling between her thighs, like she expected, Sloan rolled off her and urged her up. “On your hands and knees, baby. I want to take you from behind.”

      A bolt of electricity shot to her clit as she obeyed his order. She hadn’t been a virgin when she’d met Sloan, and she’d done more than missionary sex before, but something about being taken like that by Sloan was enough to set her dancing on the fine edge of orgasm.

      Almost instantly, she felt him nudging at her pussy. She pushed back so the tip of his shaft popped in. A moan worked its way up her throat, and she started rocking back and forth, too impatient to wait for him to move. The position made him feel bigger, thicker, and taking him like that bordered on pain. But the small bite of discomfort only served to highlight the pleasure she felt.

      He moved slowly, and she groaned with frustration. She wanted to feel him pound into her with a raw urgency that told her how much he needed her. “Faster,” she demanded.

      The hands on her hips tightened. “The lady’s wish is my command,” he said before drastically increasing his pace.

      Her fingers scrabbled at the ground as she tried to steady herself. Her lust wound tighter, spiraling impossibly higher. She needed something … more. “Sloan,” she cried, tossing her head.

      He let out a sound, part groan, part growl, and she looked over her shoulder at him. His head was bent, and he concentrated fiercely on something. She gasped when she realized he was watching his dick slide in and out of her body. How hot was that? “Sunny,” he said through gritted teeth. “I’m close, sweetheart. I need you to come now.”

      “I can’t,” she wailed. “I’m so close but … I can’t.”

      She was beyond herself. She had no idea what she needed, but apparently Sloan knew.

      He slid one hand from her hip around to her front and ground his finger against her clit. The dual sensation of having him in her and on her broke through her wall, and she tumbled into orgasm.

      It was spectacular. Her entire body throbbed, and Sloan never slowed, letting her ride her orgasm right to the end. Finally, he froze and his cock kicked inside her. She could feel the pulse of his release into the condom, and it wrung yet another small orgasm from her electrified body.

      When it was over and she was sure she could still feel her legs, she found herself face down on the grass, fighting to draw enough oxygen into her lungs to survive. “Holy shit,” she whispered. “That was fantastic.”

      “Fan-fucking-tastic,” Sloan agreed.

      They lay there for a few minutes. “Hey, Sloan? Can you magic our clothes back, please? I’d rather not walk back to the car with my bare ass hanging out.”

      A look of horror crossed his face. She suddenly had a bad feeling. “Sloan?” she said, trying to make her tone as ominous as possible. “Don’t joke about things like this.”

      She relaxed when he smiled. “Just kidding. Well, not really. I can’t make them come back. I never figured out how to reverse the spell. It was a miracle I even learned the part that I did. We handlers aren’t known for our magical abilities outside of manipulating our element.”

      She opened her mouth to shriek at him when he held his hand up. “I sort of hoped this would happen one day, so—” he crawled over to a hollow tree—”I hid a change of clothes for both of us a couple of days ago.”

      The sweatpants he handed her pooled around her ankles, and she positively swam in the T-shirt. Of course, he hadn’t thought to bring shoes. There was also a conspicuous lack of underwear, but she had a feeling the last omission was on purpose.

      Everyone would know what they had been up to, but it was better than sneaking back into the castle like a teenager.

      He put his arm around her shoulders and tugged her close. “Come on.”

      The happy smile on his face dispelled any misgivings she had about the wardrobe choices he’d made. It was really the first time he’d looked so happy, so carefree, since she’d met him.

      Wrapping her arm around his waist, she let him lead her toward the car. She was determined to do whatever it took to keep that look on his face for as long as he would have her.
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      Since their dinner of macaroni and alfredo sauce, Sloan had taken to arranging little surprised for her. Sometimes, a single rose would be waiting on her dresser when she got to her room.

      Once, he’d arranged for them to have cooking lessons at one of the restaurants in town.

      Twice, she’d come to dinner to find a newly released book she’d been talking about. Then he’d read it with her.

      Tonight, he’d surprised her with a midnight picnic. He’d parked at a clearing about forty-five minutes away from the castle, just so they could have some, “extra privacy.”

      The night was beautiful. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky, the moon was full and the stars looked like diamonds pinned to black velvet. It was perfect for a romantic picnic.

      Sunny guessed the ideal evening was the reason Sloan had decided they should blow off their training and do something fun instead.

      She was quite impressed with his plans. He’d packed a huge wicker basket with all her favorite finger goods. There were chocolate dipped strawberries, tiny squares of brownies, fruit tarts and even a tin of peanut brittle. It was nutritionally lacking, but so what? The bottle of champagne made up for it. At least, that’s what she told herself.

      A cool berry pressed to her lips and she opened her mouth, accepting the treat. “Having fun?” Sloan asked, wiping away a bit of juice that had escaped the corner of her mouth with his thumb.

      She nodded as she swallowed. “I am, thanks. It’s nice not to have to think about magic for a few minutes.”

      Sloan shifted until their shoulders were touching and played with the ends of her hair. “You’ve been working so hard. I thought you deserved a break.”

      “Well, you’re a great teacher. I can’t believe how much I’m able to control my power now.”

      Sloan smiled proudly. “You’re doing great. God, I love you so much,” he blurted.

      Her throat tightened, and she looked away from him. It hurt, not being able to give him back those three words. Because she was in love with him. Deeply and completely. But the fear of losing him was lodged too deeply into her heart. What hurt most was the fact she knew that in order to be with him, she needed to let go of her fear. But knowing it and doing it were two entirely different things.

      Sloan, apparently catching on to her distress, sighed and tugged on her hand until she had no choice but to stretch out on the blanket they’d laid on the grass. “Let’s not think too hard,” he said as he sprawled next to her.

      It was the best idea she’d heard all day. She scooted closer to Sloan’s warm body and rested her head on his outstretched arm so she could stare up at the night sky. Lazily, she raised her hand and started tracing shapes in the air with her fire. “How long can you hold the fire there?” he asked.

      Smiling, she wrote Sloan’s full name in the air, making the flames burn much brighter than normal. She traced two little hearts on either side of his name and forced them to flare red. Maybe she wasn’t ready to voice her love, but she could at least show him a little.

      She held the flame for a full minute before letting it flicker out, only to write his name again and enclose it in a giant heart.

      Sloan laughed and kissed the top of her head. Reaching straight up, he summoned a palm full of water and threw it in the air, manipulating it so it also held the shape of a heart.

      They played until the wee hours of the morning, giggling like little kids and stopping to make out every once in a while.

      Finally sitting up, Sunny stretched her arms and shoulders. “This was so much fun. Thank you for tonight.”

      Sloan sat up beside her and kissed her temple. “Well, hopefully, we’ll have many more nights like this in the future. No pressure,” he added with a sheepish smile.

      “Just give me time,” she whispered.

      He nodded and stood up. “We should get going. Raven’s going to want us to train tomorrow afternoon, so we should get a couple of hours of sleep at least.”

      “That slave driver,” she joked, standing up and brushing off the seat of her jeans.

      Sloan waggled his eyebrows at her and cupped her hips. “Want some help?”

      She pushed him off with a laugh and bent down to pack up the basket. “You’re insatiable.”

      “What?” he asked in an innocent voice. “I haven’t had you since this morn…”

      The frisson of unease that shot up her spine told her exactly why Sloan had trailed off. “What is that?” She could hear the fear in her voice.

      Sloan looked around carefully and her uneasiness increased dramatically. “We’re sensing a sudden increase in the amount of magic around us.”

      “Could it be Anna or Raven coming to look for us?” she asked. She already knew the answer, but was hopeful Sloan’s would be different than what she expected.

      Sloan starting tossing things into the basket with much more haste than he’d taken them out. “No. Any magic coming from a MacAlister witch would be recognizable. This magic is pretty unfamiliar. I’ve only encountered it a couple of times.”

      He didn’t have to say where he’d encountered it. She could already sense the familiarity of the magic. It brought her back to the pub. The Takahashi handler was somewhere nearby. And the amount of magic crackling in the air told her he probably wasn’t alone. “Let’s leave the stuff,” she said urgently. “We can come back for it later if anybody really cares about it.”

      The magic nearby increased and Sunny was surprised she didn’t see sparks flying. It felt like she was pushing through a static field. The fine hairs on her arms stood on end.

      “Fuck it,” Sloan said, abandoning the basket. “I’ll buy a new one if anyone misses it that badly.”

      “We should call Raven before we leave,” she said.

      Sloan grimaced. “Did you bring your phone?”

      She shook her head. “I left it in my room. I didn’t think I’d need it.”

      Grimacing again, Sloan sighed. “I was holding out hope you’d brought yours. I left mine in the car.”

      “God, we’re so stupid,” she said.

      Sloan took a deep breath and shook his hands. “There’s nothing we can do about it now. Besides, Raven and Leith will probably feel the increase of magic too. Let’s go.”

      They made their way as silently as possible through the field, but there was little to give them any type of camouflage. “Maybe we should get down on our hands and knees?” she suggested. “The grass might be tall enough in some parts to hide us.”

      Sloan considered it for a second but quickly shook his head. “I think we need to focus on speed. Besides, I can’t see them.”

      Sunny didn’t bother to point out that it was the middle of the night. She grabbed his hand and quickened her speed. “How did they find us?”

      Sloan shrugged and grabbed her hand, tugging her along behind him. “We didn’t do anything major with our magic, but we did use it a lot,” he said. “Maybe they tracked it, and because we’re so far away from the castle, they decided to try and ambush us.”

      She cursed herself for playing with her flame so much to amuse Sloan. She’d drawn pictures in the air with it for close to three hours. “I’m sorry,” she said.

      Sloan shook his head but didn’t look at her. He was too busy scanning their surroundings. “If it’s anyone’s fault, it’s mine. I knew the Takahashi handler was in the country, and I still brought you here.”

      She didn’t say anything, not because she agreed with him, but because his car, which they’d left at the side of the road, came into view. The fact that they had yet to see anyone was more than a little creepy. It felt like they were being hunted by some kind of top tier predator. Was this what a deer felt like when it was being stalked by a wolf?

      “Just a little farther to go,” Sloan whispered.

      It could never be that easy, of course. As soon as they were within sprinting distance, a lone figure stood up from where he’d been crouched by the hood of the car. He lifted the car in the air and spun it around. “It took you long enough,” he said casually, as though lifting a car with his mind was a daily occurrence. Then again, maybe it was.

      “We’re in so much shit,” Sloan murmured.

      “Yes,” the handler agreed, and threw the car at them.

      Sunny summoned as much fire as she could, hoping to melt the entire car before it hit them. Getting hit with a mass of melted metal wasn’t much better than getting hit by a solid piece of metal, but at least she was doing something.

      Sloan, however, beat her to the punch. He summoned a jet of water strong enough to push the car off track so it hit the ground to the right of them with a deafening crash.

      Frustrated, scared and angry, Sunny lost control of her temper. “What the hell is it with you and cars?” she screamed.

      Despite the situation, Sloan started laughing. What was more startling was the fact that the Takahashi handler started laughing too. “I wish you were a Takahashi,” he called. “I bet life is never boring with you around.”

      “She’s mine,” Sloan growled, his chuckles disappearing immediately.

      Sunny frowned, a little unsure as to what was going on. Were they seriously having a pissing contest? And, she would really have to have a talk with Sloan about the whole “she’s mine” thing.

      The Takahashi handler’s laughter died too. “It’s a shame we have to say good-bye. I think we could have been good friends if we’d been in a different situation.”

      “Why are you doing this?” Sunny asked, stalling for time. Hopefully, Leith had felt the same surge of power and was already on his way.

      “You really have to ask?” the Takahashi shouted, a sudden fury contorting his features.

      Sunny risked a glance at Sloan and realized he was as confused as she was. “Forgive me for wanting to know why you’re attempting to murder us,” she sneered. Once again, fear had taken control of her tongue. She doubted very much that the Takahashi handler would be as forgiving as Leith.

      “You killed our leader,” he spat. “Do you know what happens to handlers when their leader dies?”

      The answer was not the one she was expecting. And she had no idea what losing a leader would do a handler.

      Judging by Sloan’s horrified gasp, he knew. “We didn’t kill her,” Sloan responded. Sunny felt Sloan’s hand clamp down on her elbow and he tugged her, none too gently, until she pressed against his side.

      The Takahashi grew more manic, his movements wild and the expression more terrifying. “We smelled MacAlister magic. Like I said, it’s too bad the young one wasn’t a Takahashi. She would have been spared.”

      “What is he talking about?” Sunny whispered.

      “You know how Raven’s set up some spells to help dampen our magic so we can sleep without fear of losing control?” Sloan answered, keeping a wary eye on the other handler.

      “Yeah.”

      “Only a clan leader can do that. Until another leader has come forward, handlers cannot get any safe rest. They tend to go mad without their leaders. It’s an unspoken rule that the leaders are left alone, or at least alive, or else the damage a clan’s handlers will create will be catastrophic.”

      “That would have been a good thing to mention earlier,” she hissed. Why did she always have to learn about the bad stuff in an emergency?

      “Exactly,” the handler replied as if praising a student. “So you’ll understand if I’m just crazy enough to start the war early.”

      At the handler’s sudden nod, a sudden wave of people and wolves surrounded them. They seemed to appear out of thin air. Swearing under his breath, Sloan threw up a water shield. They were completely surrounded on all sides by a wall of water.

      “Where did they come from?” Sunny asked, stunned.

      Sloan didn’t look particularly surprised, but he did look wary. “It’s one of the Takahashi’s specialties. They can conceal their presence somewhat. We could feel them but couldn’t see them.”

      Any other time, Sunny would have been amazed and fascinated. Right then, she was far too scared. “And the wolves?”

      “Probably the Takahashis’ allies, the wolf shifters. Sit tight, Raven and the others should be here soon. There’s no way they didn’t feel my magic surge.”

      The wavy outline of the Takahashis and the wolves on the other side of the shield Sloan had erected showed they were slowly approaching. “Will they be able to get through the water?”

      “Saying it would be uncomfortable would be an understatement, but yes, if they try hard enough, they can get through.”

      Sloan’s eyes never left the shield, but she knew what he was thinking. She needed to join her power with his if they wanted to survive. But he wouldn’t ask because he knew how much she disliked feeling vulnerable to him.

      One of the wolves approached the wall of water and stuck a paw into it. She could hear the wolf’s yelp over the rushing water, but the paw broke through the shield.

      She shot a ball of fire at the wolf’s paw and the wolf withdrew it from their little space.

      Sunny’s eyes teared up. She was prepared to die, and she was okay with it. What she wasn’t okay with was Sloan dying. Especially if she hadn’t done everything in her power to save him.

      Taking a deep breath, Sunny focused on Sloan’s magic and opened herself—body, mind, and soul—to him.
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      Sunny knew the second Sloan figured out what she was trying to do. His eyes widened and she figured he’d gotten a sense of how deeply she loved him. But it wasn’t how she wanted to say the words so she stayed quiet.

      Wordlessly, she wove her magic with Sloan’s and a sudden understanding sparked in her brain. Her magic didn’t require a calm, focused mind to control it. It responded to passion. She needed to let go of everything she’d been holding back and let that passion control the flames.

      Instead of forming fire, Sunny found herself led to something entirely different. She decided to go for it and followed her instincts. “Can you hold the shield and make it rain at the same time?” she asked.

      Eyes wide, Sloan nodded. “This is something we’ve never tried, Sunny. Even the previous fire handler didn’t know how to do that.”

      The fact that he knew what she thought was pretty damn cool. She could feel his admiration and support through their temporary bond. Maybe being connected with this man on all levels wouldn’t be so bad. If she could trust him to support her when she was thinking of doing something so crazy, then she could trust him with her feelings.

      “I know what I’m doing. I think,” she answered. “Can you hold it?”

      He nodded and it started to rain. “I can hold this for as long as you need.”

      “Good.” Hopefully she wouldn’t need him to hold things for long. Raven, Anna and Leith should already be on their way. If she could inflict enough damage, she should be able to hold off the attacks long enough.

      A sudden understanding of her magic had swept her. She couldn’t create fire from nothing. But she could manipulate the temperature of any molecule, causing it to erupt into flame.

      To test her theory, she focused on one particular drop of rain and willed it to heat up. Within seconds, she had created a drop of steam.

      Would it work the same if she willed the heat out of it?

      Instantly, the flame extinguished and the water reformed.

      Concentrating intently, she drew the remaining heat from the water until it was nothing but ice.

      Victory rushed through her bloodstream and she risked a glance up at Sloan. “Did you see that?”

      He nodded. “Yes. You’ll have to tell me how you did it later.” She could tell he left out the, if we survive part.

      She unleashed her anger, letting the hot rage rush through her. Her magic responded to her passion and she focused the energy on the raindrops Sloan created. Instead of summoning fire, she concentrated on the water itself, lowering the temperature of the liquid. Sloan hummed his approval and manipulated the shape of the quickly freezing drops into daggers. He flung them at the offending witches and she smiled darkly when she heard a cry of pain. Apparently, Sloan had really good aim.

      The ice daggers slowed down the attacks but didn’t stop them. A tree branch crashed through their shield and just about took her head off. Wolves were hurling themselves at the wall of rushing water, sometimes succeeding in breaking through for a few seconds before Sunny was able to shoot a fireball at them.

      She lost her temper again when a wolf broke through and nearly managed to close his jaws on the man she loved. Splitting her concentration in half, she continued to freeze the drops of rain even as she superheated the water shield so the water boiled as it fell.

      Her efforts helped with the wolves but didn’t do anything against the debris the Takahashi handler kept hurling at them. “Where the hell is everyone?” she screamed.

      Sloan squinted through the steamy water shield. “There’s some kind of attack from behind,” he said.

      She strained her eyes, trying to see through both the water and the crowd of witches and wolves. Now that she knew the key to controlling her magic, she didn’t have a problem continuing to hold her attack. “I can hardly see them,” she cried over the din. “Why wouldn’t Anna help us fry these suckers?”

      Sloan’s eyes narrowed. “I’m not sure. But we need to hold them off until then.”

      Another chunk of metal came flying through the shield. It missed Sloan’s leg by a scant inch. “That’s it,” she screamed. She let her magic take over, giving it free rein.

      What happened shocked even her.

      Fire shot out of the shield, attaching itself to the falling rain. Instead of turning the water into steam, it turned the drops into flames.

      It was raining fire.

      “Holy shit,” Sloan screamed over the noise.

      With another shift in focus, she was able to hold the fiery rain, as well as continue to hold the temperature of the shield and draw out the heat from certain drops so they were still able to use the ice daggers.

      The immense amount of energy it took to hold all three took its toll though, and she felt her energy starting to flag. “I don’t know how much longer I can handle this,” she said to Sloan.

      “I don’t think you’ll have to,” Sloan shouted. “It looks like they’re retreating. They’re still being attacked from behind.”

      Sloan’s last words were said a little roughly, almost as if he didn’t like what was happening. “What the matter?” she asked.

      “I’m pretty sure they’re being attacked by hunters. I guess it was too much to hope they wouldn’t be alerted by the commotion.”

      Well, so much for hoping they were in the clear. “Do you think if we stop now, we can slip out in the commotion?”

      Sloan shook his head. “No. The water shield is pretty obvious. If we drop it, it will be noticed and if the Takahashis don’t attack us again, the hunters will.”

      Her energy was draining rapidly, and with it, her ability to keep the three different strands of her magic powered. She’d never run into a problem where she’d drained her magic but, then again, she’d never pushed it this hard before. Her knees buckled and she sank to the ground. The raining fire and ice daggers disappeared and the water rushing around them went from boiling to lukewarm. “Sorry,” she whispered.

      “Don’t worry, sweetheart.” Sloan took over the defense, letting the shield fall since it was doing nothing to keep out the arrows and bullets the hunters were shooting at them.

      She watched, dazed and exhausted, as he started sweeping hunters away with jets of water. The Takahashis and their allies were in full retreat, taking their dead and injured with them. She struggled to her feet and started summoning as many small balls of fire as she could. She couldn’t send them far, but at least if one of the hunters got too close, she could do something instead of just sitting there.

      There were too many hunters, though, and as hard as they tried, they weren’t able to keep all of them away.

      Finally, a familiar car came into view. Raven, Anna and Leith jumped out.

      The arrival of their saviors caught her attention and was the distraction the hunters needed, and a horrible pain in her stomach had her doubling over. She clutched at her abdomen, her hands closing around an arrow.

      Sunny fell again, only barely managing to roll onto her back instead of driving the arrow deeper into her gut.

      The last thing she saw before passing out was the look of horror on Sloan’s face.

      [image: ]

      Sloan’s heart stopped when the hunter shot Sunny in the stomach with her crossbow. A rage like he’d never experienced swept through him. A giant wave, bigger than anything he’d ever summoned, formed, totally without his consent. It crashed over the hunters, sweeping them away and completely out of sight. He had enough control over the wave to make sure it parted around Raven, Anna and Leith, but he’d probably drowned the hunters. And he didn’t care.

      He dropped to his knees next to Sunny and seized her hand. “Sunny?” he choked out. “Sweetheart?”

      Her eyes seemed larger than ever in her pale face. She blinked up at him, but didn’t say anything. She didn’t even seem to be aware of her surroundings.

      He pressed his lips to her knuckles. He couldn’t lose her. But there was nothing he could do for her at the moment. “Raven,” he screamed, knowing his leader was on his way. “Raven! Sunny’s been hurt.”

      “On it,” Raven called back, running at full speed toward them.

      Sloan could see Leith pulling out his phone and pressing it to his ear. Anna started prowling around, falling back into their training from years ago and making sure they were covered in case of another attack.

      He resisted the urge to gather Sunny up in his arms for fear of doing her further damage. He clutched her hand tighter and held it to his heart. “Sunny, don’t leave me. Please, baby, I’m begging you. Fight, sweetheart.”

      Her eyes started to glaze over and her breathing began to slow. “No,” he screamed, squeezing her hand. “Don’t let go. I need you.”

      It didn’t matter how hard he pleaded with her. Her breathing continued to slow and became shallower with each inhale. Desperate, Sloan sent his magic out, looking for hers. It was there, faint and dim, but it was there. He tugged on her magic, drawing it up and strengthening it with his. “Sunny Kerrigan,” he said firmly. “You are going to live. I love you, and I can’t live through the death of my soul mate. So, hold it together.”

      Raven came skidding to a stop next to him and dropped to his knees. “Oh, fuck,” he whispered. The leader’s hands hovered over her stomach, but he didn’t actually touch her. “Hold on, Sunny. The paramedics are on their way.” Sure enough, sirens were floating on the air, their shrill sound reassuring.

      Sloan ignored the man and focused his full attention on the woman bleeding on the road. She was blinking at him again, only this time he could see the question on her face. “Sunny,” he said, just to make sure she knew he was talking to and about her. “Dara will always have a place in my heart. But I love you. You. I never thought I’d be able to love someone as passionately as I love you. You dragged me back into the land of the living. If you die … well, Raven will have to kill me because I’ll go on a rampage without you.”

      Talk about putting pressure on someone. He didn’t say anything else. He held her hand, terrified that if he let go, she would float away from him.

      The paramedics finally pulled up and jumped out of the ambulance. He could hear what they were saying, but he didn’t understand a single word. All he knew was that someone was trying to pull him away from his Sunny.

      He fought tooth and nail to stay with her, but strong arms wrapped around him from behind. “Let them work, lad,” Leith said lowly.

      Sloan stopped fighting, but Leith didn’t remove his arms, for which Sloan was grateful. “Damn hunters,” he spat.

      “Hunters did this?” one of the paramedics asked while they were securing Sunny to the stretcher.

      “Aye,” Leith said. “We’ve had a group of them using strange weapons to hunt rabbits late at night.”

      The paramedic frowned. “Have you reported this to the police?”

      Raven shook his head. “No. We didn’t really know who to contact.”

      Why were these daft paramedics questioning who shot Sunny? Their job was to take her to the hospital, and keep her alive on the way. Luckily for them, they started loading her into the ambulance before he could unleash his tongue. Raven turned to them. “I’ll ride with Sunny. Leith, you bring Sloan and Anna.”

      Sloan knew there was no use arguing. As rich and powerful as Raven was, as well as the fact that he made very regular, very generous donations to the hospital, meant that the man had a lot of influence. The hospital would probably bend over backward to try and please him.

      Anna rushed over with the car keys in hand. “Luckily you didn’t wash Raven’s car away. Are you okay?” she asked, inspecting him critically for injury.

      He couldn’t keep it in anymore. His eyes filled with tears, and he didn’t even attempt to hide them. They fell down his face unchecked. “She can’t die,” he whispered.

      Leith turned him around and cupped the back of his head. Sloan found himself with his face suddenly smashed into the bigger man’s chest. He was stunned. In all the time he’d known Leith, the man had never offered anyone such comfort. Not even after Dara’s death, had he offered more than a small smile. And here he was, obviously aware of how much he loved Sunny, and literally offered Sloan a shoulder to cry on.

      His body gave in, and he let his friend bear most of his weight as he sobbed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      It had been a long, hard road to recovery for Sunny. When she’d first woken up in the hospital room, she thought someone had died. All the occupants of MacAlister Castle had gathered in her room and looked as if they were at a funeral.

      She’d lost a kidney and her spleen to the hunter’s arrow and had been in a considerable amount of pain for weeks. Even now, six months later, her wound still tugged and twinged occasionally.

      But she and Sloan were both alive, and that’s all that mattered.

      Sloan had brought her home three weeks after the attack, and had been waiting on her hand and foot ever since then.

      She laid still, savoring the heavy warmth of the blankets. Winter had hit Scotland hard, and it was damn cold, even to her Canadian blood.

      The sound of birds filled the airy room and a puddle of sunlight splashed over Sunny’s face. She groaned and rolled over, burying her face into the pillow. “Too early,” she complained. Why had they left the curtains open last night? Oh, right. They’d been too hot for each other to bother worrying about them last night.

      Reaching out one arm, Sunny searched for the warm body that was usually sprawled out next to her. She frowned when she failed to find him. Muttering grumpily, she turned her head and cracked one eye open.

      Sloan was nowhere in sight. But if the sound of running water, and the deep voice singing cheerily from the bathroom were any indication, Sloan was in the shower.

      She pouted at the fact she didn’t wake up in Sloan’s arms.

      But Sloan in the shower was a pretty good compromise. A naked, wet and happy Sloan, if the tune he was singing was any indication, was always a good thing. Add that to the fact he could do some pretty awesome things with the water in the shower, and she was in for a good time.

      With that thought in mind, Sunny bounced out of bed and sauntered over to the bathroom. The steam hung thick in the air when she walked in. Sloan had switched to whistling, and she shook her head. He whistled “Yankee Doodle,” something he’d taken to doing when she insisted on some good, old-fashioned American food when she’d been in the hospital.

      She smiled at the memory. She had been cranky, in pain and completely sick of hospital food. She’d demanded a burger, fries and chocolate shake. He’d been happy to run out and get her what she wanted, but she’d insisted on the meal coming from McDonald’s. There was exactly one McDonald’s in the immediate area, about twenty minutes’ drive from the hospital. She’d really enjoyed that meal though.

      “Are you coming or what?” Sloan called from the shower.

      “Yeah, yeah,” she answered. She slipped into the stall with him and shut the door again, enclosing them in the steamy air. “Hi.”

      Sloan flashed a bright grin and smoothed her hair back from her face. “You were drooling on my shoulder this morning,” he teased.

      Still slightly grumpy because she hadn’t woken up to some lazy morning loving, she stuck her tongue out at him, but didn’t stop him when his soapy hands slid down her belly. He paused when he got to the scar, his hands hovering over it protectively.

      When she’d first seen the scar, she’d been horrified. It was huge and ugly and had made her cry every time she looked at it. But Sloan had soothed her ruffled feathers. He’d been insistent that the scar wasn’t ugly. It was only a reminder of how hard she’d fought to stay alive, and he said he found it sexy.

      He’d proved his words over and over. There hadn’t been a day since she’d come home that he hadn’t worshiped the spot with his lips. And today was no exception. He dropped to his knees and kissed her stomach gently.

      She twined his wet hair around her fingers and shivered when he trailed his lips over her sensitive hip bone. “Sloan,” she moaned when he stayed where he was, just teasing.

      “Don’t worry, babe. We’ll get there.”

      “But when?” she whined.

      Sloan pushed himself to his feet and loomed over her. “My baby doesn’t feel like waiting today?”

      She shook her head and wrapped one leg around his thigh, grinding her pussy against his hard muscles. Some days, she loved foreplay. And the good lord knew, Sloan was a master at foreplay.

      But there were other days, like today, where she wanted it hard and fast.

      “What my lady wants, my lady gets,” Sloan said with a lascivious wink. He slid his hand between her legs and tested her readiness. “Oh, baby. God, you’re so wet.”

      Gripping her hips, Sloan yanked her away from his thigh and spun her around so she was facing the shower wall. The motion was so quick, she had to slap her hands against the wall to keep her balance.

      Yes. She absolutely loved when he took her like this.

      He slid into her without hesitation, until his balls were resting against her thighs. “Fuck, sweetheart,” he groaned, pulling out and sinking back in. “I’m not going to last long.”

      She, however, was nowhere near ready to climax. If they had been anywhere but the shower, she would have dropped her hand to her sex and fingered her clit, just to catch up with him.

      Sloan seemed to know exactly what she needed. She squealed when she felt a tiny jet of water begin to pummel the exquisitely sensitive right side of her clit.

      The orgasm hit her unexpectedly and her inner muscles clenched around him. Sloan kept the water in place even as he pounded into her and her climax seemed to go on forever.

      By the time they’d recovered enough to move, the water had gone cold. Wrapped in large, fluffy towels, they stumbled over to the bed and collapsed. “Good morning,” he said.

      Smiling, she extracted one of her arms, which had become tangled in the blankets, and poked him in the side. “Say it,” she said instead of wishing him a good morning.

      This time it was Sloan’s turn to stick out his tongue. “Why do I have to be the first one to say it?”

      She poked him again. “Because you owe me.”

      Sloan’s eyebrows flew up and he stared at her incredulously. “For what?”

      Oh, Sloan was going to love this. “For dragging you back into the land of the living.”

      Sloan rolled his eyes and propped himself up on his elbows. “You’re never going to let me live that down, are you?”

      She planned on never forgetting those words. They were what had kept her going when all she wanted to do was let go of the pain and fade away. But she wasn’t going to tell him that. He already had a big enough ego. “Tell me,” she said again.

      Letting out a very exasperated breath, Sloan rested his chin on one of his palms. “Fine. I love you. I love you with every breath I take and every beat of my heart. Happy now?”

      She could have done without the sarcasm, but she knew he was just messing with her. “Very. Sloan?”

      Sloan snorted but softened it with a smile. “Yeah?”

      “I love you, too.”

      Rolling on to his back, Sloan put his arms behind his head and smiled up at the ceiling, looking entirely too pleased with the situation. “I know.”

      Huffing, Sunny looked up at the ceiling too, and crossed her arms over her chest. “You’re such a know-it-all.”

      The mattress dipped, and Sloan hovered over her. “I do know it all. For example, I know if I do this, you’ll be all over me in seconds.” He nibbled on her neck, sending new sparks through her body to collect between her legs.

      She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him close. “I love that you’re a know it all,” she whispered, shivering when his hand dipped between her legs to play gently with her clit.

      He smiled softly and kissed the corner of her mouth. “I love you so much,” he said quietly.

      She pushed a lock of hair off his forehead and looked into his face. “I love you too.”
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        If you plan to continue with this series, there’s an epilogue…but I suggest you stop here if you don’t like cliffhangers and don’t plan to continue.

        Thanks for reading!

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Five Months Later

        

      

    

    
      Raven nibbled at his dessert, savoring the rich taste of the chocolate cake as he looked around the dining room. Leith sat by the fireplace, scowling into his drink. He’d been like that for weeks now, ever since Matthew had been released from the hospital.

      Sunny and Sloan were sitting half-way down the table in their own little world. They were bickering over something, occasionally sending little bursts of magic aimed at the other. The effect was ruined by the fact that they stopped to kiss every other second.

      They were a welcome distraction from everything else going on. He’d talked to Prince Gareth about the Takahashi’s accusation. The prince had taken advantage of his numerous contacts and had confirmed the Takahashi leader really had been murdered. And without a leader, the handlers had to be going more than slightly mad by now. The problem was that leaders didn’t come along every day. A leader was born. Usually they were identified before the death of the leader and trained. It wasn’t like any old witch could stand up and be a clan leader.

      Worse yet, the rumor floating around whispered that the Takahashi handler had been, if not married to the leader, at least in a very intimate relationship with her. If the rumor was true, it was amazing the Takahashi handler hadn’t destroyed the whole damn world.

      He’d managed to get word through a very trusted source to the Keita clan that the Takahashi leader had been slain. He’d received a response back that the Keita clan would increase their leader’s security.

      As for any MacAlister involvement in the murder, he really couldn’t say. He’d been apart from his clan members for so long, he was afraid he’d lost his hold on them. He’d discussed the possibility at length with Leith, but neither of them could really figure out how to determine the truth.

      But if someone was killing clan leaders, he really needed to step up the search for the next MacAlister leader. Because if he died, there would be nothing to stop his handlers from shaking the whole damn world apart in their sleep. Or causing a flood of biblical proportions. Or burning the whole damn thing to the core.

      Blinking his eyes, he pushed the thoughts away and turned his attention back to Sunny and Sloan. Sloan lifted his fork, offering her a bite of his crème brulee. He smiled at them even though they weren’t even giving him the time of day. It was nice to have some happiness back in the castle. Hopefully soon, they would have even more laughter. “So, what do you think we should do about the influx of clan members coming in?” he asked Anna, picking up the conversation they’d dropped to watch Sunny and Sloan.

      She pursed her lips and tapped her fork lightly against her plate. “Well, the cottages on the property are still in good shape. They just need some updating. And there’s plenty of room in the castle. Maybe we can give families the cottages and have the singles and couples stay here in the castle?”

      Raven nodded, trying to imagine the quiet castle alive with people. It had been just the five of them for so long, he’d almost forgotten what it was like to have people everywhere, singing, laughing and bickering. When was the last time he’d held a baby? It had always been one of his favorite parts of having his clan with him. The kids.

      Of course, there were going to be a lot more people living here than ever before very shortly. Not every clan member had resided in Scotland before the war. Some, like Matthew’s family, had made their homes elsewhere and only traveled to Scotland for the annual clan meeting. Now, with the decision to call each and every clan member to the castle, he had to figure out a way to house and feed all these people efficiently. Money wasn’t the issue. He had more than enough. He’d been blessed with the ability to understand fluctuating markets and knew exactly when and where to invest and when to sell.

      “That’s a good idea,” he said to Anna. “Do you know anyone who could help get the cottages ready?”

      Anna had taken over calling the clan members when Matthew had started negotiating alliance terms with the dragons, but her real talent was event planning. If anyone knew how to get things done, it was Anna.

      Thankfully, Anna nodded. “I do. Let me make some calls, and I’ll have people here by the day after tomorrow. We’ll probably have to look into doing some work in the castle too. Only two of the wings are being used right now. The other three haven’t really been touched in probably thirty years, at least.”

      “Okay. Just let me know what I have to do.”

      Anna smiled and popped another bit of dessert into her mouth. Sunny chose that moment to set Sloan’s crème brulee on fire in a small display of magic. Instead of yelling, Sloan blew the flame out and took a bite. “Mmm,” he said, offering Sunny a bite.

      “They’re kind of sickening, aren’t they?” Anna said softly, gesturing to the couple with her fork.

      Raven smiled sadly. He remembered the times when he and Niya would play like that. “It’s nice to see a little bit of love though, isn’t it?” he responded.

      Anna patted his arm. “Don’t worry. You’ll find her.”

      Stunned, Raven stared at Anna for a few seconds before shifting his gaze to his plate. He’d always wondered if Anna had known about his relationship with the dragon queen. He remembered the looks she used to toss him, those little knowing smiles, when he’d talk about the dragons. But she’d never said anything, and he’d eventually dismissed the idea as him being paranoid.

      Raven was saved from responding by Matthew, who came hobbling in, back from his meeting with Prince Gareth. “Hi,” Matthew said brightly as he let his cane drop to the floor and sat in the chair next to Raven.

      “Hi, yourself.” Raven raised an eyebrow at the young man’s appearance. He was flushed and the silly smile wouldn’t leave his face. His hair was ruffled and his normally impeccable suit was wrinkled. In short, Matthew looked like he’d been ravished. Raven couldn’t help but wonder about the logistics of having sex with Matthew’s bad leg. But clearly, Matthew and Gareth had figured it out just fine.

      Matthew grabbed Raven’s fork and helped himself to a chunk of cake. “Yum,” he said.

      Anna laughed and pushed her own cake over to Matthew, who looked at her with a delighted expression. “Do you want me to get you some dinner?” Anna offered.

      Mouth full, Matthew shook his head. He swallowed before talking. “No, thanks. Gareth fed me. I just felt like something a little sweet.”

      Raven glanced over at Leith in time to see him slam back a drink before getting up to prowl around the room. He mentally shook his head. He couldn’t figure Leith out. One second he treated Matthew like a little brother, the next, he pouted when Matthew found someone who was interested in him. Did the man return Matthew’s feelings or was he just jealous because now the younger man had seemed to put aside his hero worship and was spending time with someone else instead of following him like a puppy?

      Matthew’s smile had dimmed a little when Raven turned around again. He presented Raven with a sheaf of papers and attacked Anna’s cake with what Raven recognized to be forced enthusiasm. “The negotiations went well. Basically, as long as we make a genuine effort to help in the search for the queen, the dragons will fight by our side whether we’ve found her or not. But Gareth included some reports on where the dragons have searched and where they suspect she might be being held. That’s why there are so many papers.”

      Raven pushed his cake closer to Matthew, knowing the boy would eat it all, and shuffled through the papers, concentrating on the reports Matthew had mentioned. He was more hopeful he’d find his love now than he had been in years. I promise, Niya. I will rescue you.

      He flipped a page and felt a tingle run up his arm. He froze as a giant wave of power rushed over him.

      The power was still radiating through him when he finally managed to move his eyes and search the room for the seeker. Leith had gone rigid and a look of intense concentration was on his face.

      “The earth handler has come into his magic.”

      Raven shot to his feet. “Find him, Leith. Before the Takahashis do.”

      
        The End
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        Stay tuned for the second book in the Handlers series, where nothing is as it seems.
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        Forbidden Love Sucks.

      

      Vampire and LA pathologist Harriet Silverthorne owes her life to her ex lover, Fang.  When she receives a request to investigate his wife’s disappearance in Nowhere, New Mexico, that’s the last place she wants to be. However a debt must be honored. In her quest to find out what really happened to Fang’s wife, she’ll face shifters, trolls, and one very fussy shitzu.

      Sheriff Caleb Fang can’t help but be pleased when Silverthorne returns to Nowhere, even if he didn’t have anything to do with his wife’s disappearance. As the investigation intensifies and the body count in this isolated New Mexico community rises, something sinister lurks.

      Can Silverthorne clear Fang’s name and get out of Nowhere with her professional reputation intact? Or is Silverthorne playing right into the hands of a villain with a sharpened stake?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Silverthorne

        

      

    

    
      As a vampire, hell didn’t scare me but high water is another matter. There is no outrunning a flash flood. Get to high ground or die; it’s that simple.

      Fang and I started climbing up the sandstone canyon walls, fast as we could. The late-October rain turned the river water blood red beneath us. It carried rocks and dislodged trees as it roared through the canyon.

      We knew better, even ten years ago. There were warnings. We ignored them. Fang was a new sheriff but without a deputy. Having just completed an agonizingly slow rotation in my medical training at the small paranormal hospital that served Nowhere, New Mexico, I was asked to stay in town for a short stint to assist him. Before going to medical school I’d worked as a US Marshal for decades. Vampires tend to have impressive resumes, given the lengths of our second lives. Mine was better than most.

      With long nights of not much to do during our overnight work hours, we took to running in the mountains. I loved running. Fang hated it in humanoid form, but, he being a shifter, his wolf was a different story. We tracked each other, enjoying the break from the monotony of office work. We’d been doing this for about two weeks when one night we found ourselves deep in a canyon as the rain began.

      The rain pounded. Thunder and lightning added to the mix. The sound was deafening, echoing off the steep walls. Speaking was impossible. Only escaping mattered, and that meant climbing.

      In his wolf form, Fang leapt from ledge to ledge, glancing back at me as he rose higher and higher.

      “Don’t stop.” I grunted. “I’m right behind you.”

      He ignored my request, continuing to check that I was following him. His fur was soaked. His lovely red-brown coat, now soaked, blended in with the landscape.

      I ducked when a rock loosened by his leap narrowly missed my head.

      I wasn’t so lucky the second time. I ducked again, but the rock hit the back of my head and then bounced down to my shoulder before disappearing in the swirling waters below.

      “Fuck!” That hurt. Maybe not all that badly, but it surprised me. Not much did that these days.

      The wolf pivoted on an impossibly small perch, ready to come back down. He cocked his head. Rain slicked his fur back like a seal’s.

      I grunted and dug my fingers into the rock so hard some pieces crumbled under my ribs. Well, shit. This was seriously sucking.

      We continued climbing.

      Then I glanced up, expecting to see either the back end of a wet wolf or his pointed face staring down at me.

      Instead, I saw nothing.

      What the hell? I would’ve known if he’d fallen past me.

      Grunting, I kept going. Hand over hand. Feeling each toehold.

      The next time I glanced up, the wolf was back. He was on a ledge. The wind blew the rain into my face; I couldn’t see behind him. Water dripped off his black whiskers, but his eyes were bright and I swear he wiggled his eyebrows at me.

      The rain hadn’t lessened, but the rushing water below me didn’t sound quite so close.

      My head hurt. The rock that hit me must’ve been bigger than I’d thought. I had a pretty high pain tolerance.

      “Here.” I looked up. Fang extended his hand.

      He was lying on the ledge, still a way above me. And now no longer wolf but man. He was soaked, water dripping in his eyes. This time I was sure: he did wiggle his eyebrows at me.

      “Come on, Hattie. Trust me. Give me your hand.” He was stretched, his shoulders hanging over the edge. One hand gripping the ledge, the other gesturing impatiently for me.

      My fingers and toes were all that was keeping me from dropping however many feet were between me and the canyon floor below. Letting go to try and reach him wasn’t something I wanted to do.

      I was stuck, literally between a rock and a hard place. I couldn’t go any higher on my own; the cliff above me was sheer. My fingers and toes ached. Waiting here until the rain stopped and waters receded wasn’t an option.

      “Dammit, Hattie, come on. That tiny little vamp heart of yours knows you can trust me.”

      Fang wasn’t a curser by nature. It was one of the many elements I found disappointing about him, some throwback to a more prudish nature. I’d often wondered about it.

      By contrast, I loved cursing. Not only did I like the actual words, I enjoyed the listener’s shock at the way my language contrasted with my youthful appearance.

      Seeing as how this might be my last opportunity, I let loose with a string of my favorite lovelies. I was still concentrating on my grips, but I was gratified to discern Fang’s wincing.

      This was it. I was going to die again. I’d been invincible for so long that I was surprised by my own fear.

      What surprised me was how much I didn’t want to die again. This time there would be nothing to save me. Even I couldn’t survive a fall from this height. And if I met with a branch on my way down, I’d be staked before I even hit the water. Always those same old vamp weaknesses—wooden stakes, silver, and garlic.

      “Come on.” Fang extended himself so that the tips of his fingertips were probably within reach.

      If I’d been human, there would be no way I could survive this. But I wasn’t human; my reflexes were faster. I was stronger.

      “Coward,” he muttered.

      That was it. I let go with my right hand, simultaneously reaching up for his outstretched one. Both our hands were wet. My fingers grazed his, but my hand slipped.

      For a second, I was nearly in free-fall, clinging only by my left hand.

      His face, framed by determination, would be the last thing I’d see.

      I was shocked not by the fact that I was going to die but by something much more surprising.

      I loved him.

      Fang’s reflexes were faster than normal too. He grunted and extended more, locking our palms.

      He pulled as I scrabbled up.

      “Stop moving. You’re making it harder.” He grimaced.

      It seemed like a long time, but eventually I was able to reach his ledge with my other hand. I pushed my toes against the wall as he hauled me over the edge.

      As soon as I was on the ledge on my hands and knees, I collapsed. My toes still dangled over the abyss.

      Fang rolled over, still breathing heavily. He stretched his right arm.

      “You’re a lot heavier than you look. Must be all that attitude.”

      I could hear the smile in his voice.

      Turning my head to the side, I was greeted by his bare feet, ankles, and calves.

      I closed my eyes. “You’re naked.”

      “No thanks, huh?” Fang huffed. “What do you think, I carry a change of clothes around my neck like some kind of Saint Bernard?”

      That was an amusing image.

      “Thank you, Fang.”

      “You’re welcome.” He sat up, groaning excessively. Shifters are so dramatic.

      “Come on, let’s get out of this storm.” He rolled to his feet.

      He was very naked.

      He ducked his head to enter a cave set into the sandstone.

      “Are you going to lie there admiring the view all night?” he called.

      I crawled inside the cave. The ceiling opened up to a comfortable standing height for him. My vision was a bit blurry, and my head was really hurting now.

      “That bad, huh?” He eyed me.

      I didn’t answer, since I was concentrating on not passing out. I sat down by a wall but leaned forward, letting my head drop to my bent knees.

      “Let me take a look.” He squatted next to me, but I batted his head away without looking at him.

      “It’s fine.” I found his nakedness disconcerting. What the fuck was wrong with me? Vampires were the polar opposite of prudes.

      Sex with humans was inconsequential. I tired of it long ago, all that frailty and weeping. Besides, naming your food is never a good idea. Some vampires preferred making other vampires, but it was a tedious and messy process. Besides, I was not interested in having anyone tethered to me long term.

      Any kind of sexual activity between vampires was allowed and even encouraged. And if you wanted to casually fuck another paranormal, go ahead. What was strictly forbidden was emotional attachments between vampires and non-vampires. There was technically no problem with loving another vampire, but in my two hundred years I’d not seen or heard it. Try sticking two magnets with like charges together and you’ll see what I mean.

      Back to the forbidden love problem. This was more than just frowned on. It was a stakeable offense. Other paranormals were able to reproduce. Vampires could only do so by draining a human and replenishing him or her with our blood.

      I’d never paid much attention to this, because I didn’t see it pertaining to me, ever. I liked my independence. If I was going to live forever, I might as well only have to worry about myself.

      All this is to say that I was feeling very confused, which was not me at all. I couldn’t possibly love Fang.

      The back of my head was still bleeding. That was it: I had a concussion.

      Outside the rain and lightning continued. The cave was dry, which was a big improvement.

      I shivered.

      Fang sat down beside me and loosely put his arms around me.

      Such was the disparity in our size that he pretty much engulfed me.

      I reflected on my coworker. He was an excellent tracker. He didn’t talk much, which was a relief. Shifters tended to be chatty. My boss at the hospital said Fang was a lone wolf, without a pack. He’d been found as an orphan and grew up out here in Nowhere.

      There was something familiar about him that initially put me at ease. He reminded me of the cowboys I’d seen in my human youth, physical creatures capable of great violence toward humans but deeply attached to their horses and nature.

      He didn’t irritate me, but surely that wasn’t love?

      Digging further, I found that I felt a sense of peace and a feeling of completeness around him. The latter was new but not unwelcome, even if surprising.

      We sat like that, not speaking for some time, while the storm outside the cave opening raged.

      “Are you smelling my hair?” I asked.

      Fang’s chuckle rumbled through his chest against my back.

      “I like how you smell.”

      I sniffed. I liked how he smelled too. Doggy, but that was normal for wolf shifters. Besides that, he smelled familiar. That was odd. I’d never been interested in dogs—or any kinds of pets, for that matter.

      All this was very strange. It was like opening a beautiful present when you already knew what you wanted was inside.

      My hand stole over to his crotch. At my touch his thick cock sprang to life. Fang leapt away from me as though I’d poured hot oil into his lap.

      “Hattie, no. We can’t.” His breathing was coming fast now. He glanced toward the opening of the cave. A flash of panic crossed his handsome features.

      “Yes we can.” I stood up, kicking off my waterlogged running shoes. I pulled my sweater over my head, peeled off my T-shirt, then slid my track pants off. I was absolutely feeling better.

      Fang’s eyes were wild. They darted from me to the cave opening.

      I reached around behind me, feeling the open wound on my shoulder blade as I unhooked my bra. I was small breasted—a fact that had never bothered me before, but I was gratified to hear Fang’s breath quicken as I dropped the bra on my pile of clothes.

      “Please stop.” His hands clenched at his sides.

      “You say that, but I see evidence that’s not what you want.” My balance was a little wonky still, so I put my hand against the cave wall for balance when I slipped off my panties. I flung them to join the rest of the pile.

      Fang stared.

      I crooked my finger at him. He came forward, his eyes locked with mine. He moved as if he were glamoured, but that doesn’t work usually with other paranormals, mostly humans.

      I reached up, letting my fingers feel his hair. I hadn’t realized until that moment how I’d been wanting to do that. His hair was a lovely deep auburn, thick and curly, a bit on the longish side. I loved how it curled around my fingers. I liked that it was long enough to tug.

      I did just that, pulling his head down to mine as we sank to the cave floor.

      His hands glided across my ankles, up my calves, to the back of my knees, and up my thighs. He stopped there, his finger pressure increasing, digging into my skin.

      The warmth of his touch surprised me. It made my skin warm and tingly.

      I stared into his beautiful, strong face. The unusual hazel color of his eyes brightened by desire.

      I dropped my gaze lower. His legs were open, giving me a full view of his muscled chest, his flat belly, and his groin.

      I licked my lips.

      “Oh, Hattie. No.”

      I started to straddle him and immediately he straightened his legs. His hands guided my ass down to rest on his thighs.

      “You keep saying no, but your actions say yes.”

      “God, I want you. You don’t know how much I want to. I’ve wanted to for so long.”

      “Really?” I stopped, surprised.

      Fang laughed. “Yeah. Well, I guess I’m strong enough to take that. Why do you think the only women I date have long dark hair?” He ran his fingers through my wet hair, fanning it out over my bare shoulders. He gathered a handful, bringing it to his nose and inhaling the scent deeply. “But they never smell like you.”

      I’d dropped my hands to his shoulders, liking the feel of warm muscle beneath. Vamps have a low body temperature, so we’re always cool to the touch. I knew shifters had an elevated body temperature, but I’d never paused to consider how good that would feel under my hands.

      “You dated them?” I asked, surprised. “I thought you just fucked them.” He was sought after by female paranormals—mainly witches, from what I’d seen—but he seemed to prefer other shifters.

      He laughed again. “You’re an original, Hattie.” His hands rested at my waist, his fingers flexing into my skin again. “You look so delicate. And all I want to do is fuck you long and hard.” He leaned forward, his tongue lightly licking my nipples.

      A heat shot through me that surprised me, reminding me of the touch of sun against my skin as a young girl all those years ago.

      I arched against him. His hands moved up to cup my breasts. He took me into his mouth. I gasped. Ribbons of molten heat shot through me.

      Despite appearances, I was about as far from delicate as was possible on the humanoid spectrum. But then all thought left my mind as I kissed Fang.

      His sighs and growls encouraged me to repeat whatever I’d just done. When I did, warmth and tenderness bloomed inside me. I’d never known such feelings in my short life as a human or my eternity as a vampire.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two
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      My marriage ended over a burned tuna casserole and a missing troll.

      It was a reminder that the turning points in life are often a whimper, not a bang.

      The snow was falling heavily and the higher elevations would be even worse, pretty typical for late October in the mountains. I generally liked the change of seasons, but this meant the last of the golden leaves on the white birch trees. The precipitation softened the harsh landscape and made my job as sheriff more difficult, especially when I was looking for a missing troll.

      My wife and I were both wolf shifters. Our community of Nowhere, New Mexico is entirely paranormal. It’s thought that all paranormals have a common gene pool linking us back to the Ancestral Puebloans. The magic that binds us runs deeper than our outward appearance. I’d been dropped here as an orphan, so I had no idea about who my people were originally. I’d made sheriff a few years back and married the de facto town princess. The whole thing looked good on paper.

      “You’re going out again.” Tina pouted. “You just got home.”

      I chewed my way through casserole noodles. Tina was not interested in cooking, but she’d made an effort. She was also out of her pajamas and had taken a shower, so that was good news. Her pills sat on the counter. I hadn’t seen her take them in a while. Hard to know whether to open up that old argument or not.

      In the end I went with not looking for trouble.

      “The dinner was delicious.” I’d eaten two servings. She’d pushed her own small one around her plate. “I really appreciate it. But I gotta do my job. You know the hours of sheriff work aren’t regular.” I pulled my duster off the hook in the hallway. “I thought you were helping Leon at the casino?”

      “I’m well aware of your hours and the effect it has on our marriage. And don’t try to fob me off on my brother.”

      “I’m not trying to do anything. I don’t know what you want me to do, Tina. Tell me.” So much for peace and harmony.

      “You know what I want.”

      “No,” I rubbed my hand across my brow tiredly. “I don’t. You said you wanted this house. So we got it.”

      “My brother gave it to us as a wedding gift.”

      And neither of them ever lets me forget it.

      “I built you the barn for raising goats.”

      “It’s not my fault being a wolf shifter made them nervous.”

      “You might have looked into that before I built it. But”—I raised my hands to ward off her onslaught—“there’s been a string of vehicles, renovations, and hobbies since then. The last being the yoga studio.”

      “Paranormals don’t like hot yoga.”

      I pressed my lips together. “My point is I’ve really tried to be supportive of your interests. My work is important to me and our community.”

      “You think I’m scattered and immature. I don’t have a fancy job like you.”

      I sighed. There was no winning with my wife. The best I could do was reduce the damage. I plunked my hat on my head. “There’s a missing female out there. I gotta find out what happened to her.”

      “You care for strangers more than me.” She pouted, crossing her arms over her chest.

      “Tina, think of her family and friends. She left for a training shift at the casino and never showed up. They’re frantic with worry.”

      “What about me? I’m frantic with worry when you’re gone. Every time you head out that door, I never know if I’ll see you again.” She sniffed. Our housecat, Tom, picked his way through our domestic melodrama to sit by the refrigerator door and meow.

      “I mean it this time. If you go out that door, you’ll never see me again,” she said.

      Promise?

      Except the thought wasn’t only inside my head; my brain let it release from my lips.

      Tina stopped.

      “Tina, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. I’m just worried about that missing troll. And the weather is only getting worse. We’ll talk when I get back, OK? In the meantime maybe see what’s on cable?”

      I reached out to her but she pulled away, sniffling, with her head averted.

      “Go. You’re right,” she said.

      “Have a good night. I’ll call if I can,” I said to her back. She was already headed to the den.

      Tom hopped up on the table, circling the leftover casserole. I didn’t bother waving him away. He was welcome to it.
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      I had the perfect life. Too bad I had to die to get it.

      There I was in the UCLA Medical Center amphitheater, surrounded by my neurosurgery colleagues, slicing into my human patient’s brain on the operating table. The surgical lights were hot overhead. I liked them; they were like a spotlight. Not everyone in the operating room felt this way. For humans this made the room uncomfortably warm. They were prone to overheating during long surgeries, so air conditioning was pumped into the operating room. For us vamps, the heat increased our functionality. Not unlike a lizard warming up on a sun-drenched rock.

      The difference being that we vampires combusted in actual sunlight.

      The tangy smell of fresh blood made my nose twitch under my mask. Rich red oxygenated blood covered my extra-small surgical gloves. I could hear the elevated heart rate of the vamp medical student behind me. The graduate fellow across the table swallowed for the third time.

      Likely the human physicians in this room had no idea how much effort it took to not rip into the patient on the table before us. That was just part of the challenge, though. Being a vampire and a physician required the highest level of self-control. It was a badge of honor to combine both. And considering our potentially endless lifespans, it was a boon to the medical community.

      Deep in my scrub pants pocket, my phone vibrated. Irritation surged through me, and my grip on the scalpel slid a fraction of an inch. I doubted anyone noticed—or if they did, they assumed the adjustment was planned.

      I ignored the twitchy phone. It was muffled deep in my pocket, but I knew every paranormal in the operating room heard it.

      The caller persisted.

      Someone’s head was going to be separated from his shoulders. It was my emergency phone, only to be used in actual emergencies. Experience had taught me most such requests were the result of someone else’s shitty planning.

      “Dr. Sardino, will you please silence that?” Even though he was a senior surgeon, Sardino was all claws on the best of days. I was never clear why the demon had chosen neurosurgery, given his dexterity challenges. At least he couldn’t harm my phone.

      I felt the edge of Sardino’s claws in my scrubs pocket. With one steak-knife-sized talon, he punched a button that shut down the phone entirely before he returned it to my pants.

      I continued carefully slicing in into the brain before me. A sticky black goo, not unlike tar, covered its left hemisphere. It was another example of a street-drug epidemic targeting city residents. This drug, known as “Reap,” promised to give humans enhanced physical prowess. It often did this, but the cost was corroded brain tissue within days, creating irreversible damage. This was my sixth surgery in as many nights.

      I continued my lecture. “With treatment, we’re seeing modest recovery in the affected region. There’s no turning back the damage that has been done, but we are able to prevent further destruction of the cerebrum by preventing the spread of diseased tissue.”

      I was aware the staff around me were craning their necks to get a closer look. It was tricky work, cutting out small parts of the diseased brain. It required focus and precision. Today’s demonstration was to discourage heavy-handed procedures. I’d seen the results of several of those lately. “Remember, nothing about this should resemble carving a pumpkin.” I scooped up a thimbleful of blackened cerebrum and deposited it in a waiting specimen cup.

      “Dr. Silverthorne.” The head nurse appeared at my side. I could tell it was Lydia by her limp. I’d heard she’d served in the armed forces and suffered a land-mine accident. This went a long way in explaining why she organized the operating room with military precision. Even the chief of surgery didn’t cross her. “You have an urgent phone call,” she continued. “May I assist you with the earpiece?”

      Fuck. So much for not answering my emergency phone.

      I was not interested in anything other than the patient’s brains all over my fingers. Still, I had other responsibilities.

      “Everyone, if you will excuse me for a moment while I take this call. In the meantime, you will now observe me cutting into the dura mater.”

      “Silverthorne here.” I continued slicing during the slight delay of the earpiece installation. Lydia remained next to me holding the phone. She was a human, but she always smelled of antiseptic. Usually humans have some overriding odor like sweat, perfume, or—heaven forbid—garlic. Not Lydia. Now she carefully draped the earphone cord over my shoulder, away from my sterile surgical field. I loved Lydia.

      “Sorry to bother you, but we’ve had an urgent request.” Ben’s breathy voice came on the line. He keeps my daylight life running when I’m in the crypt. I feed from him when necessary. He’s kinda like a live-in personal assistant whose blood I drink. I think of him as my consort, but he prefers personal assistant with benefits.

      Humans are always so curious about our arrangement—sex being the primary object of interest, let’s just get this out of the way. We’d been together eight years and, yes, slept together at the beginning. It’s hard to say who was happier when Ben decided he preferred male lovers. I’d been in my current state for two hundred years, and sex with humans was not memorable.

      Back to Ben. In his background was a noise I couldn’t quite identify, but there was something vaguely familiar about it.

      Like every other person in Los Angeles, Ben was an unemployed actor. Most likely he’d just returned from an audition for some hospital drama, hence his excitement.

      If this was about Mr. Figgles’s run-in with another groomer . . .

      I’d have been tempted to severely discipline Ben, but he loved being the submissive to my dom. Frankly, I was bored with that. If you think it can’t be very hard to find an excellent consort in Los Angeles, then I’m jealous of your ignorance. And Ben, despite his many flaws, was that.

      Plus he was calling on the bat phone.

      “There is no other kind of request,” I reminded him. “I’m surprised you even bothered. You already know the answer.”

      “It’s from New Mexico.”

      “Especially if it’s in New Mexico.” Someone in the operating room winced. Oops. No love lost for the Land of Enchantment from me. Sorry.

      I rarely left LA except for the occasional conference in Rome or Tokyo. My work was here. I was a premier neurosurgeon, not some travel doc.

      And especially not New Mexico. God, that entire state was stuck in some time loop. There was nothing quaint about outdoor plumbing. I’d lived through the nineteenth century the first time; I had no desire to repeat that.

      Then it clicked. I remembered where I’d heard that snippet of sound in the background of Ben’s call.

      “You’ve been watching Sherlock again, haven’t you?” I continued cutting and removing, dropping black brains into the basin on the tray next to me. A swarm of eager pathologists swooped in and ran the samples off to their waiting microscopes.

      Ben was under the impression that he was Dr. Watson to my Sherlock Holmes. In truth, he was much more of a Mrs. Hudson. Still, I restrained myself from making the observation—no need to provide more fodder for my colleagues.

      “It’s a missing-persons investigation involving a former colleague of yours.” Ben rustled papers on his end, purely for effect. He was never without some kind of electronic screen. He was probably flipping through Variety, searching for his next audition.

      His sales pitch failed to move me. Having lived for two hundred years, I had many former colleagues. The reason they were former is that if I was to start running off to help every sloppy investigator who got him- or herself into trouble, I’d never be in LA.

      And I liked LA a lot. I loved my condo and my interesting work. My life, such as it was, was there.

      “Ah, here it is.” Ben rustled more paper. “It involves a Caleb Fang in Nowhere, New Mexico.” I could hear Ben’s smile. “That last part is not a joke. I checked. There is such a place, and they’ve got a sheriff named Fang. I cross-referenced your old case notes, but nothing came up. Just wanted to check with you: is this still a pass?”

      My hands stopped moving. I closed my eyes briefly.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      Anywhere but there. Anyone but him.

      A debt remained.

      “Dr. Silverthorne?” Ben might be human, but he knew me well. He could tell when I was surprised.

      “I’ll be by to pick up my bag within the hour. Be ready.” I inclined my head slightly toward the nurse, who whisked the earpiece away. “Thank you, Lydia.”

      “What about—” Ben’s voice faded away.

      “Crighton, you need to take over.” I stepped back, allowing another senior surgeon to take my place. The surgical team reformed, filling my vacated space.

      I inhaled to steady myself. I loved the smell of the operating room, its too-bright lightning and artificially controlled atmosphere. It was pared down to what was needed for the work. It may be messy in the sense of blood and brains, but it was tidy interpersonally. I valued that. That I was going to have to leave even for a short time pained me.

      Lydia was still holding the phone, but she’d long since dispatched Ben. “Dr. Silverthorne, is everything all right?” she asked. Her brows furrowed over her mask and behind her face shield.

      I nodded briskly. It took some effort to shake myself from the daze that had settled though me.

      “I’ll need coverage for the next three days.” My mind ticked through my schedule. In five days, I’d need to be back in LA as an expert witness in a REAP trial. The drug was spreading through humans like a wildfire. The more information we had about the damage it caused, the greater the medical community’s chances at raising alarms about it in the general population.

      The nurse’s eyebrows rose. “Where are you going?”

      “Nowhere.”

      [image: ]

      Nowhere, New Mexico isn’t hard to find if you’re a paranormal. It’s north of Santa Fe in the Sangre de Cristo Mountains. Once in a while humans visit in the daytime. The smart ones leave before dark, and the stupid ones don’t last long. For the most part, it’s like a zoo without cages.

      Paranormals have to live somewhere, and throwing their lot in with other nonhumans is, for many of them, making the best of a bad situation. It’s a rugged, harsh land and the opposite of LA.

      I scratched my forearm before retuning my hand to the wheel. New Mexico gives me hives. My car, a custom hybrid, was uncharacteristically full. Usually it was just me in my low-slung two-seater, but now Ben slumbered in the passenger seat, his head resting against the window. With his neck exposed, his jugular was tantalizingly close. Even vampires struggle with emotional eating.

      Mr. Figgles snored, belly up, in Ben’s arms. The tyrant shih tzu was a rescue and Ben’s idea. He grudgingly rescinded his alpha status in my presence. Mr. Figgles hated groomers and anyone with the word “sitter” attached to their name. His favorite pastime was sneaking off to shit in Ben’s leather loafers. He wisely avoided my possessions.

      The steep black mountains sped by, illuminated only by the full moon. I was going too fast to see the stars, but I knew they’d be there littering the sky when I stopped. My ears popped as we gained elevation, and even my engine whined.

      I opened the window a crack when we headed into the last mountain pass before Nowhere. My long, dark hair flew around my head; tucking it behind my ears was futile. I closed the window. My layers were packed somewhere in the backseat. The light running top and track pants I wore gave me no protection against the frigid mountain air. This time of year snow was starting to fall at the highest elevations

      Coming back here was an obligation, nothing more. I would get in, solve Fang’s problem, and get the hell out. Preferably in three days. I owed him that much. But it didn’t mean I was happy about it.

      I approached a giant two-story billboard so out of place in the dark shadows that at first I wondered if I was dreaming. Then I remembered that never happens. Dreams belong to the living.

      I slowed down, easing my car off the side of the road onto gravel. I flinched, imagining what that would do to my car’s silver finish. I sat there staring at the sign with the car idling. Ben slept on. Mr. Figgles farted.

      Twin Moons Casino. Games. Entertainment. Live Buffets.

      Underneath the words, an image of a cowgirl wearing a short skirt leaned over, giving me a peek at her ass. She held a lasso in her hand, and a trickle of blood dripped from her ruby-red lips. Her lip color and the blood were done in some kind of glitter paint; I could tell when my car lights touched it. She looked disturbingly young, which only meant the advertising would be wildly successful.

      This casino was opening that weekend. It was really happening. I remembered hearing about this idea ten years before. It had seemed like a pipe dream at most. Now here was the sign in all its gaudy glory.

      Movement over to my far left caught my attention.

      A wolf, lanky and silver furred, considered me from the other side of the road. He loped across the road in front of me, his amber-colored eyes glancing into my headlights before he disappeared into the night again.

      His gait was familiar, but his coloring was all wrong. My wolf’s pelt had been dark. This one was silver gray.

      Was it my imagination that he seemed to recognize me, or was that just curiosity?

      I was here to pay the only debt I owed in this world. After that I was free. I would never leave LA again unless I was accepting the Nobel Peace Prize.

      I got back in my car, and the rest of the trip into Nowhere was uneventful. We arrived with a few hours to spare before dawn at the motel outside the town limits. I left a sleepy Ben and Mr. Figgles to deal with check-in and headed, on foot, deeper into the mountains for a resting place until the sun went down again.

      I felt a curious fluttering feeling inside as I ran. Usually exercise calmed me. Tonight it felt as though my nerves were on fire, tingling at the bright moon overhead. It cast the mountains into shadows. I admired the starkness, but I preferred the manicured life I’d tamed in LA.

      A decent-sized hole in the cliff with a boulder blocking the entrance was just the place I was looking for. I rolled the boulder aside, then replaced it, leaving a small crack for ventilation and flying residents. Then I inspected my old haunt.

      Still cool and dry. No sign of dampness, which was always appreciated. I was pleased the entrance was still unmarred by human graffiti and trash, which meant my secret place was still hidden.

      A family of pack rats hastily vacated upon my arrival. A cranky rattlesnake protested his removal, but it was pretty clear who between the two of us had the bigger fangs. The bats were gone for the night, but I could tell by their guano which part of the cave they favored. I had no problem with bats as long as they stuck to their area.

      I walked deeper into the cave. Past the black soot etchings depicting hunts with my kind so many centuries ago. Such markings would make an anthropological team swarm the site if they knew about them. They never would from me.

      My ledge was still there, waiting for me. I brushed off a fine layer of dust and cobwebs, then climbed up and settled in. It fit me perfectly, just the right length and width, like a bunk on a ship—though I did miss my Egyptian six-hundred-thread-count sheets.

      From deeper in the cave, I heard the faint whoosh of running water from an underground stream. It wasn’t unpleasant at all but a rather soothing white noise. It calmed me as I lay there waiting for the oblivion that always overtook me when the sun rose.

      My heartbeat was still elevated. It wasn’t from the physical effort. I was in excellent shape. I was forever and always trapped in the body of my seventeen-year-old self. Even though my physical appearance was that of a brunette teenager, I was born in 1869.

      I died in 1886 along with my family when we were slaughtered in our small Nevada settlement. Night had fallen after the beatings and rape. The murderers were interrupted by a creature so fearsome they never really knew what killed them. My family was already dead. I lay hemorrhaging until the creature, now my Maker, asked if I wanted to live. All I could think was that I wanted vengeance. I accepted her offer. My killers were already dead when I was reborn a vampire, but I’d seen enough of the world to know there was much more ugliness left in it.

      For a long time I’d been excellent at killing, but that was before I joined law enforcement and then attended medical school. I had to find something to do. Immortality can be dull without a sense of purpose.

      The sun would be up soon. In all senses of the word, I’d be dead until the sun set again. A ripple of excitement passed through me at the thought of seeing Fang again. It struck me that despite all my talents, I wasn’t a very good vampire at all. I could feel my limbs grow heavy.

      Home sweet crypt.
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      I’d been out tracking that troll all night. When I returned home the next morning, I couldn’t believe my eyes. I was used to not getting much sleep, but I blinked at the sight before me.

      There was blood all over the kitchen, like a scene from a slasher film. Food and dishware were thrown everywhere. Tom, our cat, sat next to the open refrigerator. He looked as though he’d been dipped in red paint. He paused his bath, blinked at me, then continued his washing. His cat paw prints tracked in and out of the kitchen.

      Tina.

      She was my first thought. Something or someone had broken in and attacked her. I searched the entire house. Not a sign of her. Nothing else was disturbed or missing, as far as I could tell. All the carnage was in the kitchen.

      There was no evidence of forced entry. She might have known her attacker and let him in. Tina had won popularity contests back in high school because she was pretty and came from the most powerful pack in the valley. Being married to her had shown me she’d never moved past those accomplishments. Her homecoming sashes were displayed on our fireplace mantel, near our wedding photos. All was untouched.

      Despite appearances, I suspected this was Tina sending me a message. Dammit, I’d eaten that shitty casserole too.

      I had no time to clean up the place. A crime scene waited out in the desert. A real one, not this likely staged temper tantrum of hers.

      I hated leaving Tom drying in blood, but he’d have to wait. Was this all Tina’s blood? It sure did smell like Tina, but this being our house, I couldn’t be sure. Her scent was everywhere. Her truck, purse, and keys were gone. No note.

      I checked with her few friends and her brother, Leon. No one had seen or heard from her in the past couple days. It seemed I’d been the last one to talk to my wife before she disappeared.

      I’d only stopped back at home in an attempt to smooth things over for the millionth time. Work awaited me. Both situations were familiar. I fed Tom a fresh can of cat food, more out of guilt over his trauma than thinking he was actually hungry. From the looks of his belly, he’d eaten about half that fridge. I changed my clothes and headed back out into the desert again. Odds were Tina would return soon. I’d grovel asking for forgiveness for her imagined slight. She’d grudgingly accept. We’d limp on. Marriage.

      My search last night had been successful, but I wasn’t pleased. I’d found the missing female, but too late. Now I needed to collect her remains and follow all my official procedures, including notifying her family.

      When I arrived back at the site, there wasn’t much left of the body before me. The sun heated things up fast once it climbed over the mountains. The ravens had gotten to the corpse. If it had been a vamp, there’d have been nothing left but a smoking pile of hair and clothing. But this included a sticky black substance like tar along with a hefty amount of dyed blond fur. Troll hair was naturally black, but according to my wife, the females especially spent a great deal of time and money on bleaching and waxing.

      From the relatively modest size of the fur pile, I guessed this had been a smaller female. She might even have passed for a shifter or a witch before her killer got close enough. Some small females worked as prostitutes; despite their appearance they were reported to be physically sturdy, which appealed to the rougher clients.

      But back to this female. What had happened to her? Was this the result of rough sex and panic? Or something else? And what was with the mysterious black substance?

      A shiny metallic edge caught my eye, so I squatted to take a closer look. Half curled by heat, a piece of plastic the size of a credit card smoldered in the red dirt. Using a nearby twig, I pushed it to the side. Just as I’d thought, it was the remains of her casino hotel identification. Apparently I was standing over the remains of Shelia Fowler.

      Having just arrived in his dented pickup, Menlo, my deputy, waited silently behind me. His dread rolls off him just as unsubtly as his cheap cologne. He’d been with the lizard shifter again. She must have been getting ready to shed her skin again, because he reeked. I’d have asked him to move downwind, but Menlo had the soul of a poet. He’d made up his mind to be a lawman, but I thought there were other avenues of employment better suited to him.

      All paranormals are very different from humans in most ways, but in one area they overlap: both want a safe, comfortable place for their kind, with access to fresh water, fast Wi-Fi, and steady employment. Most of us in Nowhere needed to work. Menlo and I were no exception.

      Menlo paces when he’s worried. He’d heard my wife had left me again. In the beginning, her departures were private. I’d return home to an empty house and missing luggage. Sometimes a terse note, sometimes not. As the years rolled by—and mostly due to my lack of a suitable response, according to her—Tina’s activities intensified. Last time, she’d slashed my tires and canceled cable during the NFL playoffs.

      I squinted at the sky from under my beige cowboy hat, watching vultures circle overhead. It’d taken me most of the night to cover this valley in wolf form. Still vastly more efficient than what I could accomplish as a humanoid. The vultures were nature’s cleanup crew. I wished I could direct them to the interior of my house.

      Our office was notified the previous afternoon that the troll hadn’t shown up for her training shift at the casino. Her family and friends had no idea why she wasn’t at the casino she’d headed off to in the morning. Late in the afternoon, her very worn Toyota sedan was found abandoned just about a mile off the main road thanks to an anonymous tip.

      I’d spent the night tracking the area in wolf form. Normally, Menlo would’ve joined me. Two noses are better than one, but it was his night off. It wasn’t any hardship for me to be out under the stars tracking a scent.

      The night was cold, but my fur kept me warm. My big ears heard every rustle in the clumps of sage. I could even feel the vibrations of the rodents in their burrows underneath me. They hushed at my approach, but what I was hunting was bigger game than a meal.

      The sweetly scented desert air carried with it the smell of death. And something else, unfamiliar to me. I was sorry but not surprised to find the troll female dead. But the tar-like substance made no sense in this location.

      There wasn’t much evidence left to collect, but I scooped up what I could into a plastic bag. Her wallet and ID were lying off the to the side. Someone had separated them from her body. They wanted her ID to be found, even if her body wasn’t. That in itself was curious and warranted closer examination.

      Everyone knew everyone else in Nowhere. That’s just how it is in isolated communities with small populations. Doesn’t matter if the community is paranormal or human.

      Menlo’s left cheek was missing a chunk of skin. It was an old scar. He never spoke of it, so I suspected it was the result of some pack skirmish.

      As soon as Menlo met my gaze, his eyes slid to the side. His lack of eye contact wasn’t great for a deputy, but it was common among hyena shifters. He’d been pacing so much behind me I was sure his boot soles were worn out.

      “Morning, Menlo.”

      “Morning, Sheriff,” Menlo ducked his head. “The mayor stopped by looking for you this morning. Said it’s real important to talk to you.”

      Whatever Leon Ryk wanted was always important and urgent to him. We had regular run-ins because he thought the sheriff’s department was part of his private security staff. We weren’t, at least not now that I was in charge.

      He was also my brother-in-law.

      I was willing to bet Tina had run to Leon before she left town, for sympathy and to make me look bad. Leon seemed to think I should be able to handle Tina. He’d been most enthusiastic during our courtship and wedding. Only after we got married had I figured out there was much about Tina I hadn’t seen.

      “Mr. Ryk said stop by and see him at the casino.”

      Shit. That would take a whack out of my day.

      Ordinarily I don’t like driving out to the casino. After finding this poor troll here, however, I had a few more questions about what was happening lately over at the Twin Moons.

      I labeled the evidence and asked Menlo to take it back to the office. He was always a twitchy guy, but today he seemed downright anxious.

      “Something on your mind, deputy?”

      He took his hat off his head and wiped his sweaty brow with his forearm. He sucked on his teeth before he spoke.

      “I gotta bad feeling about this one, Sheriff.”

      “You have good instincts, Menlo. She”—I held the plastic bags before our faces for emphasis—“was likely murdered.”

      Menlo’s yellow eyes shifted between my face and the plastic bags. “I was talking about Miss Tina.”

      Maybe my encouragement about his instinct was misplaced.

      I spent the rest of the day in my humanoid form, scouring the site where Shelia was found. I headed back into town, but instead of stopping, I drove right through until I reached the Nowhere Motel. Trucks rumbled by here on a regular basis during the day, but night was pretty quiet.

      The previous night, my wolf had come across a beautiful vampire standing next to her car, staring at the new Twin Moons Casino sign. I’d imagined her so often that at the time I thought my mind was playing tricks on me. The wind carried her scent, which mixed with the snow flurries. I didn’t stop but kept on my way. It was a dream, surely, but I’d take it.

      After today I knew it wasn’t a dream. I’d seen the glances and heard the rumors that I’d done something to Tina. The town suspected their own sheriff. Leon must’ve spread the news through his pack. Hattie Silverthorne was here. She knew I was in trouble. My mind was part terror, part blessed relief.

      I was even a bit shaky as I pulled into the motel. Though that could’ve been because I hadn’t eaten in a while.

      These days the Nowhere Motel is looking the worse for wear. It’s burned down a few times but always gets rebuilt. Gravel dings have pitted the exterior doors of the dozen single-floor studio casitas. There’s an office/apartment at the far end where Grizzly, the owner, lives.

      Not surprisingly, Grizzly is a bear shifter, cranky and paranoid as hell. As it turns out, these are the perfect qualifications to run a roadside motel for paranormals. He looks like Grandpa from The Munsters.

      There were only three vehicles at the place. One was Griz’s beat-up Dodge truck. Even though I knew who I was coming to see, I stopped to in to Griz’s office first. It was the polite thing to do.

      The doorbell chimed when I stepped inside. That, too, was a formality. I’d seen the office curtain move when I pulled in.

      “Evening, Griz.”

      “Sheriff.”

      We shook hands. His grip was firm, but he moved stiffly these days. He wore a western checked shirt and a bolo tie. He was as much cowboy as bear shifter.

      We chatted about the upcoming NFL playoffs. Griz preferred a team east of the Rockies. I was for another farther west. It was the kind of things males, paranormal or human, like to talk about.

      “Got a few guests, I see.” I heard laughter from behind the closed apartment door. I’d heard a widow and her young bear-shifter son had moved in with Griz. That seemed to be going well.

      Paranormals were the biggest gossips around, but Griz liked his personal life kept private. I admired him for that.

      “Damn casino, stealing my business. You know I had an inquiry asking if we had heated towel racks? What’s a dwarf need a heated towel rack for?”

      “Boggles the mind. You’ve still got the best view around.”

      “Damn straight. The moon comes up over the mountains so bright, I gotta close my damned curtains.” He squinted at me. “You here on business or pleasure?”

      “I’m a married man.” I held my hands up, showing my silver ring. “It’s always business these days.”

      The old man sniffed. I couldn’t tell which part he took exception to, but I could guess. He’d never been a fan of me and Tina. Like me, Griz was an outsider. Bears don’t run in packs. He’d respected Tina and Leon’s parents, but he didn’t think much of their offspring.

      “You here to see the polyamorous circus folk?” He wrinkled his nose as if there was a bad smell.

      “It’s already that time of year? Well, it explains the minivan.”

      “Dwarves.” Griz shrugged. “They’re coming through more often. If I’d known that I’d have investigated disposable bedding. This time the lot of them piled into cabin two, even though they rented out one through seven. Probably have to burn the mattress when they check out again.”

      “You could always send them to the casino. I’m sure Leon would appreciate the business.”

      The old man threw his head back and laughed. He still had plenty of his own teeth left. “I like how you think. I just might do that.” He reached back and grabbed the key tag off number eleven before sliding it across the desk to me.

      I picked up the key, feeling the weight of the hard plastic tag in my hand. No key cards for Griz. I pocketed the key and bade him good evening.

      I stood outside his office for a few minutes. The moon was full and bright. The storm had moved on, leaving the trees bare of their last leaves. The ponderosa pines and blue spruces were the only bits of greenery left. The sun has nothing to compare to moonlight. I know all the science of what it does for the planet. But moonlight nourishes the soul the way sunlight does the body.

      It’d be a great night to be out in my wolf form, roaming free under the heavens. Instead, my boots crunched the parking-lot gravel. I ignored the moans behind door number two.
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      Door eleven swung open before I knocked.

      “You going to listen to the orgy all night?” Harriet Silverthorne combed her fingers though her long, dark hair, still wet from a shower. She wore black running tights, black running shoes, and a long sleeve tee. Not a stich of reflective material.

      “You heading out to eat, Hattie?” I swiped my hat off my head.

      Her right cheek twitched. It was so fast I’d have missed it if I hadn’t known to watch. She didn’t care for her first name or me using it. She was always Hattie to me, though—sometimes Silverthorne when she’d pushed me too far.

      She stepped back, waving me inside. Her room smelled of some fruity shower soap, which always surprised me. It hinted at a frivolous side of her I craved to know.

      Behind her, the bathroom door opened, and a wave of steam escaped. A young human male wrapped in a towel emerged. I squinted at him. It was getting harder to guess human ages. They all looked like infants to me.

      He held a small dog tucked under his arm. It bared its teeth at me. I growled. The pup emitted a small whine and flattened its ears.

      “Dogs never did like you,” Hattie murmured.

      “It’s my wolf.” This was more for the boy’s benefit than the dog’s.

      Towel Boy’s eyes widened and his mouth dropped. “Wow. You’re a wolf shifter.”

      “Son, how old are you?”

      “Twenty-three?” He cocked his head. “Why?”

      If he was legal it was none of my business, no matter how I felt about it.

      “Just checking.” I swatted my leg with my hat.

      “Fang’s the sheriff. And this is Ben.” Hattie didn’t bother introducing the dog. “Ben, please step outside.” It wasn’t a question.

      Ben’s gray eyes widened. “Alone?” He eyed me for confirmation.

      “Give me the dog. And don’t go far,” she said.

      Ben handed her the dog, then put on briefs and jeans. He grabbed a shirt and light jacket before stepping outside with a glance back at Hattie, then me. He was clearly nervous about being outside at night here. Smart boy.

      “Who the hell is that?” I dragged my eyes away from his suitcase on the room’s only bed.

      “Not that it’s any of your business, but he’s my personal assistant.” Hattie raised her chin. She set the dog down on the bed. It climbed up to the pillows and lay down.

      “Since when does a doctor need a personal assistant?”

      “Fang, you have no idea what life is like out of Nowhere.” She returned to stand across from me. She folded her arms, and I recognized her interrogation stance. “Besides, I’m not here to discuss Ben. You’ve got much bigger problems than worrying about my personal assistant.”

      Outside the window, Ben was staring at me. I crossed to the window and he jumped back. I snapped the cheap curtains closed.

      “Are you sleeping with him?” I demanded.

      “You know I never sleep.” Her lips twitched into a brief smile. “Now, what the fuck have you done with your wife?”

      I stared. I couldn’t help it. I wanted to remember every bit of her face. She was still beautiful, with her dark eyes and hair. Her pale skin looked exactly the same as when I’d last seen her ten years before.

      Then again, she was a vampire.

      “You know you can’t glamour me, right?” She turned away, checking on the sleeping dog.

      “Goes both ways,” I murmured.

      She ignored me, rummaging around in her suitcase. She pulled out a black jacket, slid it on, zipped it, and turned up the collar to cover her neck.

      “What the hell happened?” she asked.

      “We argued. She left. She does this a lot.”

      “So what’s special about this time?”

      “I don’t know, but I’m betting Leon Ryk does.”

      “Still the attentive older brother? He must be busy with that new casino.”

      “Yeah, and yes. Let’s go see him and find out.”

      Five minutes later, the two of us were in my Bronco, pulling out of the motel parking lot. Ben and the dog remained behind. Why on earth would she bring a human to Nowhere? Sadly, the way things were going for me, this wasn’t my most pressing question.

      “Did you meet your neighbors?” I asked, pulling away from the town.

      She shook her head. “Maybe up here the idea of group sex is scandalous. But back in LA, it’s considered quaint.”

      “How do you like LA?”

      “Love it.”

      “Better than here?”

      She glanced at me sideways. “You can do better than that.”

      “One question,” I said.

      “Choose it wisely.” She looked out her passenger window as we sped down the highway.

      “Why does he look like me?”

      “Who?”

      “Ben.”

      “He does not.”

      “Hattie, he could be my son, though thank heaven he’s not. The last thing I need is my life turning into a Greek tragedy.”

      “I’ve never noted any resemblance. You shifters are so sentimental.”

      I let the matter drop, knowing I’d gotten the best answer I could for the moment.

      We drove the rest of the way through town in silence, watching the moon climb over the mountains. I let the silence stretch between us. Despite the circumstances, it felt good to have Hattie back again. Just having her in my sphere made me feel whole again, despite the mess with Tina.

      Once we were through town and back on the highway, I tried again.

      “We need to talk,” I said. I kept my eyes on the road, but I didn’t need to. I knew every dip and every patch of scrub brush on this highway.

      “I’m here to pay the debt. Nothing more.” Hattie’s voice was clipped. She sat beside me like some surly teenager out for a Sunday drive with her father.

      “That’s not true.” I considered turning the radio on to annoy her but decided against it. I wanted something from her beyond this cold, impenetrable indifference.

      “You live with your version of the truth. I’ll live with mine.” Out the window, she watched the night slip by us.

      I gripped the steering wheel so hard that my knuckles blanched. “Tina and I were having some problems. The other night we got into it, pretty good. We both said things we didn’t mean.”

      Maybe we meant them. Maybe we didn’t. Marriage was like that sometimes.

      That drowning feeling filled my chest again. It was like drowning in breathable air. It was like that with Tina. She sucked everything out of me until I was nothing but a vacuum.

      “When I came back from work she was gone, and the kitchen was covered in blood.”

      “Hers?”

      “I think so. Still waiting for the result.” I rubbed my mouth as if to remove the bad taste before I continued. “I wouldn’t harm her.”

      Hattie gave me the side eye.

      According to Tina, I’d already hurt her plenty.

      “I’m not a killer,” I added.

      Hattie turned her head. Her dark eyes fixed on me. “We both know that’s not true. You called me here to find out what happened, and I will.”

      I slowed the Bronco as we entered a tight curve in the road. “Hattie, it wasn’t me who called you. I thought you came because . . . never mind.”

      She didn’t reply. I could see her turning my answer over in her mind like a locked puzzle, searching for the key.

      Higher in the mountains, the snow lingered. With the moonlight reflecting off it and lighting up the landscape, the world appeared tranquil. It was a lie, though not so dissimilar to mine. We passed a mile marker with a paw print. We were now on Leon’s territory.

      Leon Ryk was our mayor and the de facto King of Nowhere. His parents, wolf shifters Silas and Mathilda Ryk, were founding members of our community. His parents were big dreamers, but Leon was a doer. He had charisma and hustle. His wolf pack was strong. He was also a jerk.

      His estate was outside the town limits on a two-thousand-acre tract of prime land. I hadn’t been out this way in a while; I preferred doing business with Leon at his office. I wasn’t part of his pack. It was hard enough being married to his sister, but holding Leon back from getting into sheriff business was an unfortunate part of my job.

      “You think Leon called me to here to investigate?” Hattie asked.

      “That’s what we’re here to find out.” I slowed the vehicle and addressed the two uniformed guards at the gate. “Evening, fellas.” They were wolf shifters in Leon’s pack.

      “Evening, Sheriff.” They tipped their hats at me. “Mr. Ryk is expecting you.” The younger man stared at Hattie. He didn’t blink but leaned closer to her, placing his hands on her open windowsill. “Evening, ma’am.”

      I glanced over to see Hattie holding his gaze.

      “Stop glamouring the help,” I said as the wrought-iron entry gates swung open before us. Hattie was a very powerful vampire. Her glamour didn’t work on me, but not every shifter was immune.

      I tried to keep my tone light, but it came out testy. Who was I kidding? I was testy. Dealing with Leon was tricky on a good day. Now his precious little sister had gone missing, and clearly he suspected me.

      Hattie drummed her fingers on her thigh as we rounded the last bend. Leon’s two-story house was sprawling and modern. It was all glass and stone, held together by something more than I could see. It had many windows for enjoying the view in the daytime. At night, it was illuminated by lights within the landscaping.

      I didn’t have an eye for that sort of thing. I just repeated what Leon said often enough. The house was Leon’s baby. And a damned fussy one at that. No sooner had we pulled around front than the entire place went dark.

      “This is going to be fun,” Hattie murmured. Her voice was so cool I wasn’t sure if she was being sarcastic or not.

      I imagined that her life in LA featured such places and many such men as Leon. But then again, she was with Ben, so what did I know.

      “Let’s get this over with.” I killed the ignition, grabbed my hat from the backseat, and met Hattie around on her side. She was already out of the vehicle waiting for me.

      Her head was thrown back, exposing her lovely white throat. She gazed up at the stars overhead. They were so numerous out here, away from any artificial light, they looked like glitter spilled against black velvet.

      The ridiculously oversized front door swung open. “Dr. Silverthorne! And my favorite brother-in-law. You made it.” Leon stepped out to greet us. He threw his arms wide as if this was a social call rather than something more sinister.

      Leon was just slightly shorter than me. Leaner. He not only practiced yoga at Tina’s studio, he ran marathons in humanoid form—something I failed to understand at its most basic level. Being a shape shifter made life complicated in many ways, but running as a wolf wasn’t one of them. Why even bother with the two-leg version?

      He dressed as though he was vacationing in the tropics, or at least LA. I wish I could say that was for Hattie’s benefit, but it was just him. He wore loose-fitting white pants made from some drapey fabric and slung low around his lean hips, along with a white long-sleeve shirt with the top buttons open. He was barefoot.

      The last part was especially hard to understand. We’d grown up in the desert. Nobody wandered around the desert barefoot. It was just dumb.

      As usual, I was wearing my duster, jeans, boots, and a long-sleeve shirt. Plus hat and pistol. I never left home without any of it.

      Leon had full head of red-gold hair, naturally curly. He was my age but managed to look quite a bit younger. Maybe it was all that smiling and yoga. He was boyishly handsome. Some women like that kind of thing, I’m told.

      He stopped short of Hattie, pressed his palms together, and bowed. “It is an honor to have you as our guest.” He wasn’t above trying to flirt with her.

      Lots of luck, buddy. Hattie didn’t flirt. Ever.

      A girlish laugh that I could only surmise came from some nearby hyena . . . was that Silverthorne flirting with Leon?

      Good God. Hell was well and truly freezing over.

      “Come in, come in. My apologies about the lights. I have no idea what happened, but my engineer will have it fixed in no time.”

      “It’s lovely just as it is,” Hattie said.

      We stepped inside. I’d been to the place many times. The giant foyer and vaulted ceiling always gave me pause. Tina told me it was all imported marble from Greece. According to Leon, it had cost a fortune to buy, let alone ship. Standing here gave me a cold, exposed feeling, as it always did.

      My wolf liked to blend in.

      The two of them walked on ahead of me, one dressed all in black, the other all in white. I passed the big oval mirror in the entryway. I looked like a blast from a hundred years ago. Change wasn’t my strong suit.

      Leon led us into the living room, where a fire blazed in the hearth. More uniformed servants glided around, strategically placing candles and beverages for us.

      The last time I’d been here, Leon had just bought wonderfully soft leather couches. Now the couches were gone, replaced by a dizzying collection of pillows scattered across the Persian carpet.

      “What happened to the couches?” I wrinkled my nose. I hated incense.

      “Leather shreds.” He motioned for us to all to take a seat, then stood at a nearby bar, busying himself with drinks. I found this odd for a variety of reasons, the least of which was that Leon liked others waiting on him.

      “I’m so pleased to see you again, Dr. Silverthorne. You are here to help find my sister, I hope?” He handed us each a heavy crystal glass without asking what we wanted. Hattie had an expensive merlot. Mine was seltzer water.

      No one ever accused Leon of being subtle.

      “I was under the impression you called me,” Silverthorne said.

      Leon sat down cross legged. We were seated in a roughly U shape with Hattie between us.

      “Why would you think that?” he asked.

      “Because I didn’t request Silverthorne’s presence either. And yet here she is,” I said.

      “Dr. Silverthorne’s reputation has created many fans for her, I’m sure. My sister is dearly loved in this community. Perhaps someone else mentioned it?”

      I didn’t like any of this. It was all too fast. I didn’t believe Leon hadn’t requested Silverthorne’s help. She was here now. Why lie?

      “Have you had any word from your sister?” she asked.

      “None.”

      “Any suggestion from her, before this happened, that anything was amiss?”

      Leon glanced at me, then down into his bourbon. He held the glass with both hands as though he was reading tea leaves. Such an actor. He was playing the dutiful brother. But he knew Tina’s problems were there long before me.

      “She’d spoken to me about some aspects of her life that were painful to her. We’re quite close. But she refused to give any specific details of why she was upset.”

      He lifted his head, meeting her eyes. Leon’s eyes were hazel. Now they seemed to be lit from behind, crackling with light and heat. My head felt sluggish. I stared down at my seltzer water. Was there something in my drink? Or was it just the fireplace playing tricks on me? “Is it possible Tina was mixed up in something Fang didn’t know about?” Hattie asked.

      “I found the missing troll from your casino. Dead.” A desperate feeling was coming over me, like being trapped in a cage. It was one of the reasons I disliked being in close proximity to Leon; this wasn’t the first time I’d felt that. He was manipulating so many events in this community that I wanted to shock him out of his arrogance.

      Leon set his glass down on the wood floor. A maid whisked in and placed a coaster underneath it. “Of course. I’m sorry. I don’t mean to appear insensitive. It’s just that I’ve been so worried about Tina. I’d forgotten all about Shelia. Do you know what killed her?” He got up easily and began pacing in front of the fireplace. Now that he was backlit, it was very apparent he wore nothing under his pants.

      I glanced at Hattie. She was studying him through her lashes. Her face was perfectly solemn, but I fancied that a smile played at the corner of her lips. She had noticed, all right, and seemed to find something amusing about it. He hadn’t changed in ten years. None of us had.

      Having to negotiate these damned pillows wasn’t helping my mood. I was too large, and they kept shifting beneath me. If I’d been in wolf form, I’d have been in heaven.

      Leon stood before the fire, his hands on the mantel, looking down into the flames.

      Hattie’s hand shot out to my arm. She squeezed my forearm once, hard, to still me. Then her hands returned to her lap as she sat cross-legged and still.

      “We don’t know yet.” Clearly she didn’t want me sharing details with him.

      Leon turned back to face us. “I wish I’d mentioned this earlier. She begged me not to tell anyone, but she feared she was being followed.”

      “What?” I leaned back, astonished. Too late, I realized there was nothing behind me. “Why didn’t she tell me? What didn’t you tell me? I’m her husband. And the sheriff, goddammit.”

      “Peace, Fang.” Leon held up his hand. “Let me finish. You know how Tina is. She often imagines herself injured.” He passed his hand tiredly across his eyes. “I wished now I’d paid more attention. At the time it seemed outlandish; I just thought she was being dramatic.”

      Hattie opened her mouth to speak but then closed it. She wanted Leon to keep talking, now that he had started. I did too.

      “Who did she think was following her?” I growled. “Someone from the casino?” Tina had just started work there. She liked the fancy dresses Leon promised her as a hostess. She liked the fame; being a big fish in a small pond suited her. She liked being Tina Ryk there. Not Tina Fang, never that.

      “I don’t know,” Leon replied.

      Hattie leaned forward, placing her hands on her knees. She looked at ease. Must be all that damned yoga in LA.

      I was built for tracking, not for folding up like a pretzel.

      “Leon, do you trust me to find out what happened to your sister?” she asked.

      “Of course,” he said. Then he paused. His eyes glinted. “You’re thinking of Ramon.”

      “He was also your brother,” she pointed out placidly.

      “Foster brother,” Leon corrected automatically. “Ramon was never an easy individual. I think the Bite messed with his brain. As mayor of Nowhere, I can’t let personal relationships override what’s best for this community.”

      Offhand I could think of at least a half a dozen times he’d used his position to benefit himself. But that was an old argument and not relevant. I wanted to find Tina too, and get this mess sorted out.

      “You aren’t married to Tina.” Leon kept his eyes on Hattie but nodded his head toward me. “It’s no secret they’ve been having problems. Vampires are known for their impartiality. You in particular—you’ve developed quite a reputation. I’ve been following your career in LA.”

      Leon in full flattery mode was disgusting. What had Hattie been up to in LA? I’d never googled her out of fear I’d run across her obituary. Or maybe learn about the likes of Ben.

      “Find my sister,” he said.

      I was sick of sitting there literally feeling like a third wheel. “I’m the sheriff. It’s my duty to find Tina. And I’ll find out what happened to the dead female troll.”

      “Of course.” Leon was treating me like a tired toddler. I half expected him to tell me what a big boy I was. Instead he turned to Hattie. “When all this is over and we have our Tina back, I hope you return, Dr. Silverthorne, for our Midnight Marathon next spring. It’ll be our inaugural event.”

      “A marathon after dark?” This was the first I’d heard of it. Then again, I couldn’t have cared less about that kind of activity.

      “The first of its kind, catering exclusively to paranormals. The casino will sponsor it.”

      His house lights flickered on then. The place was as austere as I remembered. It could have been a lobby in any fancy hotel.

      “Ah. Let there be light.” Leon clapped his hands. “I hope next time we meet, Dr. Silverthorne, to have better news. The timing of Tina’s disappearance couldn’t be worse. The casino opens tomorrow night. You must come. You’ll see more of the community at once than you’d ever see otherwise. Someone may have news of Tina. And let me know if you need anything for the investigation.”

      Hattie nodded. She was preoccupied, her mind already busy with the problem.

      “Fang.” He clasped my hand in both of his. “I hope next time we meet, Tina is back home.”

      No one wanted that more than I.

      We left Leon’s glowing mansion for my waiting truck out front.

      One of Leon’s minions had cleaned its interior during our visit. The empty food wrappers in the backseat were gone. Leon had been looking for something, I felt sure of it. Did he think I had Tina tied up in my backseat? The same antiseptic aroma that came from his house now permeated my vehicle.

      Hattie and I both unrolled our windows at the same time as I started down the long driveway. Once we were beyond Leon’s guardhouse and past the first two bends in the drive, she said, “Stop.”

      “What’s the matter?” I immediately slowed the truck. I scanned the horizon for what I’d missed but didn’t bother pulling to the side. Traffic wasn’t exactly a problem out here.

      “He’s lying, about what I don’t know. Maybe Tina, maybe the missing troll.”

      She opened her door. “Something is not right. I’ll get myself back.”

      I glanced around. We were literally in the middle of nowhere. Then I remembered our nights running the mountains together. The pain was sharp in my chest at the memory. I had to stop myself from following her. That could never happen again.

      “See you tomorrow,” I said.

      In a blink, she was out of the car and gone without a goodbye. I sat in the middle of road with the lights on for a few minutes, letting the engine idle. Then I shifted back into gear and headed back into town.

      I had the feeling I was followed back home. I never saw any sign of anyone. Whatever it was kept out of sight, like all good hunters.

      After a lifetime of tracking others, I discovered that I did not care at all for being the prey.
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      The next evening I came to consciousness in my crypt with a feeling of dread. The whole previous night replayed in my mind. Seeing Fang again was difficult. Much more than I expected, though maybe I had known. There was a reason I’d kept myself sequestered down in LA for the past decade.

      For me that length of time should be a blink of an eye. I’d disregarded whole decades of my afterlife. I tried to regain the feeling of calm and power that I usually carried with me as a vampire. My crypt here was a sanctuary—and the center of my time with Fang. Ironic that a place that maintained the dead was the same place I’d ever felt truly alive.

      I should find another crypt. Someplace without all the memories. These canyons were covered with hiding holes. But I wouldn’t. It was as if I needed the pain here. Why? It was over between us. I was only here to pay a debt.

      Coming back here had been a mistake. I should’ve stayed in LA. I should’ve let Fang find his own way out of this mess.

      I couldn’t believe he’d married Tina. That he married didn’t surprise me. I could easily see Fang with a wolf shifter wife and a pack of his own. But Tina was a bad choice. They had nothing in common. To say it was a bad situation was an understatement.

      Her safe return would clear Fang’s name; that was all I had to focus on. The rest was none of my concern.

      I moved around the crypt with the strange sensation that someone had been there. I didn’t detect any evidence, but it was a feeling that something in the air was slightly disturbed.

      The run back to town had cleared my head. Jackrabbits scurried away from me. The chilled wind helped numb my confusion. Already I missed the controlled atmosphere of the operating room. Real life was too unpredictable.

      Back at the motel, Ben was waiting for me. Mr. Figgles opened one eye when I ran my fingers through his curls. He’d need a trip to the groomer again. At the rate he was burning through them in LA, I might have to glamour someone. This was not a thought I ever expected to consider in two hundred years of living as a vampire.

      “What’s the news?” I greeted Ben when I entered the room. The cheap beige walls and generic western prints made this look like any motel in the western US. The rug’s funky smell was even a combination of sweat, dirt, and ground-in tortilla chips.

      Ben skimmed his iPad. “Fang’s wife is still missing. Tons of work emails, but nothing that can’t wait a few more days.”

      “More REAP deaths?”

      “Two confirmed and one probable. I may have found something.”

      “Tina?”

      He shook his head. “I was reading Fang’s recent case files. A troll female went missing and was found dead recently.”

      I nodded. I knew this from last night’s discussion with Fang and Leon.

      “Fang noted ‘a sticky black tar-like substance among her remains.’ She was pretty picked over by vultures when he found her.”

      “REAP up here? Among paranormals?” I was thinking out loud. If so, this was a very interesting development. Coming to Nowhere was a deliberate act. No one stumbled across it. That meant a supplier was delivering here. But why for such a small community?

      “And this arrived for you.” Ben handed me a card.

      I waved it away, heading for the bathroom. “The reason I have an assistant is to read things for me.” I always went straight for a shower after a night in the crypt. A good hot shower made feel alive.

      Ben waylaid me. “It’s a costume party at the new casino.”

      Kill me now.

      The casino.

      A major draw for paranormals from all around. The casino would change Nowhere into a destination. A place for REAP.

      Ben chattered away. “A casino catering to paranormals having a costume party on Halloween. How perfect! My friends back in LA are so jealous. I only wish I’d known before we left. We could do a couple thing like from The Munsters.”

      “I don’t need a costume.” Now I understood why the motel room looked as though it had been ransacked. Ben was normally very tidy—another plus for my human assistant. But my clothes and accessories were everywhere. I wasn’t even sure how that much stuff fit in my car in the first place. “I’m here on official business.”

      “According to this invitation that was hand delivered by the cutest cowboy ever, you do. Too bad assless chaps aren’t mandatory around here.” He brandished the fancy cardstock. “And yes, we traded phone numbers. Never fear: I’ve got you set.” He swept his arm out wide, pulling a draped sheet off a hanger.

      I stared. “You’re kidding.”

      “I would never joke about something as serious as a costume party.”

      He was right. Personal attire was serious subject for him.

      On the hanger was a schoolgirl uniform. He held up my favorite pair of heeled boots next to it. “I picked you up some thigh-high stockings. Hurry and get dressed. I can do your hair in pigtails before the sheriff picks us up.”

      An ache started at the base of my neck. Vampires don’t get headaches. “I’m going as a pedophile’s dream?”

      “It was all I could find in town on short notice and in your size. Think sexy schoolgirl slayer, aka Buffy, but with you it has a self-referential twist.” Ben beamed. It dawned on me that he wore a leather duster, jeans, and boots that looked familiar.

      My head throbbed. “Why are we driving with Fang? I have my car.”

      He shrugged. “The way he said it, I thought you two already arranged that.”

      “If I wanted that I’d have told you.” I peeled off my clothes and tossed them on the floor while the shower heated up. I knew from experience here it would take a while.

      Ben scooped up my dirty clothes.

      “Tell me that’s not what you are wearing.” I felt the water temp—a cold shower was hardly going to improve the evening. I should have fed. I wasn’t in the mood for Ben. I should’ve killed one of the rabbits on my way here. Now my hunger was making me irritable, and a long night was ahead.

      Fang’s knock came just as Ben finished my hair. I wouldn’t have needed a mirror even if I’d had a reflection. The way Ben chirped around, I could tell he was pleased.

      “Door’s open,” Ben called. He seemed to have adjusted speedily to Nowhere. Then again, I’d never met a human who loved parties more than Ben.

      “What is that?” Fang coughed.

      I straightened from adjusting my stocking. “My costume. Where’s yours?”

      Meanwhile, Ben had sidled up to close the door behind Fang. He took the opportunity to study Fang’s weathered leather duster. Ben’s fingers even reached out for his sleeve.

      Fang’s eyes hadn’t left mine, but he growled before Ben’s fingers made contact.

      It was too bad I needed Ben’s help. It was like having a kitten in a shark tank.

      “He’s coming too?” Fang jerked his thumb over his shoulder.

      Fang got my imperceptible nod, but Ben still rattled on. “As Dr. Silverthorne’s assistant, I go wherever she does.”

      This wasn’t entirely true, but I didn’t mention it.

      I’d heard that humans used “buffer guests” for thorny social situations. It appeared I, too, had need of my own buffer human.

      Fang wore exactly what he usually wore; apparently always dressing like a cowboy from the nineteenth century had its advantages.

      There was no denying it: Fang looked good. Humans hated aging and fought against it with every trick they could come up with. Shifters aged, but much slower than humans. Sometimes stress or injury accelerated that process.

      I stopped aging at seventeen, when I received the Bite. Maybe if my appearance changed I’d be as obsessed with it as everyone else. Fang was aging well, rugged and fierce. He had that squinty-eye look, even at night. I’d never seen him in daylight, though; maybe he squinted then too. Still, it suited him.

      If I’d had human emotions, I’d have felt sad about the time that had slipped between us. I’d never thought of it, so it hadn’t bothered me. Now, as I sat a foot away from Fang, it gave me the slightest pause before I could push it away.

      “I’ll wait outside.” Fang slammed the motel door behind him.

      “I can’t imagine why his wife was unhappy. He’s a peach.” Ben scooped up Mr. Figgles in one hand and his new beige cowboy hat off the bed with the other. “Shotgun?” he asked hopefully.

      “In your dreams.” I pulled my pigtails tighter so the skin at my temples tightened. Didn’t help my headache, but for some reason I felt better.

      “Is everyone in this town always so grumpy?” Ben murmured before leaving the room.

      I’m not grumpy, I wanted to snap, but I kept my mouth shut.

      We all piled into Fang’s Bronco and set off for the new Twin Moons Casino just as the full moon rose over the mountains.

      Fang blasted the heat without asking me because he knew I was freezing. It wasn’t long before I heard telltale human and dog snores from the backseat. My schedule was tough on Ben. To make up for the sleep he never got enough of, he had the wonderful ability to drop into a nap.

      “What’s to keep Junior from becoming somebody’s dinner when we get there?” Fang’s eyes strayed to my thighs, then back to the road.

      “He’s mine. Nobody will touch him.” I rubbed my hands together, then held them before the vent.

      “You’ve been living among humans for a long time. Let’s just hope everyone already ate.”

      “Still no word from Tina?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “Look, just because I didn’t ask you to come doesn’t mean I’m not glad to see you.”

      I had nothing to say to that, so I ignored it. “She’s done this thing before? Disappeared?”

      “Couple of times. Never so dramatically.”

      The timing was clearly suspicious, given the casino. The Tina I knew never missed an opportunity to be the center of attention. Unless she was hiding out somewhere close, watching Fang squirm. I wouldn’t have put it past her.

      “What about the troll corpse?” I asked.

      “There wasn’t much left to examine.”

      “I’d like to see her remains.”

      “Why?”

      I filled him in on REAP and the havoc it was causing among the human population in LA. Its effects on paranormals were unknown, but given how much a more fragile population reacted to the powerful drug, it couldn’t be good.

      “Did you find a cell phone for the troll?” That was this century’s answer to the smoking gun.

      “Nope. When’s the last time you fed? You aren’t yourself.”

      I was not myself. And fuck the universe for making him the one to notice.

      Outside the truck window, the desert slid by. Earlier this evening I’d been out running back to the motel from my hidden crypt. I’d liked that freedom, something I’d had to give up in LA. But I’d gained an interesting career, which helped fill a void I couldn’t quite shake.

      Fang was tense. I could tell by the set of his jaw. I didn’t want to believe he killed Tina. God knows I’d have been happy if someone else had done the job, but not Fang. The trouble was, without a body I had no proof that he didn’t do it. And then there was the matter of him having killed before.

      Fang rounded a curve in the road and slowed. Ahead, a valley rimmed by red stone walls surrounded the casino. It was as if a spaceship had landed in the New Mexico desert. Steel, glass, and blinking neon lights were Leon’s predominant themes for Twin Moons Casino.

      A demon in a bright red sports jacket trotted over to us, flagging Fang down.

      “Where the hell do I park?”

      “It’s all valet, sir.” The demon’s light blond hair was buzz cut on the sides with the top longer. Thanks to a combination of prominent Adam’s apple and skinny neck, he looked like a juvenile ostrich parking cars.

      I glanced in the backseat. Ben and Mr. Figgles were still asleep. I hoped they could sleep through Fang’s refusal to relinquish his keys.

      Finally, we were waved through to self-park in a small overflow lot.

      “Wake up, Ben,” I said. Paranormals of all types were streaming into the casino. It was impressive and also nauseating. “Ben,” I said again.

      Fang reached back, grabbing his collar. “Kid, wake up. Come on.”

      Ben started and shrank back at Fang’s not-too-gentle wake-up call. He blinked, then shook his head. “I’m good. I’m good.”

      Fang and I looked at each other. Fang rolled his eyes. “Look alive, and try not to get eaten in the parking lot.”

      The cold night breeze blew up my skirt, which barely covered my ass. Demons were running the entire valet service, parking vehicles of every shape and size at haphazard angles. Frost was beginning to form on windshields.

      The demons wore bright red jackets, but their scales, horns, and hot skin were causing singe marks. A supervisor with a pitchfork ran around randomly prodding employees and patrons alike in the ass, causing considerable delays in traffic as fights broke out.

      We walked up to the casino entrance with Ben hugging Mr. Figgles like Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz. I tugged him along by his sleeve to keep him from falling behind. Ben was used to LA, but the sheer weirdness of the paranormals here made home look tame.

      “Didn’t you think to bring a stroller for him?” Fang whispered. Shivers raced up my spine when his breath tickled my ear. I could feel myself weaken. Fuck it. I wasn’t made of stone.

      I spun around, grabbing Ben. He basically stumbled into me because he’d been gawking. Mr. Figgles yelped in protest at the jostling, but I silenced him with a hiss.

      “I need to feed, Ben. I can do it with or without ruining your fancy coat.”

      “Here.” Ben handed Mr. Figgles to Fang without the slightest alarm at my request. Paranormals streamed around us toward the entrance. “Why didn’t you do this before we left the motel? You know how hard it is to get blood stains out.” He divested himself of his duster before working on his shirt buttons. Goosebumps rippled across his tanned skin in the cold. I wished he’d stay away from tanning beds, but like all the young, he assumed he’d live forever. “I’m ready.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Fang start to move.

      I pulled Ben into my embrace. He went limp in my arms like a heroine in some black-and-white movie. “Never forget this is what I am.”

      Fang was unperturbed by my snarl. Instead he ushered us to the side of the entrance. “I’ve not forgotten anything, Silverthorne. Any one thing. But the sign says ‘No Outside Feedings,’ so let’s at least move out of the horde.”

      As soon as we were off to one side, I pulled my arm loose from Fang. He stood, Mr. Figgles huddled against his ankles, his broad form blocking us from the view of the distracted patrons hurrying inside. “You’re starving. Eat.”

      My fangs broke the skin in Ben’s neck easily. The spurt of his fresh blood made me salivate. I fixed my lips over the gash, letting his blood coat my tongue. I can’t remember any equivalent for what it’s like to feed from when I was a human. It’s like a million times more powerful than a craving. Ben’s blood tasted sweet and salty. I closed my eyes, feeling my body calm down as the nourishment entered me.

      I wouldn’t say I have a clinical diagnosis when it comes to feeding, but I’m aware it’s not healthy for a vampire to fast as much as I do for as long as I do. Maybe sometime I’ll study psychiatry and find out what is really going on. But for now, I’d rather not think about it.

      I stopped abruptly just when I was starting to feel the edge come off. Ben could easily become anemic, and I needed him functioning to full capacity here.

      I applied pressure to his puncture wound to stop the bleeding and licked my lips, savoring the last of his blood.

      He’d fallen into a semiconscious state not unlike what most humans experience after sex. I held him in my arms. We were about equal height, which made feeding from him easy.

      After his bleeding stopped, I rested my forehead against his. He appeared to be asleep. He was trusting, and so very young.

      “Ben, wake up.”

      His eyelids fluttered. He looked a bit dazed. “That was fast.” He wobbled and I steadied him on his feet. “I guess that was like the equivalent of a drive thru, huh?”

      I was shaking. That taste of blood was heaven and hell. It nourished my body, but it reminded me how hungry my spirit was. I turned away from Ben. Fang was right there. Mr. Figgles moved to sit on his boots. The dog’s tail swished when our eyes met.

      “Let me see, Hattie,” Fang said so quietly I wasn’t sure he’d spoken.

      A fight broke out between two valets, and several more joined the ruckus. And we’d not even gotten inside yet.

      I raised my eyes to meet Fang’s calm gray ones. I wiped the back of my hand across my mouth, feeling guilty about what had just happened but knowing there was nothing I could do about it if I wanted to survive. I drank blood.

      In Fang’s eyes I saw no condemnation. He reached into a pocket and pulled out a white cotton handkerchief. I hadn’t seen one of those in years. These days everything is disposable.

      I reached up to take the cloth from him.

      “Here, let me.” He dabbed it to his tongue to wet it, then gently wiped at the edge of my mouth. His eyes were on my lips.

      I pulled away. “Thank you.” Turning to Ben, I asked, “You ready to go?” He was briskly buttoning his shirt.

      Fang handed him his coat. “Don’t forget your dog.” He pointed to Mr. Figgles, who seemed quite happy sitting at Fang’s feet. “I encourage you to keep a good hold of the dog when we get inside.”

      Ben picked up Mr. Figgles, who tolerated them rubbing noses.

      “Let’s go.”

      There was no way Fang was leaving his weapon at the door. The door-check demons had their orders, though, and stood fast. And to be honest, they were a more professional lot than the valet crew.

      Still, I insisted they call Leon, and he arrived quickly. He was dressed in a black tuxedo with tails and top hat. He even brandished an elegant walking stick. A small pack of shifter hangers-on followed in his wake.

      “So good to see you, Dr. Silverthorne.” He took one of my hands in his, then brought it to his lips for a kiss. “Love the costume! Très sexy.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “Sheriff.” He and Fang nodded mutual greetings. I could feel Ben quiver with excitement. He was sandwiched between me and Fang, like a curious child leaning over the front seat in the car. I’d never stopped to consider Leon’s sexual preference, but I was certain that Ben hoped it was in his favor.

      “Fang, I didn’t know you had a younger brother!” Leon exclaimed.

      Ben thrust his hand between us, but neither I nor Fang budged to let him through. “I’m Ben Wakefield. Dr. Silverthorne’s personal assistant.”

      “We’re not related,” Fang said through stiff lips. “Now let us through so we can do our job.” The demon security team was ready for a rumble with Fang. Leon had his hands plenty full tonight.

      “No blood ties? Incredible. You two share such a strong resemblance. He could be your son.” Leon glanced at me quizzically.

      “We really should be getting a look around,” I said, offering no comment on Ben, Fang, or Figgles.

      He swept his arms wide. “Be my guest.”

      Security grudgingly waved the four of us through. Inside, the club looked exactly like the Las Vegas casinos I’d seen while attending a conference there.

      A deep red carpet covered the entire vast floor. The color was an excellent choice, given the patrons. Unlike Leon’s mansion, there wasn’t a window in sight here. Chandeliers glittered from the ceiling.

      The vast, open casino floor was divided into areas according to blackjack, one-armed bandits, poker, dice, and roulette. There was a massive bar at one end. Even though the place had just opened, a thick layer of cigarette smoke hung like a fog over the place.

      And it was packed with every form of paranormal life—mostly shifters, I could tell by the smell, but also witches, vamps, demons, trolls, and dwarves. Plus an assortment of creatures I could only describe as Muppet-collection rejects under “Other.”

      I stopped to read a massive banner in the center of the room.

      Twin Moons Casino Rules:

      
        	Proceed at your own risk.

        	Bite at your own risk.

        	No weapons. Ever.

        	No outside food or drink.

        	The management reserves the right to remove you and/or your bodies at any time.

        	The management accepts no responsibility for anything.

      

      

      That pretty much covered everything for a paranormal casino.

      I was feeling alert and sparkly, almost upbeat, after Ben’s blood. I mostly drank donated blood these days. I’d tried not to remember how delicious the fresh stuff was. I guess it’d be like the difference between powdered orange juice and fresh squeezed.

      Fang and I split up, and he and I began asking patrons if they’d seen or heard from Tina. Ben and Mr. Figgles stayed close behind me, but I was less worried about it than I’d been at the hotel. Even if the visible blood had been washed off him, my scent still clung to him. The way he trotted after me docilely, no one missed what his relation was to me.

      “Didn’t you read the rules, little girl? No outside food or drink.” Another vampire, wearing a sky-blue leisure suit and a pompadour wig, eyed me over the top of his sunglasses from the poker table.

      He was a young vampire. Less than fifty years old. I could tell because he engaged me. The young ones still crave some sense of community or belonging. They haven’t adjusted to the fact they are alone for eternity.

      I ignored him. He wasn’t worth my time.

      After Fang and I made one circuit, we met to compare notes—which were nil. No one had seen or heard from Tina since the night she’d argued with Fang. They were, however, eager for any details. Paranormals are the biggest gossips.

      The entertainment was about to begin. Beyond the gaming section was a tall dining room with a theater stage. It looked like Leon was moving into the entertainment business wholeheartedly. His voice boomed over the speakers. I wasn’t sure what we would accomplish here unless we got lucky and picked up Tina’s scent. So far it was a whole lot of nothing.

      I wished Tina would just show up unharmed with some silly explanation that would free Fang from suspicions. Apparently she’d been planning to work here. I should go through Fang’s house to see if any clue was missed. Apparently Leon’s cleaners had it all scrubbed up before I had the chance to see its original state.

      The overhead lights dimmed. A spotlight shone on the vast black velvet theater curtain. The crowd leaned forward in anticipation.

      When the body dropped from the ceiling, I assumed it was part of an act. So did everyone else, judging from the applause.

      But the body just hung there, and then its decayed scent drifted down to the crowd.

      “Oh, hell.” Fang’s face grew pale under his tan. His fingers dug into my forearm.

      The body was a blond humanoid female. With all the smells crawling around this place it was impossible to identify her at this distance. I could smell she’d been dead a while, though.

      “It’s her dress.” Fang said.

      “Whose?” Ben gazed up at the dangling corpse in morbid fascination.

      “My wife’s.” Fang grimaced. “I bought it for her.”

      The clapping ceased as the body continued to dangle. It had stopped swinging like a pendulum, and now it turned one direction, then the other. Someone killed the spotlight. The crowd booed.

      The band started again. Complimentary cocktails were passed around by waitresses dressed suspiciously similar to the way I was.

      Tina’s case had gone from missing person to murder or suicide. None of this was good news for Fang.

      “We’ve gotta cut her down. Now,” Fang told Leon as he approached us.

      Leon snarled. “What the fuck do you think I’m trying to do?” His hangers-on still trailed behind him, but they now they were agitated. One of their own was dead.

      “I’ll do it.” Fang turned to leave.

      “You can’t get through the back. I had someone check; the door to the catwalk is blocked from the inside.” Leon stared up at body.

      “Then how?” Fang asked. “She’s gotta be thirty feet up.”

      “I can do it.” I said.

      Fang and Leon looked at me like I was crazy.

      “Just get me some damned rope and a knife so I can cut her down. And hurry up before there’s a riot.” I scanned the room before returning to study the body dangling over our heads.

      “This is crazy,” Ben said.

      “Agreed,” Fang replied.

      “There’s a dead shifter hanging from the ceiling. I’m small enough to not break the rope and yet strong enough to carry her down. Hopefully, though, I can get the connecting door up there unblocked. And it seems unlikely you’re going to find someone else to do it immediately.”

      A death in a pack is a big deal. Something like this could lead to a major freak-out. The last thing I wanted was a bunch of agitated wolves targeting Fang.

      “If you fall from that height—” Ben shuddered.

      “She’s not going to fall,” Fang said. “She’s an excellent climber.”

      That’s how I happened to climb up a thirty-foot rope dressed like jailbait, with pretty much the entire casino staring at my ass.

      “My offer still stands if you want to borrow my coat,” Fang murmured as I prepared to climb.

      It was a sweet thought and so like Fang, but I had no time for it. “No, thanks. Though I should probably think of a way to charge Leon for this service. Judging by the crowd gathered, he’s going to cash in on the tragedy.” The shifters were still genuinely grieving, but the rest of the paranormals were curious, at least, and enjoying the drama. It wasn’t every day that the casino owner’s missing sister dropped dead out of the ceiling on opening night.

      “Wouldn’t be the first time,” Fang replied.

      “Here, take these.” Ben shucked off his leather gloves. “They’ll be a little big but better than nothing.”

      Fang produced a coil of rope that I looped over one shoulder. He pulled a hunting knife out of his boot.

      I looked up.

      Tina still dangled. She swung slightly, looking like a macabre wind chime. It was long way up. I was really going to risk my life, such as it was, for this shifter who was already dead and who, quite frankly, I had no affection for in real life. But it wasn’t for Tina that I was doing this. It was for Fang. He wasn’t the killer. This was way too flashy for him.

      “You can do it.” Fang put his hand on my shoulder.

      Ben’s eyebrows shot skyward. Generally I wasn’t big on being touched unless I initiated the contact. “Good luck,” he whispered.

      “She doesn’t need it. She’s an excellent climber.” Fang said.

      “Why do you keep saying that? I’ve known her eight years, and I’ve never seen her go climbing once. I never even heard that was a vamp thing. I mean, what’s the point of climbing at night anyway?”

      “You’d be surprised,” Fang murmured.

      I removed my boots and handed them to Ben, then grabbed hold of the rope, pulled myself up, and started to climb.

      The first part of the climb was easy. About halfway up, my shoulders and arms started aching. With about a quarter more to go, I made the mistake of looking down. I wasn’t bothered by heights in general, but this wasn’t exactly routine for me. Plus, shimmying up a rope is not the same as rock climbing.

      Above me, Tina hung so that her long hair obscured her face. She was roped around one ankle. Her other limbs dangled downward. I craned my neck, curious about the color of her skin. It could tell me a lot about how she was died and when. But I couldn’t tell much. The spotlight was still off.

      A flutter of excitement flitted through me at the thought of doing the autopsy. I really missed pathology. Brain surgery was rewarding for the living, but pathology provided answers for the dead. The dead didn’t need them, but those left behind sure did. And don’t get my started on the whole justice of it all.

      Inside my gloves my palms were sweaty. I climbed further.

      Between the dress and the blood, Tina’s corpse was covered in red, as though she’d been dipped in it. I wrinkled my nose. She didn’t smell good either. She’d been dead a while before dropping out of the ceiling, judging from the odor. Who would do that? And why?

      Did she have a scorned lover or crossed business partner?

      Someone would be held responsible. I didn’t want it to be Fang.

      I was almost close enough to reach her. Now I had to get us both down without falling. I didn’t want any evidence crushed in the fall. And unlike cats, vampires didn’t have nine lives.

      I needed to crawl over her because I couldn’t do anything from this vantage point. A few raucous catcalls reached me, followed by protests at being removed by security. I made it over her body, trying to touch her as little as possible, but my arms ached. She smelled rank.

      I kept climbing. I was almost at the lower edge of the catwalk when my right hand slipped. I had a moment of terror before I realized my left hand was still holding on. My fingers were slipping ever so slightly. It would be a long way to fall.

      Swinging my right hand up to the rope again required the rest of my energy. I should’ve fed more earlier. This is what happens when a vamp runs close to the wire with nourishment. We are less invincible than we think.

      I pulled myself up and then lay on the catwalk for a few minutes, catching my breath. There was no sign of anyone up here now.

      It was going to be much easier to exit from the barred catwalk than to try to rappel down with Tina. That latter option would be more dramatic, and I suspected Leon in his craven heart was probably disappointed the show was over, even if it was his sister.

      The door was locked from the inside, and a fire extinguisher was lodged under the door handle. Easy enough to remove from this side, but from the outside the steel door would’ve had to be cut off its hinges. I removed the tank and popped the door open, very happy to have Ben’s gloves so that I didn’t leave any fingerprints to contaminate the scene.

      I leaned over the catwalk, giving a thumbs-up to those below. Then I sat down to wait until help arrived. I was deeply grateful the rope had held my body weight and Tina’s. Her murderer could’ve damaged the rope, and I’d had no way to know that before I began. Plunging to my death on top of Tina was not how I envisioned my life ending. Especially in Nowhere.

      In LA, I didn’t need superior physical strength. I could channel my energies to my mind. But up here in Nowhere, among an exclusively paranormal population with a killer on the loose, it wasn’t wise.

      I had expected this to be easier. I’d been out of doing field work long enough to forget that it was a lot of work—and mostly led to nothing while you searched for a break in the case. Finding Tina’s body, though, would mean the limbo was over. Things would happen, good or bad.

      I closed my eyes.

      “Are you all right?” I could feel Fang’s breath on my face as he crouched before me. “Ben, come here, she needs to feed.”

      “No, I’m all right.” I waved Fang away. “Get Tina before every grabby hand in the place contaminates the scene.”

      “Let’s get you down back downstairs.” Ben gently put his hand around my shoulders and pulled me to my feet.

      “Don’t worry. I’m not going to bite you right now,” I grumbled. I was surprised how tired I felt. Weakness was not anything a vampire ever admitted. I hoped it wasn’t clear who was leaning on whom as we made our way off the catwalk.

      “If you need to feed, Ha . . . Dr. Silverthorne, then you must. It’s my job to support you.” Ben guided me down some stairs and into an office with a couch. It was a nice office but not the boss’s. We sat; I declined to lie down like some virgin in a Victorian melodrama. “Mr. Ryk said we should wait for him here.”

      Fuck Leon. Now that I was feeling better I wanted to remain by the body until I had a chance to examine it. It was suicide or murder. I could grant Tina some cunning, but a suicide in that manner was rather beyond her capabilities. Which meant she had help with her suicide or it was murder.

      Her helper was most certainly someone at the casino. But who? There were so many beings here, identifying the right one would be like finding a needle in a haystack. And most puzzling of all, how had they gotten out when the door was locked from the inside?

      Ben fussed over me while we waited. He massaged my shoulders and clucked over my bloodied palms. His gloves were toast. I wasn’t worried; my wounds would heal during my daytime slumber. But I let him carry on. It was white noise that helped me organize my thoughts.

      I should be fine by tomorrow. Which was good—I could see by the clock on Leon’s wall that the night was slipping away quickly. Most likely the autopsy would have to wait until tomorrow. More time gone.

      Whoever did this wasn’t a vampire but a daylight creature.

      But having a body meant the possibility of answers. I hoped Fang would let me figure out what the hell was going on without interference.

      That hope died when the door banged open. Fang entered, carrying Tina’s corpse. So much for him not contaminating the body.

      I stood up. “Put her here. Find a tablecloth, sheet, something to cover her with.”

      Fang laid her down gently on the couch. He knelt beside her, smoothing her ripped dress.

      For fuck’s sake, he might just as well have sex with her and make sure all his DNA was spread over the corpse. God, I missed my fellow death examiners in that instant.

      He carefully brushed Tina’s long blond hair, matted with blood, away from her face. He leaned forward as if to kiss her. He sucked in his breath.

      “Oh God,” he whispered, his voice breaking.

      “What?” Ben and I said at once.

      I didn’t realize I was holding my breath until I heard the blood pounding in my ears.

      Fang dropped his hand from Tina’s hair and stood. “This is not my wife.”

      Well fuck, that was unexpected.

      Leon arrived minutes later.

      “It’s not Tina,” Fang said.

      Her face was so battered it was unrecognizable, but still her torso looked Tina-like. I sniffed. She smelled . . . decayed. We needed dental records and fingerprints to make any positive identification.

      “It’s her. That’s her favorite dress.” Leon ran his fingers through his hair, making him look more like a lion with his mane. “That’s her wedding ring.”

      “Tina never let her roots show,” Fang said quietly.

      We all leaned a bit closer. Ben covered his nose and mouth with his hand. Maybe Sherlock Holmes wasn’t looking quite so glamorous now.

      Her roots were dark brown.

      “We need to get her to the morgue,” I said.

      “I’ll let them know you’re on the way.” Ben was already tapping away at his phone.

      One of Leon’s henchmen showed up with a clean tarp. Fang carefully wrapped the body. Behind us, Leon paced. If he hadn’t been having the biggest moment of his professional life, I didn’t doubt he would have changed into a wolf and attacked Fang just on general principles.

      As it was, Leon was using all his energy to contain his rage. Shifters were such emotional creatures. It was tiring to be around them. It must be exhausting to be them.

      I had a million questions. I was itching to get the autopsy started.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Silverthorne

        

      

    

    
      On our last night together in the cave, I’d slid into the entrance only to be snatched up and pinned against the wall.

      “You’re late,” Fang growled. He pulled my hairpin out, fanning my hair over my shoulders. It was a ritual he enjoyed, so I took pains to remember to put my hair up. The hairpin was the only thing I had left from my human life. My father had made it for my seventeenth-birthday gift using a scrap from a maple-tree project.

      “You’d better punish me.”

      “In your dreams, Hattie.” He kissed me gently. Tenderly, his tongue flickered over my extended fangs.

      We made love. I now knew the difference from all the other partners I’d had before. Vampires are not known for serenity, but that is how I felt with Fang. I felt complete. And at peace. I understood finally the human sentiment of a soul mate.

      As we dozed afterward, I reveled in the only truly contented moments I’ll ever know. I’d never envied humans before, but I understood more about the preciousness of their lives now. Having someone you cared about mattered more than anything, even yourself.

      “Someone’s outside,” Fang said suddenly. He slid me off his chest.

      “I’d protest that you’re paranoid, but it’s rather entertaining.” My words came slowly. “Lie down. Let me relax you.”

      Silence. I sat up.

      “Fang?”

      He was gone.

      I got up, not bothering to dress. Disappointment slashed through me over the thought that he was wasting our precious time together prowling around over nothing. I searched fruitlessly for my hairpin. Annoyed, I threw my tangled my hair back over my shoulder before sliding out the exit.

      They were waiting for me on the ledge.

      The two of them, Ramon and Fang.

      Ramon, my vampire supervisor, was dressed in black. He held a Glock aimed at Fang. A pile of rappelling gear looped at his feet. On a good day, Ramon was a sadistic son of a bitch. His maker had died shortly after he was created, and Ramon, too young to be on his own, was immature and weak. Leon’s family, the Ryks, had adopted him. They wanted Nowhere to be a place where all paranormals could live. Having a vampire in a shifter family seemed to be an excellent way to show this.

      I worked with Ramon at the local hospital. Something inside him was broken. And yes, I realize that’s quite a statement coming from a vamp. He was scrawny and reminded me of a weasel. I tried very hard not to think about that right now.

      Meanwhile, Fang was trying very hard not to hit him. His fists were clenched at his side.

      “Hard at work on some case?” Ramon sneered. He needed to be handled carefully. I hoped Fang would do the smart thing and keep his mouth shut. I could deal with Ramon.

      “It’s none of your business,” Fang snapped.

      Fuck.

      Of course, Ramon thought it was his business. Vampires literally lived to keep track of other vampires.

      “Quiet.” My brain was whirling thinking about how to deal with Ramon. “Let me get my things, Ramon. We can go somewhere and talk.”

      Fang looked at me as though I’d lost my mind.

      “Don’t bother getting dressed on my account.” Ramon sneered. “What could we possibly suddenly have to talk about? If I wanted to talk, I’d glamour a human.”

      Fang took a step toward him. The ledge was narrow as it was. We were like three points of a triangle, and having Fang and Ramon any closer would only make things worse.

      “What do you want?” I asked. I preferred to negotiate out of the situation, but if this was what I had to work with, fine.

      Ramon’s black eyes took me in. “For starters, I want you both to suffer. And it’s not just me.”

      “Why?” Fang asked.

      “Why?” He repeated.

      “Our relationship has nothing to do with this,” I said to Ramon. I hadn’t gone out of my way to tell Fang that Ramon and I had sex on occasion. It didn’t mean anything to me. On the other hand, I was worried that Ramon would wonder at my sudden change in behavior. I couldn’t risk any suspicion falling on me or Fang. Dammit, I thought I’d been very circumspect.

      “Oh, I know that, Hattie.” Ramon smirked.

      “Don’t call me that.” I crossed my arms over my naked chest.

      “Why not? He does. Standing out here, I’ve heard him calling your name. The first couple of times I followed you, I couldn’t believe it. I thought it was the thrill of the forbidden.” He laughed. “I even thought you wanted to me to find you with him. I watched you from down below. But tonight was the test. I asked you to stay with me. You said you had to work. I followed you again. I heard you. You were making love. With a shifter.” He spat out the last part.

      “What do you want?” I asked again.

      “I want to punish you. I’d love to do the same to him, but I’m trying to resist. Big dog here has caught someone’s eye.” He wagged his gun at Fang before addressing me. “You’ve been holding out on me. There’s some activities you’re more enthusiastic for than I realized.”

      Oh, for fuck’s sake. Ramon was a sleazy bastard. He was going to light Fang up like tinder.

      “You can start by going down on me with our shifter sheriff as the audience. Then maybe something else will come to mind—depending, of course, on whether you’re really as talented at it as good old Fang here thinks.”

      “Take off your pants,” I commanded dispassionately.

      “Hattie, no,” Fang said.

      I held up my hand to stop him. I loved him, but he had no idea what Ramon was capable of doing. Ramon was stupid and vain. I could make him pay for this later. But for now our options were limited. There was no way a fight on a cliff was going to end well. Too much risk.

      “No,” Fang said again. “Don’t go near him.”

      “Or what?” Ramon’s eyes glinted.

      “We need to go back inside,” I said.

      “No.” Both males spoke at once.

      “Ask him.” I jerked my thumb to Fang. “I’m as good as you think. So do you really want to be on a ledge and not paying attention to your surroundings during this particular activity?”

      “Point taken,” Ramon said.

      Once inside the cave, he pointed his Glock at Fang. ”Move over there. I want you to hear and see every little detail but not be slobbering all over us.”

      “Don’t do it.” Fang’s voice was tight. “He’ll still report us to the review board.”

      “Of course I will, but how all that comes about doesn’t have to be quite so unpleasant for dear Hattie here.” Ramon smiled.

      I knelt before Ramon.

      Irrationally, I felt a flash of anger at Fang. Ramon’s demands were childish, but I knew my shifter lover would never allow it. He’d do something heroic and get killed. I was half surprised he’d not tried already.

      Damn him, before us, I’d have handled Ramon without a second thought. What did it matter? But now I was caught.

      Couldn’t he just pretend it was nothing? Couldn’t I?

      I glanced at Fang. His eyes were molten amber. He wasn’t about to pretend anything.

      I unbuckled and unzipped Ramon’s belt and pants. I slid them down his legs, along with his briefs. As always, his desire was fueled by the possibility of violence. Stalling was not going to be an option.

      He still held the gun trained on Fang. With his other hand, he fisted my hair.

      Fang charged, knocking me away from Ramon before staking him with my hairpin.

      It’d been a while since I’d seen a vampire staked. The first thing that hits you is the smell, somewhat similar to when the helium rushes out of a balloon. The rapidly dissolving corpse smells like burning rubber.

      Pretty soon Ramon was just a smoldering pile of hair and bone.

      Fang stood breathing hard over the remains of my former boss. “You OK?”

      Not a simple question. Yes, we were both still alive, but Ramon’s death would change things for me and Fang. Ramon had noticed. He’d mentioned that someone else, too, was watching Fang. Hell, that could’ve been half the female shifter population in Nowhere.

      I officially reported Ramon missing to Fang the following Monday. It felt silly to go through all this when we both knew not only where he was but also that he wasn’t coming back. Leon took his brother’s disappearance in stride. Tina appeared more interested in Ramon after he went missing than she had when he was around. She also used it as an excuse to hang around Fang.

      If I allowed myself to think about it, I was shaken. The unfamiliarity and depth of my feelings for Fang frightened me. It had to stop. I would make it stop.

      I left Nowhere as soon as possible. I rationalized that I didn’t want to be stuck filling in for Ramon at work. But I knew it was much more than that.

      It wasn’t that Ramon’s death bothered me. As soon as I saw him there on that ledge, I knew one of us was going to die.

      What bothered me was that Fang killed him. Fang. A lawman not just in name but in spirit. I became a US Marshal because I was bored and liked finding people. If organized crime had made me a compelling offer, I might have taken that path.

      But Fang was made to be sheriff. Even in wolf form, he was a loner. So now I had a debt to him and a secret. He never said it, but he didn’t have to: Fang killed Ramon because he loved me.

      That was too much for me. The situation was impossible, and it could only be solved by me leaving. I didn’t worry about Fang following me. He belonged in these mountains like he belonged to the badge.

      I avoided seeing him alone after that night at the cave. There was nothing to say. It was over.

      I still wear that hairpin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          Silverthorne

        

      

    

    
      The evening after the casino fiasco, I was wrist deep in the corpse and happy to be doing an autopsy again. The morgue’s artificial environment put me in a familiar calm state of mind and made me miss my life in LA.

      Ben set up a makeshift office in the corner, catching up on all my emails. “The smell!” he said for the countless time. “I don’t know how you do it.”

      “How’s the mask?” I asked, studying the female’s fingertips under the bright light.

      “Useless.”

      I smiled. That was true. Nothing but desensitization helped to adjust to the odor of decay.

      I was so absorbed in my work that I wasn’t even aware Ben had answered my phone for me until I heard his “wow.” All he said after that was “OK, thanks for calling.”

      “Dr. Silverthorne, that’s not Tina Fang.” Ben came to stand by me and gagged.

      “What are you talking about?” I said irritably. I’d just discovered that some thorough person had removed the pads of her fingers. This was in addition to her teeth having been badly broken. Identification was going to be a bitch.

      “That was the sheriff. He said Tina Fang is standing in his kitchen.”

      “Fuck me,” I breathed. I did not see that coming. She was his wife. It must be her. I typically considered myself above paranormal gossip, but I’d have given a lot to witness Tina’s return. I had plenty of questions for her. Depending on what time I finished here, perhaps I could see her tonight.

      Presumably she was unharmed if she was back at home. How was Fang? Of course he’d be relieved for her safe return. And to be free of suspicion.

      I stared down at the body on the slab. Then who in the hell was this? And what was she doing dangling from the casino ceiling?

      “Ben, what time did you last eat?”

      “Lunchtime.”

      “Good.”

      “Why?” he asked warily.

      “Suit up. You’re going to assist me. I need to take a look at this female’s brains.”

      In the end, Ben held Jane Doe’s head while I sawed into her skull. I was forced to bribe him with a return trip to the casino before we left and a promise that I would not make any more groomers cry. Even in LA, we were running out of options to keep Mr. Figgles dapper. I was pretty sure that after this trip Ben would be off Sherlock no matter how much he lusted after Benedict Cumberbatch.

      After some extensive sawing, I removed part of the skull bone. I wasn’t surprised to find that the familiar black goop I’d seen in Los Angeles coated this female’s brain. Whoever and whatever this victim was, REAP had clearly made its way here from LA. Between her and Fang’s dead troll female, that made two cases of REAP in sleepy little Nowhere.

      I felt a frisson of excitement at the thought of talking to Tina Fang. She had a lot of explaining to do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          Fang

        

      

    

    
      After the night at the casino, I woke up late the following afternoon in my truck, surrounded by empty beer cans. My mouth tasted like something had died inside. On the plus side, I was in my own driveway. My rearview mirror confirmed that even for me I was pushing the bounds of scruffiness.

      I entered the house, bracing myself as I always did. Tina had wanted a log cabin home, and Leon had given it to us as a wedding present. I’d lived in it for close to eight years and still didn’t feel at home.

      The inside was full of Tina’s half-finished projects—exercise equipment she was testing and craft projects, mostly. Pictures of us as a couple were plastered everywhere. It was like living on a cluttered set in a play.

      I staggered past them with half-closed eyes. Too bright. Too much.

      Our cat, Tom, stalked over to the cupboard that held cat food.

      The cat had one green eye. The other had gone missing before he arrived on our doorstep. He was also missing the tip of one ear. I liked his scrappy appearance, the slow way he moved when he woke up, the stealth with which he stalked prey.

      His food dish and water bowl were empty. And judging by the smell, the litter box needed changing too. I took care of the first two but avoided the third in favor of a shower.

      As I let the water run over me, images of Hattie risking her life to bring down that corpse flashed through my mind. She hated herself for loving me. Made sense. Vampires were not lovers by nature. But Hattie was more than a just a vampire.

      She could tell me every day for eternity that she didn’t love me, but watching her climb up to get what was presumably my dead wife hanging from the ceiling was the most romantic thing she could do. I wasn’t happy to have her doing it. I didn’t feel nearly as confident in her climbing ability as I’d suggested to the infant Ben. And I absolutely could have done without her dressed as jailbait.

      But none of those were options. That was who she was. She didn’t appreciate the tenderness of her own heart.

      After a while I started feeling guilty about using so much water in the desert. Tom found his way into the bathroom and continued berating me. What’s next? I wondered as I turned off the faucet. I was sure the corpse wasn’t Tina. Where the hell was she? And what about the troll corpse I’d found?

      I dried off to Tom’s protests echoing in the bathroom. His stinky cat breath made me shoo him out the door, but he ran right back in. His tail flicked from side to side in agitation. He was really put out. Maybe the whole kitchen freak-out incident had scared him. Tom usually seemed more chill than that. He was used to Tina’s moods. We both were.

      I pulled on some clean briefs and jeans. I needed coffee. As I padded back to the kitchen, I smelled the fresh-brewed stuff percolating. I knew I was hung over, but I’d never hallucinated before.

      Turning the corner, I discovered the good news: I wasn’t hallucinating. The bad news was that Tina was pouring coffee into my “Mr.” mug. She picked up her own “Mrs.” mug.

      “I made it just the way you like it.” She handed me my mug.

      I reached for it on autopilot. She looked exactly the same as the last time I’d seen her, days before. She wore jeans, cowboy boots, and a scoop-neck sweater. Her long blond hair was in two braids. Her face and neck were unmarred. She looked fine. Refreshed, even. No visible blood.

      “Where the hell have you been?” I set the mug on the counter without touching the coffee.

      “I went down to Albuquerque to do some shopping. Didn’t you get my note?” Her brown eyes widened. “Were you worried?”

      “Tina, this isn’t a game. We thought you were dead. You left for a shopping trip in a snowstorm, leaving a trail of blood after trashing the kitchen?”

      There was no way she’d have voluntarily missed the casino opening. Not on my life. Tina was up to something. I just had no idea what it was. Yet.

      “All that happened in Nowhere in just a few days? Wow.”

      “It’s not a joke. You have to call Leon. He’s been frantic. And then we have to talk.”

      Tina ran her fingertip around the lip of her coffee mug. “I will. And I’m sorry to cause more worry.”

      She came around the kitchen island toward me. I stopped her fingers sliding up my bare chest.

      Tina stepped closer anyway, so that her breasts pressed against me. “Good thing I have an in with the sheriff.”

      “Tina when you went missing as the wife of the sheriff, an outside investigator was called in.”

      “I’ll go see this new inspector and straighten it out. Hopefully he’s married and know how it goes.”

      “It’s not a he. Harriet Silverthorne is investigating.”

      “There’s a blast from the past!” Tina took a step back, angling her head to study me. “What’s new with her?”

      “It’s not a social call. She was here looking for you. When you disappeared it looked mighty suspicious, with me being the prime suspect.”

      “Don’t be cross with me. I said I was sorry. Let’ start fresh, just you and me.” She slid her arms around my neck. “We could leave Nowhere.”

      I removed her arms from me. It hadn’t felt like a hug. It felt like a stranglehold.

      “Not to live among humans,” I said. “And you know how hard it is to be accepted in a new community. Plus, what about Leon? You’re so close.”

      She narrowed her eyes at me. “All he cares about is his casino. And all you care about is work. No one cares about me.”

      “Have you heard anything about a drug called REAP?”

      “What’s that?”

      “Some drug in LA. Humans are using it, but it kills paranormals.”

      “Never heard of it.”

      “It’s in Nowhere. The missing troll I found dead the night you left had used it. And there was a dead shifter at the casino, wearing your dress, who also suffered from it.”

      Tina touched her hand to her chest. “Surely you don’t think I had anything to do with that. I wasn’t even here.”

      “We’ll need to verify where you were in Albuquerque.” I was ready to get my shirt on. Being near Tina left me feeling exposed. “Whoever he is, Silverthorne will track him down.”

      Tina was playing the injured party. This was not the first time it had happened, although her exit this time had increased the drama. And brought Hattie back into my life.

      But Tina was my wife. I would remain faithful to her no matter what her actions were. Maybe in time some peace could exist between us.

      Tina set down her coffee cup and plucked up her jacket and purse. “Well, I gotta go.”

      “Already? You just got home.” Although the thought of the drama level decreasing was attractive. “Silverthorne will want to talk to you.”

      “I better go see Leon, like you said.” She blew me an air kiss on her way out. “And I’ll get it all straightened out with Silverthorne. You’ll see.”

      I stared at the door after her exit. I knew I should be relieved that she was safe and I was no longer facing suspicion for her disappearance. Instead of relief, though, her absence filled me with a great unease. I didn’t trust my wife one bit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          Silverthorne

        

      

    

    
      The night after I completed the autopsy in which I learned Jane Doe was not Tina, I awoke in my crypt to the smell of burning rubber.

      For the record, waking up from the dead is something like when a scuba diver rises to the surface after a deep dive. I’ve never scuba dived, but based on what I’ve heard it seems to be the best analogy I can make, since it’s unlikely you’re going to experience it for yourself.

      For all purposes, I’m dead for the daylight hours. I can’t be awakened. If I was transported outside, I would incinerate without even being aware. It’s a strange notion knowing you have no control over half your so-called life, especially when during the night hours you’re superhuman.

      Waking up, my brain becomes aware of the heaviness in my arms and legs, which gradually lessens until I am fully conscious and able to control my body.

      That night, as feeling returned to my body, my ankles and wrists tingled uncomfortably.

      “Wake up, Sleeping Beauty.” Tina poked my side with some kind of wooden stake. “Talk about a sound sleeper.”

      I turned my head to the side and blinked. My reflexes were still sluggish. But not so off that I couldn’t recognize serious shit.

      Fuck. Tina Fang was in my crypt.

      She peered closer—uncomfortably close. These damn shifters had no sense of personal space. She waggled my wooden hairpin in her fingers.

      I was calm. I would remain calm.

      Clearly she was batshit crazy. And I was bound by silver chains, which have a lethal effect on vampires. She’d done a damn good job too, making sure my wrists were tied to my waist. I was trussed up like a ham at Sunday dinner.

      “Tina, what are you doing?” As conversation starters go it wasn’t great, but I knew screaming at her wouldn’t help. And I had to no way to snap her neck, which was the one thing I really wanted.

      “I heard you wanted to talk to me.”

      “I do. Untie me.” I tried not snarl, but I failed.

      “Not yet.”

      “Why not? Silver is not my look.”

      Tina unzipped a toiletry bag and began filing her nails. “We’re waiting.”

      “For what? It’s no longer daylight or I wouldn’t be awake. If you were going to take me outside, it’s too late. And if you don’t let me go, I’ll kill you before the night ends.”

      Tina raised her perfectly arched brows. “Tough talk, but I don’t think so.”

      “What is your problem?” I knew she was a nutjob, but now she’d just strapped on a jetpack and was headed for orbit.

      “I’m so glad you asked.” Tina focused on filing the nails on her right hand, then pointed the emery board at me. “You are my problem.”

      “Me?” My wrists were burning now. I tried not to move. My leggings were thick and provided a barrier, but it wasn’t going to be long before I was in serious trouble. I had issues with her, but what could she possibly want with me? “Leon asked me to find you. That’s why I returned to Nowhere.”

      Tina produced a can of air freshener and sprayed it liberally over me. Great. Now I was going to burn and smell like a cheap piña colada.

      “You stink.” She wrinkled her nose.

      “Burning alive does that. Let me go.”

      “Not yet. You’re still on a slow bake now. I can pull your clothing away from your skin and speed things up at any time. Remember that.”

      Yeah. Like I was going to forget the searing pain.

      “Tina, I’m going to continue to burn. What’s the point? You want me to suffer? Fine. Then leave me alone. I’ll burn alone here but at least have some privacy,” I said.

      She consulted her watch. “I wouldn’t let you burn alone. That’s not being a good friend.”

      “We were never friends.”

      Tina pointed her file at me accusingly again. “That is your fault. I tried to be friendly, but you vamps think you are so much better than everyone else. And you know what? You’re not.” She cocked her head toward the cave exterior, listening.

      I lifted my head. The increased pressure intensified the silver’s burning through my clothes.

      A massive gray wolf slipped under the rock-ledge entrance. He stopped. His massive head swung from me to Tina.

      “Fangy!” Tina sang. “You got my note.”

      Fangy?

      This was Fang? What had happened to his black pelt? Wait a minute; I’d seen this wolf before. When I stopped at the casino sign by the side of road coming into Nowhere.

      The fur along his spine rose.

      “Don’t you be mad at me. You hear me out.” Tina’s voiced wavered. “You’ve got to change form. I want to talk to you.”

      Fang’s wolf paced back and forth near the entrance. He kept glancing at me. He raised his head, smelling the air. No doubt Tina’s beach party in a can was not covering my burning scent.

      The wolf whined.

      Well, fuck. This was a mess.

      Finally, Fang trotted deeper into the cave. I’d never seen him transform from humanoid to wolf or vice versa. Shifters were pretty private about this. But I knew it was a painful experience that never got easier, reinforcing how neither humanoid nor shifter was really comfortable in this world.

      Fang’s anguished howls echoed off the cave walls.

      Tina flinched. I shuddered.

      Eventually all sound stopped.

      Fang emerged from deep in the cave without any clothes.

      “Fangy!” Tina sounded shocked. “You’re naked! No matter. Your devoted wife made sure to bring some clothes for you.” She tossed him a small backpack.

      He caught it but made no move to do anything with it. He started toward me.

      Tina crouched low over me as if she as guarding me, except that her stake was at my breast. “Do it now.” Her voice was steel.

      Without a word, Fang opened the bag.

      I watched the two of them, wondering how in the fuck I was going to get out of this not exactly alive but not more dead either.

      “That’s enough gawking.” Tina pressed her stake against my skin. “Turn your head. You shouldn’t be ogling a married man.”

      I turned my head to look Tina in the face. I couldn’t wait to kill her. It’d been a while since I’d killed. I imagined the feel of her neck muscles snapping under my fingers. The light in her crazy-ass eyes going slack with death. She was so much crazy in one package.

      Barefoot in jeans, Fang stepped toward her, buttoning his shirt. I could feel the rage rolling off him. “What’s going on?” His voice sounded casual. He was trying.

      Tina bared her teeth. His casual tone didn’t fool her. “I don’t know, why don’t you tell me?”

      “Let her go,” Fang said. “We can go home and talk about this.”

      “I’m not letting her go. I’m the one who brought her here in the first place.”

      “You asked Silverthorne to come here to investigate your own disappearance?” Fang was surprised. I couldn’t blame him. It was news to me too.

      “I left a message. And I knew if I made you the bait, she’d come. No one is going anywhere. She’s always here between us. We’ll talk now.”

      Fang folded his arms across his chest. His face hardened. “All right. Put the stake down and we’ll talk.”

      “No.” Tina pressed harder. I winced. The burning smell of silver racing to reach my skin sickened me.

      Still over my body, she removed the stake to point it at him. “You stay right there.”

      If you’ve ever witnessed a marital dispute you know how, frankly, quite embarrassing it is to be privy to that much emotion.

      Now I was literally lying between them.

      “Why don’t you love me?” Tina asked. Immediately her eyes welled with tears. A few rolled slowly down her cheeks. They smeared her makeup, making her eyes look like a raccoon’s.

      “Tina, you’re my wife.”

      “But you don’t love me.” She jabbed the stake toward him again. “You love her.” She spat the last word. “A vampire! She’s a skanky, coldhearted bitch who left you. She left you, remember, years ago? But that doesn’t matter. You still love her!”

      “Tina.” Fang pressed his lips together but remained still otherwise, as though he was carved in stone. “You are my wife. I have never betrayed you.”

      “Fuck that. You never loved me. After all I did for you. All that care I lavished upon you. You never loved me, not even a little bit, did you?”

      He ran one hand through his hair. “You don’t understand. It’s not what you think.”

      “I really doubt that, but why don’t you try me? I bet Silverthorne here is just as interested in the answer as I am.”

      “Actually, I’m not,” I volunteered.

      “Shut up.” Tina’s voice was savage. “Or I’ll cut your lying tongue out.”

      “Touch me again and I’ll kill you,” I said. It wasn’t a threat; I really meant it. I just hadn’t yet figured out how. I didn’t care if she was Fang’s wife. The bitch was going to die.

      “Tough talk from a vamp on slow bake in silver.”

      “Stop. Stop.” Fang sounded weary. “Tina, you are my wife. I honor those vows. I’ve never been unfaithful to you.”

      I felt a curious turning over in my chest. Thankfully, it wasn’t Tina’s stake. It was the twin razors of pain and opportunity.

      “But . . .” Fang continued.

      No. No. No. Stop talking. Please.

      “I love Silverthorne. I always have. I always will.” He gave a harsh laugh. “Believe me, God knows I don’t want to. But you don’t choose your soulmate in this life. Fate chooses for you.”

      Fuck. This wasn’t going to be well received.

      Tina’s shoulders deflated. She looked down.

      “I tried to start a new life with you,” Fang was saying. “I wanted that so much. Believe me.”

      “No.” Tina shook her head wildly, as if she was waking up from a bad dream. “You haven’t tried, not really. Because you knew she was alive. Even LA wasn’t far enough. But if she’s dead, really dead, it’ll just be us. Like it should be.”

      “No, Tina.” Fang’s voice was quiet. “I’m so sorry to have hurt you. That is my fault. But I will never stop loving Silverthorne. It doesn’t matter where she is. I’ll always love her.”

      “Well, fuck.” Tina wiped at her wet face. “What a mess.”

      “Yes,” he agreed. “I am sorry. I never meant to hurt you. I tried to start over. I really did.”

      “You think this is my fault?” Tina’s voice rose to a wail.

      “No—” he began.

      “Shut up. Just shut the fuck up. I’m sick of you. Your voice. Everything about you.” Tina stood up. She shook her head. “You’re sorry? You did this to me.”

      She started pacing next to me, striking her head with her fists. “This is all your fault.”

      Don’t get me wrong. I hated this bitch. But this was disturbing. Goddamn these drama-filled shifters.

      “You still love him, don’t you?” She spun on me, pointing my own hairpin at me. Great, she planned to stake me with my own hairpin. I was going to shove that thing up her ass if it was last thing I did.

      Which, as things were shaking out here, it just might be.

      “Don’t you?” she asked again. “Answer me or I stake you right now.”

      “I don’t even like Fang most of the time.”

      “That’s not what I asked.” Her eyes were wild. “Do you love him?”

      Oh, fuck. Here went nothing.

      “Yes.” It came out as a hiss.

      “Thank you.” Tina calmed slightly. “I’m seriously sick of being lied to. I appreciate your honesty. I’m still going to have to stake you, though. There’s no other way. Unless . . .” She sounded thoughtful. “Why don’t we let Fang choose?”

      WTF?

      “Obviously we can’t go on like this, the three of us. One of us is not leaving this cave tonight. I assumed it would be you because I hate you. But maybe I was too hasty. Fang can kill his true love, his faithful wife, or himself. “

      “I’m not playing your sick game, Tina,” Fang growled.

      “Then I’ll stake her right here and now. I know you’ll never love me, but you’ll never be together. You’ll pine for her forever.”

      I was trying to stay still, but the pain made me writhe.

      “Tick tock. She’s not going to last forever with that silver eating away at her.” Tina stroked my face with the point of her stake. “I should have put some on her face. It’d be a pleasure watching it eat away at her lovely features.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          Fang

        

      

    

    
      Late that afternoon, I’d been in my office going over Hattie’s report on the dead shifter when Menlo arrived. I was engrossed in reading about the black goo all over both the troll’s and shifter’s brain matter. The sun would slide down behind the mountains soon, but it’d be a while before Silverthorne would awaken with the moonrise.

      I glanced at the old office wall clock. I could feel that the moon wasn’t up yet, but I wanted to be wrong. I needed to see Silverthorne.

      “Tina asked me to give you this. Said it’s a love note. ’Course, I didn’t open it.” Menlo sniffled and shuffled. My deputy had taken news of Tina’s return joyfully. I envied him.

      Sighing, I took her sealed note from Menlo’s hands. I read it twice before asking him, “When did you get this?”

      “I saw her early afternoon, but she said it wasn’t urgent and to just give it to you before I signed off tonight. Everything OK?”

      I grabbed my hat off my pile of unfinished paperwork and headed out the door without another word.

      Now the three of us were in the cave. Tina was capable of anything; I should have seen it years ago. Maybe I had and I just didn’t want to admit it. I was betting Leon had seen a lot more of this then he ever let on.

      “Earth to Fangy,” Tina called. “I’m still waiting. What do you choose?”

      Something was bothering me despite the peril of this psychotic situation.

      “What did you buy in Albuquerque?” I asked.

      “What?” Tina pulled her head back.

      “You said you went to Albuquerque shopping. But you’ve told me many times how much shopping in Albuquerque sucks. And yet you’ve been there once a month recently. What did you buy?”

      Tina rolled her eyes. “You don’t know? Come on, you’re the sheriff. Do some detecting.”

      “She’s a drug mule,” Silverthorne said.

      Tina slapped her face.

      Silverthorne snarled, but the silver was taking its toll. “You brought REAP into Nowhere.”

      “Pretty clever, huh? Who would suspect the sheriff’s wife?”

      “But why?” Until this night I’d never though Tina’s malice would go beyond me.

      She shrugged. “Why not?”

      “And the dead troll and shifter?”

      “I don’t know anything about the troll. The shifter found out and threatened to tell you if I didn’t cut her in. In the end she was quite useful as a messenger.”

      REAP had come to Nowhere, and the casino was now the perfect place for distribution.

      One more thing bothered me. How did she know where to find Silverthorne’s crypt?

      “You knew what happened to your brother. That’s how you knew where to find Silverthorne.” It shocked me that she’d harbored this information for all these years. That was before we were even a couple.

      “Don’t call Ramon my brother. Leon is my brother. Ramon was a freak. Like this one.” She gestured to Silverthorne. “Father and Mother wouldn’t listen when I tried to tell them what he did to me. They’d rather believe in their fairy tale that everyone could live happily together.” Tina wiped a few tears on her sleeve.

      “He knew about you and Silverthorne. He told me. I didn’t want to believe him but I came anyway. He was right about you both. Then when she killed him and left Nowhere, I thought that everything would be fine. Why couldn’t you love me? That was all I wanted.”

      “Tina, I killed him, not Silverthorne,” I said.

      “I don’t care! It’s too late. If I kill her, you’ll kill me. You can spend whatever is left of your life suffering.”

      “Ruff-ruff-ruff!” The sound of a small dog’s barking distracted Tina as Mr. Figgles hurled himself through the cave entrance. He charged across the poorly lit cave with his teeth bared and bow-trimmed ears flying.

      Silverthorne threw herself against her restraints, letting out a scream as the silver cut into her. She used her momentum to head-butt Tina, knocking her over onto her side. The dog leapt, sailed through the air, and bumped the stake loose from Tina’s hands.

      I launched myself for it but I landed on the cave floor with the wind knocked out of me. The dog grabbed one of Tina’s braids, pinning her down.

      I had no breath to cry out with, but I feared the loosened stake would get knocked into Silverthorne.

      “Sheriff, stay down!”

      An arrow whizzed over my head.

      And found its mark through Tina’s neck. She gasped and gurgled as blood filled her throat before her blank eyes stared ahead, seeing nothing.

      Ben ran by me, panting hard and wearing a flashlight on his head. Its light swept the cave. He slung his bow over his shoulder, and a quiver of arrows hung from his back.

      Hattie writhed in agony. All her activity against the silver was burning her. I reached her and worked to snap the chains with my bare hands. It was largely ineffectual. She was burning up, and I had no way to stop it.

      “Here.” Ben was next to me, handing me bolt cutters. I cut her free and gathered her into my arms, but she was insensible. Burns deeply scored her skin.

      “Hattie,” I whispered, kissing her. But she didn’t respond. “Ben, she’s weak. You need to help her. Let her feed.”

      I lay back with Hattie in my arms. Ben rubbed his neck across her lips to arouse a rooting reflex. Nothing happened until the third time, when her fangs pierced his neck and she started sucking. Soon I heard her steady swallows.

      It was the most beautiful sound I had ever heard.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          Silverthorne

        

      

    

    
      It was several nights before I was well enough to leave the cave, but Ben, Mr. Figgles, and Fang left that night, taking Tina’s body with them. As I began feeling better, it crossed my mind that after this drama I might be the first vampire to want her crypt feng shui-ed. Ben would be thrilled. He was forever trying to talk me into this doing this for our LA condo.

      I’d never been so glad to return to the motel for a hot shower as I was after my extended stay in the crypt. I made it my personal mission to use as much water as possible. Why not? The humans were doing so at a prodigious rate.

      My burns had healed, but I still felt some pain where the silver chains touched me. The mind is a mysterious thing. Like all good physicians, I self-diagnosed as opposed to seeking an objective opinion. Clearly I had post-traumatic stress disorder. It would resolve as soon as I got out of Nowhere.

      After my shower I yielded the bathroom to Ben and Mr. Figgles. The red dirt was proving difficult to remove from the white patches on Figgles’s coat. Ben was determined to wash it away, but I suspected only a trip to the groomer would take care of the problem. While I waited for Ben to discover that reality, it was rather entertaining watching the two of them do battle in the bathtub. Ben appeared more wet than the dog.

      “I’m going out for a while.” I added a pullover to my layers. My favorite running coat was toast after the Tina debacle.

      “Have fun,” Ben called over the running water in the tub.

      I shook my head. I wasn’t going out to “have fun.” What did that even mean? I was vampire, not a character on some wacky sitcom.

      I left our room, careful to make sure the door locked behind me. I pocketed the key and surveyed the outside. The sky was overcast. No moon tonight. Snow was coming; I could smell it. There were four vehicles in the parking lot tonight. Griz would be pleased at the increase.

      I turned my collar up against the cold and walked down the path between the units. I stopped two doors down and knocked.

      Fang opened the door. His room was piled with boxes. I could swear ninety-nine percent of them contained books. He’d moved out of the house he and Tina had shared. He’d never felt at home there. His only other possession of interest in the cramped room was a one-eyed cat perched on top of the boxes.

      He hissed when Fang stood back for me to enter the room.

      “It’s still doing that,” I commented. Why would anyone want such a pet? The merits of Mr. Figgles were clear enough. I wasn’t sure what Fang saw in the feline, but he was loyal to the end in his relationships.

      “How was the funeral?” I already knew the answer, but it was polite to ask. I hadn’t gone but I could guess the outcome. It was a pack affair. I was glad Tina was dead, though I hated being indebted to Ben. I was being a bit ungracious about not getting to snap her neck myself. Ben had gloated because he’d taken up archery for a prospective acting gig that had never come through.

      “Come outside?” I disliked being in the cluttered room. It already smelled like the litter box needed to be emptied. How could Fang stand it?

      He shrugged into his coat and followed me outside. We stood scanning the sky for the moon out of habit, but it was still hidden.

      “Are you all healed?” Fang asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Liar.”

      “How can you possibly know that?” I snapped. God. How irritating. I liked my privacy.

      “Because I know your heart.” He reached for my hairpin, removed it, and ran his fingers through my hair. “Just as you know mine.”

      “Lucky you,” I murmured. His hands felt good. Little ribbons of pleasure rippled through me, starting from my scalp.

      “I am,” Fang insisted quietly.

      “Nothing good is coming from it. The body count is up to two. We have no future together.”

      “We don’t know that.”

      “I’ll never be free of the Vampire Review Board, and neither will you. They’d just as soon kill you as look at you.”

      “Then we’ll have to keep a sharp eye out for them. Ben’s got potential.”

      “He’s a human!” I exclaimed. My voice was louder than I intended.

      Fang stopped arranging my hair. He raised a dark eyebrow. “I noticed. But he learns quick and he’s smart.”

      “You like Ben.” I was shocked.

      “Like might be a bit optimistic. Tolerate is probably a better choice. He’s devoted to you, and that has value to me.”

      I made a noncommittal sound. I sure hoped he didn’t expect some kind of declaration of love for his cat on my part. Because that wasn’t coming. Ever.

      “How was Leon?” I asked, searching for less treacherous ground.

      “I’m on administrative leave.”

      “Why? You didn’t do anything. And REAP needs to be stopped now, before it becomes an epidemic like in LA. I’ll talk to him again before I leave town.”

      “Hattie, don’t.” Fang’s hands steadied my shoulders. “He’s grieving. I should’ve know about Tina and REAP. The troll and shifter might still be alive if I’d stopped her.”

      “Tina was trying to hurt you. Don’t let her win. You can root out REAP.” I regretted my last sentence. Actually, I didn’t think he could. I’d seen the devastation to LA, and that was a city with resources. Nowhere was screwed. It would be like the AIDS epidemic among the humans in the last century: a massive loss of life and a hysteria about it. All kinds of speculation and very little fact. Besides Fang, who would step in?

      “Not Menlo.” I said. “He’s the acting sheriff?”

      Fang nodded.

      “Well, fuck. Might as well just make REAP legal and start charging sales tax.” I folded my arms across my chest. “Leave Nowhere. It’s aptly named. It’s not like you have a pack here. You can start again.”

      Fang frowned. “Living among humans isn’t for me. I might not have a pack here, but Nowhere is my home.”

      “Shifters are so sentimental.” I wrinkled my nose to indicate my disapproval.

      “That’s not all bad.”

      We’d stood facing each other, but now I turned my head to the not-quite-empty parking lot. Another unit door opened past Fang’s and mine.

      Dwarves, dressed in identical nylon navy-blue tracksuits regardless of their sex, tumbled out at a remarkable rate and began loading into their minivan. They swarmed around the vehicle, strapping bags onto its top by standing on one another’s shoulders and tossing them up. It was rather entertaining.

      “Stay here, Hattie. You and Ben, if that’s what you need. I know things between us are complicated, but I don’t want to be separated from you ever again.”

      The dwarves had so many bags. It was incredible considering their choice of attire. Ben would be fascinated, but I didn’t dare alert him. The few managing the car-top carrier appeared to load the bags quickly. They must have been lightly packed.

      “You know something’s going on at the casino as well as I do. There’s plenty here to keep you busy. You could work on stopping REAP on this end. Let the humans sort it out for themselves. We need you here.” He took my hand in his much larger one, lacing our fingers together. That felt very pleasant.

      With the last bag loaded, the dwarves piled in the van and roared out of the parking lot, sending bits of gravel flying behind them.

      “Must be late to their next show,” I mused.

      “Earth to Hattie—have you heard a word I said?” Fang raised my hand to his mouth, where he unfurled my fingers and kissed my palm.

      My knees felt curiously weak. Maybe the odor in Fang’s room had improved. And perhaps Tom could be shut in the bathroom for a bit.

      Fang led me to his door and opened it using the key attached to a clunky plastic tag with the unit number stamped on it.

      Once we were inside, he pushed me up against the door. I smiled. Old habits die hard. “Fang,” I mused as his lips found a tender place at the base of my throat. My fingers were busy unbuckling his belt. “What’s a troop of circus dwarves doing in Nowhere if they aren’t performing at the casino?”

      Fang’s lips stopped moving. He was silent for a full minute. I hadn’t stopped my exploration, so I could feel him struggling to change gears. I admit it, I enjoyed it. I’m a vampire, not a saint, remember?

      “Aw hell, Hattie.” Fang sighed into my neck, pushing my fingers away as he rebuttoned his pants. “Let’s go.”

      

      
        The End
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        More Adventures with Silverthorne & Fang will continue in Forbidden Love Still Sucks.

        

        http://www.jenniferhilt.com
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            Chapter One

          

          Prisoner

        

      

    

    
      My name is Acula. I was born in Sparta, Greece, in the year 494 BCE. My father, Preturias, moved our family away from Sparta a few years later. We’d lived in a farming community since I could remember. Father was a Spartan warrior first, but he was also a bronze craftsman, specializing in swords. Today, we had traveled to sell his wares.

      “Remember what I told you before we left?” Father asked, stopping mid-stride before we entered the market. His broad shoulders were facing in profile to me, aimed toward the market, with only his head tilted in my direction. I could hear mobs of people talking and laughing near us.

      “To mind my eyes,” I replied.

      He turned his body towards me. “Filth, deception, and greed await the unwary beyond this wall. Remember who you are,” he said.

      “…Of course, Father,” I replied. Even though I was fourteen, practically a man grown, he was still so protective of me.

      He glanced towards the market, then back down at me. “Come.” He nodded his head toward the entrance, patting me on the shoulder. I had never ventured this far beyond our village. This would be the first time I had been around such diversity in the Greek culture.

      We climbed a set of stone steps, leveling out into a busy courtyard. Immediately, we were waved down. “Ahh, Preturias! I see you brought the boy today…showing him how to haggle?” a husky store clerk asked from his booth, grinning. We walked towards him. I noticed the sign above his stand. The Warrior’s Way, it read.

      The clerk leaned over the counter. “Hello, boy…well…just look at all that yellow hair,” he crowed, grinning. I had been told I had the look of my mother from the people in our village. I’d never met her, but I certainly didn’t look much like Father, other than my defined nose. It appeared as if it had been cut by a blade, boring some might say, with almost no curve to it.

      “There is no haggling; you know my prices, nothing’s changed,” Father replied, towering over the clerk in this armor. He was a sight to be seen, like Perseus in the flesh. He was the only Spartan warrior around these lands. He was a large, muscled man to begin with, and layering over the chiseled lines of his armor made him even more imposing.

      “Father, everyone is staring at us…or, you, rather…” I observed. Greeks were cutting their eyes at him, waiting until he had his back turned to stare.

      “Perhaps it is my handsome face that draws them.” Father smiled with his eyes, bouncing his brow. He poked my arm. His face was almost completely obscured by his Corinthian-styled helmet. He was handsome though, according to women I’d heard speak of him in our village since I was young. They would gossip about his chiseled facial features and striking grey colored eyes, some even called them silver. I often wondered if I would look like him when I was older.

      His helmet’s lines were aggressive, but beautifully crafted. His thick, dark, curly hair highlighted his silvery eyes, sprouting under the bottom of the helmet, giving him a wild, yet heroic appearance. I wondered why he wore his full armor today, but I dared not ask.

      “Take a look at some of the weapons the other craftsmen brought. You might see something you like. Maybe a trade is in order?” the clerk said, dipping his eyes.

      “I doubt that, but I’ll have a look anyway,” Father said. We posted up next to his booth as Father examined a few weapons while I took it all in.

      White stone bricks were inlaid in the ground beneath our feet, with an overgrowth of weeds covering most of them. Toppled arches, walls, and columns were scattered about, leaving its occupants to navigate around them without a second thought. Much of the wall around the perimeter was still standing, but a section about ten paces wide near the castle had been destroyed. I zoned off, imagining some horde of invaders long ago overtaking the people that lived here. Whatever had happened, it was long forgotten.

      I had asked Father for weeks to bring me here. I wanted to experience something different. My day-to-day life was my village, a small olive-farming community filled with the same faces and chores. I had imagined life beyond my village for years. I’d heard my Uncle Icar’s stories of foreign lands and battles. Father, on the other hand, never said much. I looked up to them both. They assured me life inside our quiet village was better, but I wanted to decide for myself.

      Today was my first glimpse into that life.

      Despite being reduced to rubble, the ruins served as a bustling market, host to a slew of shady dealers, buyers, sorcerers, and slaves. Everything from figs to fighter’s wear was for sale. I noticed an older man with two slaves following him, their heads slumped down in submission. The slave owner looked well fed, and his garments were pristine. However, his slaves appeared malnourished and filthy.

      I felt guilty glancing down at my own clean garments. I had washed my white Chiton thoroughly the day before to look my best. As I looked back at the slaves, I observed huge welts up and down their arms and legs. The man continued on, gallivanting his slaves around like status jewels.

      I had seen slaves once before when I was much younger, but only briefly. Now, much older, I could see it. I could smell it. I could sense the hopelessness on their faces, desperation, defeat. A man owning another man.

      Father saw me staring at them. “Calm yourself,” he told me, staring at my hands

      I looked down to see I was clenching my fists, but I slowly uncurled them.

      “Their ways…are not ours,” Father continued. He loved Sparta, but one aspect of the culture he despised was the owning of helots, or slaves. Father called slavery cruel and an embarrassment to Spartan culture. He, my grandfather, and my uncle were known to oppose slavery, but they were in the overwhelming minority. Politicians argued that helots were the core of the Spartan workforce, and removing them would cripple the economy. My family disagreed.

      “Here’s why we don’t trade…you see this, Acula?” Father said, nudging me, breaking my concentration. He handed me another blacksmith’s work, a spear.

      “Iron?” I asked, examining its edge. He had shown me other examples of this new method.

      “Yes. Many Greeks are turning to iron. Do you remember why?” he asked.

      “Iron is like the common man—easy to find, but doesn’t hold up in a fight,” I answered.

      “You’re paying attention. I’ve heard of iron craftsmen that do good work, but for now, bronze is the way,” he said softly, smiling as he looked me in the eye. Everything around me vanished in that moment. I tried not to let on how satisfying it was that I impressed him, but I couldn’t help it.

      “I’ve got many new buyers in town,” the clerk said, leaning in, glancing up at my father. I noticed his eyes had dark makeup around them, emphasizing his vibrant green eyes.

      “War is upon us, of course you have new buyers,” Father said.

      “They want bronze weapons, lots of them, just the way you make them,” the clerk said. Father slowly looked up at him and paused.

      “Hm.”

      “Maybe a partnership is in order?” the clerk asked.

      “These buyers…are they foreigners, perhaps?” Father asked, raising his eyebrows.

      “Seems after the battle of Thermopylae, everyone wants Spartan bronze,” he said.

      “I thought we lost at Thermopylae?” I asked aloud.

      “…We did,” Father replied. I noticed he was staring intensely at the clerk. Something was bothering him.

      “Indeed, we lost, but did you tell your son we were outnumbered twenty to one?” the clerked injected.

      “No…I didn’t.”

      The clerk went into a theatrical posture, looking up into the heavens as he began to paint the picture. “A small Spartan army led by the King Leonidas himself killed so many Persians they had to stop fighting so they could move all the Persian corpses. The Greeks had Persian bodies stacked three times the height of a man! This is why they want Greek swords and warriors, boy!” he said, widening his green eyes, raising his voice and waving his arms.

      “The phalanx is the key to Spartan defense, and that solidarity is not something the Persians can buy.”

      I marveled at Father for a moment before turning back to the merchant. “What happened to the Spartan king?” I asked.

      “Eventually, the Persians whittled down the Greek numbers with arrows and the king was killed. But when the Persians tried to take his body, the remaining Spartans defended it to the last man, using stones, bare hands, even their teeth to fight back against the Persians. Not a single Spartan surrendered. To the death!” the clerk concluded.

      “A beautiful death!” a passerby chanted, overhearing part of the story. Surely he wasn’t a Spartan. Father had told me some Greeks seemed to glamorize our culture.

      I looked up at Father, assessing his reaction. There wasn’t much to see, but I could gauge his emotions only by the small slits in his helmet for the eyes and mouth. He glanced away, nodding his head in agreement. “Many warriors died that day.”

      “So…you didn’t answer my question earlier,” Father said.

      “…what?” the clerk asked, waving to a passerby and smiling

      “Did you sell my weapons to the invaders?” Father asked slowly, raising his voice louder with each word.

      “…well, let’s see, maybe they asked about them, but I don’t recall—”

      “You maggot!”

      Father moved like a lightning bolt from Zeus’s arm as he reached over the counter and grabbed the large, flabby clerk by his throat. “You. You sold those Persians weapons that could kill Greeks? Your own countrymen?! There will be no partnership between you and I,” Father thundered.

      “I-I-I don’t know,” he struggled to answer, gasping for air. He glanced over at booth next to us, his eyes beseeching another clerk. “H-help!”

      “You don’t know? Liar! The Persian army sits at our doorstep even now, almost a million men waiting to ravage this country…and you’re helping them?! As if they need your assistance?” Father shouted. His voice echoed off the ruins.

      I felt my heart race. The busy market had suddenly silenced. Then a gust of wind howled through the ruins. I could smell spices from the various booths rustling around as the other clerks closed their storage bins.

      The southern clouds began to turn black as my father let go of the clerk. He coughed and massaged his neck, attempting to catch his breath. Then the clerk nodded behind us towards the storm. “What is it?” Father demanded as he turned around. His ire with the clerk seemed to evaporate, and I could see his mouth set into a grim line, flat across his face.

      Everyone’s attention diverted away from us; something was coming besides the storm. In the distance, I could see a group of twelve men. Foreigners. They wore bright-colored armor of purples, golds, and reds.

      Underneath their armor was a shiny fabric I had never seen. It looked very light, as it fluttered in the wind. They had dark features with thick beards and gold jewelry. I had never seen warriors wear exotic ornaments.

      “Persian soldiers?” I asked, looking up at Father. His eyes seemed to go into a vacant stare. I noticed his forearm flexed gripping his spear tightly. The portion of the spear he held for thrusting had been worn down over time, creating an indentation that seemed to sit comfortably under his palm.

      “Yes. Stay close,” Father said.

      Two of the Persians carried bows, while the others had swords or spears. They strolled casually towards us, picking up various trinkets as they walked, sometimes throwing them back down after a quick inspection. Spices spilled and pots broke, but the Greek vendors just scrambled back, not daring to protest.

      The man in the middle of the throng of newcomers rode a horse, a large, dark-colored steed. He trampled through the traders’ goods with no regard, stepping on crates of olives or knocking them aside as if they weren’t there. The Greeks stood in silence, allowing them to do as they pleased.

      “If only all of Greece were like Sparta,” Father commented.

      “But what could they do? Most of these people have no weapons.”

      “Wear war in their hearts and minds. I dressed in war, but understand that it was my heart first. These invaders haven’t left Greece for a reason, and today, you see why. These people have submitted. Even this castle, the crumbling ruins are from another invasion long ago, a symbol, a warning to these people they refused to heed.”

      “Preturias!” the Persian on the horse called out. I glared up at Father, confused. How did the Persian know his name? I didn’t like the way he pronounced my father’s name, either—not because he had an accent, but because it sounded lazy and disrespectful. Father looked back at the store clerk. The clerk shook his head, raising his eyebrows and throwing up his hands up.

      “No one else knows my name here—but you,” Father said, pointing at the clerk.

      “You’re the Spartan who makes the purest bronze, they say?!” the horse-mounted captain called out.

      “They?” Father asked. He regarded the clerk for a moment, deadly calm. The clerk put his hands up, shaking his head. Then, in the blink of an eye, Father stabbed the clerk through the neck with his spear.

      “Traitor!” Father shouted. Blood splattered all over my face, but I didn’t flinch. There was no time for me to react. I felt like I was watching the motion from outside my body. I felt my arms stiffen up as I gulped. I could feel my toes drawing up tightly, digging into my sandals.

      The clerk cringed in pain, gripping Father’s spear tightly, but then his eyes rolled back in his head. He spat out blood, attempting to breathe. Then, his arms dropped lifelessly. Several people gasped, but not me. I had been raised by a Spartan. Even though I had never seen a man killed, a part of me felt the action was natural, just. Still, it was different seeing it in person, the clerk’s life so quickly extinguished. My stomach leapt into my throat, and suddenly it was hard to swallow. A drop of the man’s blood started to trail down my cheek, sickly warm.

      “Rrrrr-rrr!” Father yanked the spear out of the clerk’s neck as his body crumpled behind the booth. I heard a few gurgling sounds, then nothing. Father looked down at me after killing the man. His look was not of concern, but of confidence and pride. He wanted me to see it. He wanted me to see what the consequence for treason looked like.

      I glanced back at the foreigners. The man on the horse raised his eyebrows, observing the action as if watching beetles wrestling in the dirt. I could feel the clerk’s blood touching my bare feet as it flowed under the booth and out into the street. Uncle Icar once told me that the warmth of his enemy’s blood felt like taking a dip in a hot spring, at once claustrophobic and relaxing. But to me, it just felt tacky, sticking to my skin as it spread.

      The Persians strolled up within earshot of us. The market was now divided; everyone had moved away from the middle, standing on both sides, watching in complete silence.

      “You’re a long way from home, Spartan,” the Persian captain said.

      “As are you,” Father replied. The Persian looked back to the east, pausing. It appeared he lost himself in thought for a moment.

      “Yes…But everywhere the king of kings Xerxes goes is his home, our home. Now, King Xerxes has heard your name. He knows of your skill as a bronze craftsman. He is prepared to give you land and a title in his empire if you agree to supply our captains and officers your weapons…” the captain said. His horse neighed and shifted in place, and the captain pulled tightly on its reins to draw it up short.

      “Your king is prepared to give me land that was my own to begin with?” Father asked.

      The captain paused, raising his eyebrows. “It was never yours; it is only for those who bow to King Xerxes…lay down your weapons and pay tribute to your king,” the captain said. Father glanced at the bystanders briefly, then he began nodding his head. He glanced down at me briefly, then out into the Greek countryside.

      “How about…you come and get my weapons!” Father shouted, echoing the words King Leonidas had told the Persian captain at Thermopylae only months ago. The crowd seemed to gasp in unison. Father’s words seemed to enrage the Persians. One of them pointed his sword at Father from a distance, yelling aggressively in their foreign tongue. Even though the Persians had won the battle, it had been an embarrassing display for their army. The Persians waited for the order, staring up at their captain.

      “Take him by force—kill the boy!” the captain ordered furiously.

      Dust and sparks flew from the ground as Father slammed his bronze shield into the stone brick, pointing his spear at them. He roared, creating a sound I had never heard from him. It sounded primal, like a lion defending his cub from a pack of jackals. I couldn’t see much from inside the protection of his shield. I looked over at his face; he was gritting his teeth, his canines overlapping his lip as he bit it. He glanced back and forth at them savagely.

      I knew Persians would die this day.

      “Father. Your short sword, please. Let me die a Spartan’s death,” I pleaded, beholding the sheathed Xiphos on his hip. He had trained me since the age of four in combat; now fourteen, I was more capable than most grown men. I was terrified, but I wanted Father to be impressed with my courage.

      He looked off into the distance for a moment and sighed, staring back at the Persians. He said nothing, and his eyes danced back and forth like a fire whipping around in a brisk wind. For a moment, I thought he considered allowing me to fight, but something stopped him.

      I could hear the Persians getting closer; it sounded like one of them was dragging a spear or sword across the brick. It grew louder. Then, I felt a great force pushing me back as I toppled over on my backside. Father had shoved me behind the booth of the merchant he’d killed.

      I landed in a tacky puddle of blood, the sudden fall creating a splash that covered me in it. I could feel it in my hair now, the warmth touching my scalp. I turned to my left as I lay down. I was parallel to the dead merchant, staring into his eyes. I froze for a moment. His eyes were open, but lifeless and cold. I felt my skin flush as blood pounded in my ears, each pulse in rhythm with the beating of my heart.

      I rose hurriedly, kneeling as I peeked over the booth counter. Father stood low in a balanced stance facing three Persians. One swordsman each on his left and right, with a spearman at his front. They looked at one another as if to signal a plan of attack.

      “Please! Just lay down your weapons, Spartan,” a middle-aged Greek woman called out.

      “Come on!” Father yelled, ignoring her. Instead, he banged his spear against his shield in defiance. The clanking echoed off the ruins and mountains in the distance. Then, rain began to fall suddenly and heavily as thunder rumbled.

      The swordsman to Father’s left dashed in with an overhead strike, but Father countered the blow with his shield high, parrying early in his attack. This exposed the Persian’s body. Father blocked, then stabbed him immediately after. Lightning flashed just when his spear jabbed inside him.

      I could hear bones scraping as the spear penetrated his ribcage. The man tried to scream, but nothing came out of his mouth but blood. Father bashed the man’s face with his shield, knocking his lifeless body to the ground. Blood coated his shield in a streak where the man’s now broken nose had impacted. Several Greeks turned away from the carnage; some hurried out of the market, while others covered their children’s eyes.

      Father left the spear inside the Persian, spinning his body towards the other swordsman to his right. He exploded into action and unsheathed his short sword in one motion—SHHIIIIIINK—cutting the swordsman’s left leg off at the knee. It was so fast that the Persian had no time to react. Blood spewed into the air, mixing with the rain as the man fell on his back. “Ahh-hhhhhh-hhhh!” he screamed in agony, attempting to cap off the blood flow with his hands. I had watched my father train in combat, but never with such speed. Something was elevating him far beyond anything I had witnessed. For such a large man, he moved like a blur; it was frightening, even for me.

      The spearman began to back away, looking at his captain. Rain funneled down my father’s helmet, streaming off the sharp edges on his bronze cheek guards. He casually pulled his spear out of the Persian lying down on the ground, then wiped the tip against the Persian’s handsomely colored garments to clean it of blood.

      The captain pointed at the spearman aggressively, signaling him towards Father. He stepped closer, raising his wooden shield, mustering up the courage. One of the archers fired an arrow, but Father raised his shield, knocking it aside. “Coward!” he called out as he walked towards them, pointing his spear at them.

      “One man against twelve and you still need arrows?!” an old Greek man said, yelling over the wind. Spartans—and many other Greeks, for that matter—were not fond of archers. We believed that true warriors fought up close and personal.

      Suddenly, I felt a blade to my neck. “Don’t move,” someone whispered. I glanced down, observing a quiver of arrows dangling. One of the archers had snuck around my flank.

      “Spartan!” the archer called out. Father turned and sighed loudly. Maybe he saw no other option; the Persians had made their demands known, and now that they had me an inch from death, he had two choices: fight and lose me for sure, or surrender and have a chance I might live. The prideful Spartan in me hoped this might serve as my honorable death. A small but insistent voice inside muttered in favor of my survival. How would Father choose?

      Slowly, he took off his helmet, then dropped his shield. I watched it fall as if it were descending through mud, much slower than usual. I looked down at the red griffin he had painted on it. The image of Greek power and unity stained from the blood of the fallen Persians.

      “Kill the boy?” the archer asked his captain.

      “Not if you want me to make weapons like I do,” Father said, kneeling down. “He’s my apprentice. It would take me months to train another in his craft,” Father said.

      I didn’t know that much about bronze crafting, but it was quick thinking. The captain squinted his eyes and paused for several moments. “Hm. What’s the boy’s relation to you? Your son? Nephew?” the captain asked, dismounting his horse.

      “Nothing. He was a slave boy I bought…look at his hair, it’s as yellow as the sun. My hair is black,” Father replied.

      “Maybe he has the look of his mother?” the captain asked. He walked over and examined my face, placing his two fingers under my chin as he lifted up my head. Then he glared back at Father. The ten or so Persians that remained surrounded us.

      “…Do what you like with him,” Father said, speaking of me, “but if he doesn’t work with me, it will set my efforts back eight months minimum while I train another.”

      “We have bronze craftsmen already; surely he’s no better than the grown men we already have? Not eight months’ difference? No man fights like you just did unless he has good reason. I’ll ask again, is the boy your relation, or not? You lie again…I’ll kill him. It’s nothing to me; I just lost two men because of you,” the captain said.

      Father slumped his head, briefly glancing at me, his expression darkening at the knife to my throat. His look was of fear, something I had never witnessed. The corner of his lip quivered briefly as he attempted to hide it.

      “Haha! See?” one of the Persians said, pointing his sword at Father. The rest of the Persians started laughing at him.

      “He’s my son!” Father shouted over them. The Persians began to snicker under their breath. I felt the blade dig deeper into my throat. Warm blood trickled down my neck.

      “Take the boy with us, for now,” the captain ordered.

      “What?” the archer asked, pulling the blade from my neck. “We lost two men because—”

      “No. I just wanted him to admit it. We’re not going to kill the boy; he’ll be worthless as a grieving father…we have to give him something to fight for, don’t we?” the captain asked, mussing my hair in an almost fatherly way. The gesture was rough, though, and it hurt as my head was jostled around.

      “I don’t…understand,” the archer mumbled.

      “Of course you don’t,” the captain replied. “Here’s something you’ll understand—take what we need from the market and kill everyone who remains,” the captain said, smiling.

      Those words were understood, and the Persians reacted quickly to them. People began screaming in terror. The archer made me watch as the other Greeks attempted to scramble away. Most of them were cut down from behind as they ran. Old women, children—it didn’t matter.

      I tried to look away, but the archer dug the blade into my neck. “This is our land now, boy,” he said, laughing. “You watch!”

      The market symbolized the Greek states’ unwillingness to work together. If we all united, we could have outnumbered and overpowered the Persians. Fractured as we were, though, the Persians slaughtered us like sheep cornered against a cliff. In our differences, we failed to unite against the tyrannical siege.
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      “Acula, wake up,” Father whispered, shaking me. I squeezed the sand beneath me, letting it run between my fingers. I opened my eyes, looking up at the tent canopy above me. It had been a year since we had been captured, and even now I couldn’t believe where I was. My entire life, I had wanted to experience life outside of our village, and now I couldn’t wait to return.

      I sat up, looking at my father. He had an intense look on his face as the muscles in his square jaw were flexed. His dark eyebrows knitted together as he held his finger over his mouth. “Shh, let’s go to work. Quick, before they wake and give us something else to do.”

      I stood up, looking around me at the guards and whores in the room beside us. Naked bodies and wine jars were scattered about. “Don’t look, Acula,” Father warned, but my nostrils were already saturated by the smell of sex, wine, and death. I respected his intentions, but it was too late to preserve my innocence. It was as if he refused to believe I saw the slaughter of all those innocent Greeks back at the market that day. I had also witnessed countless sex acts without his knowledge, usually after Father drifted off to sleep. Maybe it was more comforting for Father to think of me the way I was before.

      “Yes, Father.” But I looked anyway. Some of these foreign beauties were ethereal and impressive to behold. At fifteen, it was a curious time. There was no sense of imagination about a woman’s body here; it was on full display.

      “I said, don’t look,” Father snapped around at me.

      “I didn’t— “

      WHAMP!

      Father smacked me across the face. I froze. My blond hair shifted to the other side of my head from the impact. A fat, drunk slaver woke up from the loud effect, staring at Father for a moment. “He-heeheee.” He grinned, reaching for a bottle of wine before slumping back over unconscious. I wanted to laugh, but my face was still hurting.

      “One day you’ll find a woman…and you can look at her any time you want,” Father said, stopping in his tracks, glaring up into the morning sky through a hole in the tent. I had never once seen him look at another woman. My mother had died shortly after childbirth with me. Father never talked about it. His eyes jumped back and forth, and then he turned away. “Come on.”

      We continued, stepping over a few sleeping slaves as we made our way to the casting pit. Father had a coal fire going. It was time to cast swords.

      Another drunken Persian guard on duty was sleeping right next to the fire. “And they wonder why they need so many soldiers to fight a battle,” Father joked. I smiled as Father pinched a metal flask with his iron clamps. The metal container was about twice the size of a man’s clinched fist and full of a mixture of liquid tin and copper. He moved it into the fire. I could hear it sizzling as some of it spilled over.

      “You still don’t think we could escape?” I asked.

      “No. I don’t. As lax as it appears inside some of these tents, the perimeter is swarming with alert guards. Even if we supplied every slave with weapons, they’d cut us down on horseback or with arrows,” he replied.

      “So…we wait?”

      “The allied Greek forces will make their move. Be patient, even their squabbling, the Greeks will come together. There is too much wealth in this country to allow others to take it.” he said. He moved around some of the charcoals to increase the heat. I began to zone out looking into the fire as sparks flew up. I had something on my mind.

      “Father?”

      “Yes.”

      “The clerk you killed…back at the market that day when we were captured…” I said.

      Father nodded his head slowly as if he knew the question was coming. “What of him?” he asked.

      “You killed him for selling our weapons to the Persians,” I said. He looked down at the fire, moving the bronze to just the right spot. I had helped him cast bronze hundreds of times in the past year, but today I would ask him the question.

      “Go on,” he said.

      “Well…now we’re making weapons for the Persians. Hundreds of them.” I looked away. Father stayed silent, continuing his work until the coals were hot enough. He looked around the room, and I could sense he was in deep thought. I dared not press him before he was ready to answer. Father had taught me to mind my words before speaking, and I knew he was now doing the same.

      To the left of the coal pit was a mold made of clay, a long, cylindrical object about three feet long that we poured the hot liquid blend into. The clay inside the cylinder had been formed in the shape of a sword. As the liquid cooled, it meshed with the clay, solidifying the sword’s shape.

      We stared into the fire without a word until it was time. Then Father used his iron clamps to pull the hot flask out.

      “A beautiful thing, how the right blend of copper and tin makes bronze,” he said, walking over to the clay mold. “Here, hold.” He chiseled the top off of the flask while I held the clamps. He tapped at it about four times, clank, clank, clank…clank…cheeeeeeshh…

      The guard beneath us turned over on his side, wrapping a thick cloth around his head. He mumbled a few words in his sleep. My eyes met Father’s as I assessed his reaction.

      “Hey—pay attention, don’t worry about him…pour,” he said as a few drops spilled onto the ground. I remembered Uncle Icar describing a volcano eruption he’d seen in a faraway land. I tilted the clamps, and the molten alloy reminded me of the lava my uncle described. The bronze seeped into the clay mold. “There…good,” he said.

      “I did it.”

      “Look at you. Barely any spilled that time,” he said, grinning and nodding his head in approval. He stuck his bottom lip out a little bit. “Not bad at all.”

      He then seemed to ready to answer my question.

      “Ahem…Yes, Acula, we are making weapons for the Persians,” Father said as the blade began to cool. I glared up at him, holding the clamps until the last drop emptied.

      Father leaned in close, pointing at the blade and lowering his voice. “The difference is, none of these are as strong as Spartan bronze. It looks and feels like it—I’ve created alloy that feels sturdy, has enough flex—but once it clashes against true Greek bronze…it will break,” he whispered, raising one eyebrow.

      “I didn’t notice the difference,” I examined.

      “Nor have they. The first fifty swords we made were strong—the Persians tested those—but since then, I’ve been diluting the composition slowly. Thousands of swords that are worse than what they had to begin with. If they trained more often, we might have problems, but as you can see, they have other things on their minds,” he said, smiling, glancing over at the drunken guard. He then plunged the hot clay mold into a vat of water. Steam viscerally exhaled, creating a popping sound.

      “Here, hold it,” he said as I took the clamps. We let it cool for several minutes before pulling it out of the water.

      “You see, it takes a keen eye to detect these…flaws,” he said, pulling the sword from the vat. He then laid down the sword, lightly chiseling away the clay mold, exposing the finished product.

      “Looks good?” he asked.

      “To me it does,” I replied.

      “To most it does. That’s the thing, in order to build true strength, it’s a process, a precise blend. It takes dedication, stress, extreme heat, then cooling to strengthen a blade that holds up under tension…a man is much the same way.”

      “A man?”

      “Yes. As you know, bronze is the standard of strength for Spartans. A very small mixture of tin with mostly copper creates the most resilient bronze blade,” Father said, picking up a sword, closely examining its edge. He then sat down on a tree stump and sighed. “Some swords even have the appearance of true bronze, but once tested, they break, as does the weak man.”

      “Like the clerk at the market,” I replied. Father glared up at me, nodding his head in agreement.

      “He was seduced by greed at the expense of his fellow Greeks. He sold my weapons to the enemy. He broke. His composition was corrupted—too much tin in his bronze, perhaps?” Father asked. The thought his blood splattering on my face forced its way into my mind. I thought of his vacant stare, the empty eyes I had seen when I had fallen beside his corpse.

      “Perhaps,” I zoned off. I wondered if I’d ever forget the feeling of his blood on my scalp, or the gurgling sounds he had made just before his life slipped away. Now, the imagery of his death was forged with his decision, his corruption.

      “I reacted in haste killing the merchant. I wanted you to see the punishment for treason, but I also feared he might escape with the Persians approaching.”

      “Father, but he deserved punishment. It is law.”

      “Of course, but it is not my place to play executioner. He should have stood trial and punished by his peers. Not me. At the age of thirty-eight, I am molding myself for the better. My life after the wars, my life by the fire has taught me much, but I still stumble. It’s been a long, difficult cast. But like the sword, we all start with a mold; you had one, as did I. It’s given to us at birth. You see the lines in this mold?” he asked, running his fingers down the clay mold of a sword.

      “Yes.” I replied.

      “They’re never exactly the same, are they?” He asked.

      “No, not really,” I replied.

      “Neither are men; all men are different. But this matters not,” he said.

      “As life goes on, we put things inside us…Love, happiness…pain…”

      Father paused.

      “Deception.” He stared at me as he said this, and his eyes made me feel uncomfortable.

      “Addiction,” Father glanced at the drunken soldier laying on the ground.

      “Grief.” He looked beneath him, his long, dark hair forming a veil in front of his eyes. He began slowly twisting the sword in the sand.

      “Anger,” he said. I could hear his calloused hand tightening around the handle of the sword.

      “It’s how man interrupts these things into his core that shapes him, not the mold you were given at birth. If you allow weakness to corrupt your composition or if you deny accountability…you become fragile… breakable,” Father explained. I paused, pondering his words for a few moments.

      “Do you understand?” he asked.

      “Yes I do, Father. But…I, well, what if a man allows his composition to be corrupted. What then?” I asked.

      “Well, now…this is the most important part. The fire here beneath us here, this builds the sword, but it is different from the fire that builds the man,” Father said.

      “A man’s fire?” I asked.

      “The fire inside us can reshape.” He leaned forward and tapped my chest where my heart was. “That’s your fire. It’s what shapes you, it’s what you’re made of. The will to change, to recognize your faults.”

      “But…you can melt down a sword and make it stronger,” I posed.

      “Yes, but then you have a completely new sword. You erase the scars, the wear and tear of that sword, and start over. That’s what makes a man unique; he can remember his past, his mistakes, see his scars. These are the things that give a man perspective, then strength and resilience, but you must recognize corruption inside you,” he explained. “Your fire has to burn hot enough, but it can melt corruption. This is what makes a man more powerful than any sword.”

      “I understand,” I said, nodding my head.

      Father picked up the freshly made sword with his thick mitten glove, leaning it against a nearby tree stump. He walked over and grabbed one of the first swords we’d made for the Persians, hidden beneath the sand. This was a true bronze sword.

      He smashed the new sword against it, breaking in half.

      “Now, what will you be made of?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          The Awakening

        

      

    

    
      “Wake up, everyone, wake up!” a Persian guard yelled.

      It must have been two or three hours from dawn. Father jumped up to his feet, while I was a bit slower to roll to my knees and then stand.

      “I need every Greek to come with me. Now!” the guard ordered. Several other guards poured into the room, lifting people off the ground. “Let’s go!”

      “What happened?” Father asked one of the Persian slaves.

      “The Greek navy defeated the Persian fleet at Salamis, they say, a huge win for your people,” the small Persian man said. “Unfortunately, this isn’t good for you.”

      “By the gods. We’ve won! Poseidon be praised!” Father said, cheering on the naval victory. Suddenly, a guard clubbed my father over the head as several others joined in, beating him. During the melee, Father looked over at me and shook his head. But before I could react, I was shoved to the ground and shackled.

      With the help of his men, Xerxes’ guard captain Arshad—a cruel and terrible man I’d grown to know only too well over the past year—herded all the Greek slaves into an isolated room, about twenty of us huddled together. Most of us were nude or wearing rags. I knew death awaited us. The guards chained us to the floor, but then they left.

      Arshad poked his head back inside the tent, smiling. I had never liked him; he always smelled like perfume and wine, and he wore gold jewelry across his face and dark makeup around his eyes. He always seemed to derive such pleasure from our torment.

      “Strength, my son. Strength,” Father said, but then he slumped over slowly from exhaustion. We were about eight paces away from one another. I could see bruises already starting to form from where he had been beaten.

      A young Spartan slave named Runin peered over at me in his shackles. “I wouldn’t be worried if that was my father.”

      “Why not? We’re all chained to the floor,” I said. Runin was the only other Spartan slave in the camp, so he knew of my father from the old wars.

      “Your father was asked to fight at the battle of Thermopylae, they say. I’m sure he told you.”

      “…no,” I replied.

      “King Leonidas himself called for your father to fight. But perhaps word arrived late,” Runin suggested. I looked at the ground, away from Runin.

      “I didn’t know…” I said.

      “Quite the honor. Out of only three hundred Spartans, the king called for your father.”

      “Silence!” Arshad yelled from across the room. I thought about how Father never talked about the battle. No doubt he wanted to die a Spartan’s death. I wondered why he hadn’t fought that day. He was no coward, so there had to be another reason. I wondered if I’d live to have the chance to understand his decision.

      As we waited, I conjured up an apparition in my mind. I thought of the red griffin on my father’s shield swooping down with its claws, tearing into Arshad, ripping his body in half as we cheered. The thought was comforting as I attempted to lie to myself.

      I wanted to cry, but instead I became angry. I wanted to be back home, running through the wheat fields at my leisure. I wanted to listen to my Aunt Zella’s songs while she picked olives, or train with my father and neighbors in Spartan combat.

      I missed seasonal feasts with my Uncle Icar. He would bring back droves of yellowfin fish with dried figs, raisins, and pomegranates, along with gossip from our former homeland.

      All that was over.

      After some time with us standing idle, a strange man entered into the room, accompanied by Arshad. The newcomer was very tall, gaunt, and had a bald head. A long purple robe covered much of his body. Xerxes was known to keep odd company, but this man was unlike anything I’d ever seen. I noticed his fingernails were yellowed, very long, and thick. His skin was pale to the extreme, his lips were blood red, and his deep set eyes were a cold light blue. He had a frightening smile that stretched the length of his face as he entered the room with Arshad in tow, like a shark chasing a blood trail. He smelled musty, even rancid, contrasting with his wealthy, expensive-looking cloak.

      “Fresh stock,” Arshad said, gesturing his hand across the room at us.

      They inspected us for several minutes. The exotic buyer looked at our skin, under our feet—he even made us squeeze our fists as he observed the blood vessels in our forearms. His eyes lit up with excitement when he saw me, and I could see the red veins pulse in them, those cold blue irises seeming to peer right through me. I wasn’t sure why I was appealing to him over the others. He kept glancing back at Father, then me.

      Even as he examined the other slaves, he would glance back at me with a determined, almost longing look. Father watched him like a hawk; I could see his shackles under tension as he pulled at them. His eyes were vacant, just like on the day he’d killed the merchant.

      “See anything you like?” Arshad asked.

      “Oh, I do, as a matter of fact,” he said. I knew he was talking about me. His accent was very thick, and it was unlike anything I’d ever heard. Then, shouting could be heard outside the tent. The strange man and the guard stopped, looking at each other in confusion. Then they ran to the exit to have a look.

      “What it is?” the strange man asked.

      “Greeks! The Greeks are attacking!” Arshad yelled with wide eyes, exiting the tent.

      Father smiled at me. “By the gods, our countrymen have come for us!” I could hear excitement in his voice like never before. After more than a year in slavery, we might have the chance to escape!

      The strange man walked out slowly but then darted back inside. He moved like a blur, stopping right on top me, hanging above like a bending tree. “I was going to buy you, but there’s no time for that now.”

      “No! Noooo! Away from him!” Father demanded.

      The man’s eyes turned red. He began to salivate. He leaned in, and all I remember was a loud snarl, then a visceral rush of power and speed. I tried to pull away, but I couldn’t move. I felt a warm sensation on my neck as I heard liquid siphoning. I heard Father yelling at him as the other slaves wept.

      “Get off of him!!!” Father yelled.

      Even though he was shouting at the top of his lungs, Father’s voice sounded muffled, so far away. My vision gradually blurred. Then I began to feel cold, but no pain. I could hear Father screaming in terror as the man moaned in pleasure. He drained the blood from my neck as his dark cloak eclipsed my lanky frame beneath him.

      Suddenly, a group of Spartans barreled in the room, sword and spear at the ready. I fell to the ground on my side as the strange man dropped me. Blood dripped from his face on my chest as he licked his fingers.

      “Soldier, unchain me, I’m a Spartan!” I heard my father’s voice call out. My vision returned briefly, enough that I could see his eyes begin to boil; he appeared more wicked than the monster above me.

      CLANK!

      One of the Greeks began cutting slaves loose. My father was first.

      “Sword! Give me a sword!” Father demanded.

      I was losing consciousness.

      I went into a trance. Father reminded me of a Greek hero from the mountains of Olympus, standing there facing the monster. Light from the heavens shined down on him as he confronted Hades’ hell spawn. They were gigantic titans above me, good versus evil.

      I wanted to cry, not from the pain, but because I wanted to embrace my father one last time before I died. I could feel life slipping away from me as I struggled to stay awake.

      Everything sounded distorted as the man lunged at the other Spartans. He bit under the helmet of one of them, tearing out his throat and slashing the other several times, digging into his eyes, blinding him. It was all so fast. Father picked up his shield and spear.

      The Greek slaves around me could feel it in the air; they began to cheer for my father. They knew him. Even if the monster had killed 100 Greeks, he was still in for a fight.

      My father stood in front of the monster, blocking the exit. His stance was true, shield out in front, spear forward. The monster snarled at him, showing a large set of fangs. They circled one another. Father lunged towards him, running down the man aggressively, thrusting at him with his spear.

      

      The man hissed, dodging Father’s strikes, lashing out with his claws. His movements were inhuman; he somehow darted around the flank of my father’s shield, cutting his face. They circled again, stepping over slaves and the Greek soldiers. Father glanced down at me at one point. I watched him bite his lip in anger, then furrow his eyebrows forward at the monster.

      I heard my father breathing heavily. Then suddenly he lunged forward, thumping the monster with his shield. The impact got under his body, knocking him into the air.

      He landed hard, tumbling end over end. His cloak flipped over on his face as my father thrusted his spear into his gut several times. “Arrrrrrghhh!” Father yelled. Black blood poured out of the monster as he lay motionless.

      Father was a Spartan if I’d ever seen one. Descended from Hercules himself!

      “Preturias! Preturias! Preturias!” The Greek slaves in the room cheered my father’s name. One of them called out to him, “The monster slayer!”

      “Look!” a slave called out, pointing at the monster. To my disbelief, he rose from the dead. Then he darted out of the tent like the wind, blowing Father’s hair back. Blood from his stomach flung across the room from the explosive moment. Several more armored Spartans entered the room. “What happened?” they asked as the gust blew by them.

      Father had a look of disbelief on his face. “That’s not possible!” he said.

      He glanced at the exit, then back to where the body had been. He did this several times, and then he snapped around, looking me over.

      “Acula,” Father whispered. I remember him scooping me in his arms, embracing me. I tried to sit up, but I was too weak. Tears rolled down his face as he tried to speak. I just smiled at him. I went unconscious, but the last words I heard I understood, and they made my heart soar.

      “We’re free, my son. We are free.”
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      I woke up in a sweat from a nightmare. I felt like I was on fire, burning and screaming. I looked around, feeling in the darkness. Wood pressed against my fingertips. I was inside a box of some sort. I could hear a mule or horse trotting. The smell of fish was in the air. “Hey!” I yelled.

      I couldn’t hear any Persian voices, so that was a good start. I came to the realization that what had happened with the monster was real.

      “Father? Father?!”

      “Yes, Acula, I’m here,” he said in a low, comforting tone.

      Eventually, the wagon stopped. I could hear Father and another man talking. “You have the blanket?” Father asked.

      “Yes, of course,” responded the other man.

      “Acula? Can you hear?” he asked.

      “Yes—why must I be inside this box? I want out!” It was the middle of summer. The heat and smell were unbearable. I imagined some fisherman had dumped his spoils into the crate.

      “Acula, you need to do as I say, okay?”

      “Please. Just help me out of this, Father.”

      Father opened the box, but he threw a blanket over me immediately. They pulled me out of the box and carried me for a few minutes. “What?! Please, Father, what is the meaning of this?” I asked. I didn’t mean to sound outraged; I was genuinely baffled by their behavior.

      He didn’t respond.

      They carried me about twenty paces, and then I heard a door open. Father was speaking to an old woman in a tongue I had never heard. I couldn’t understand much of it. It sounded Greek, but the accent was far different. Father sat me down, removing the blanket from my body.

      I looked up and saw four sets of alert eyes staring at me. The old woman and Father continued speaking in the old tongue while two other young girls watched on. The girls were hiding behind the old woman, peering around her at me.

      “Please tell me what this is. What is going on?” I asked. “Why must I be treated like a leper?” I was being kept from sight, and I noticed that everyone had been careful not to actually touch me. The blanket had been their protection.

      “Let me sort this out. Be patient, Acula,” Father said, sternly gesturing with his index finger. I immediately shut my mouth. Father was not one to play games after a warning. I noticed Father had recovered his shield from the camps.

      He continued speaking to the old woman. I noticed her stone home was littered with spices, herbs, ancient talismans, and bones from various creatures, some of which I didn’t recognize. One of them looked like a giant lizard with claws; it must have been the length of a man.

      This woman must have been a witch, judging by her house. Her hair was long and grey. She had big, dark eyes and was missing most of her front teeth. Her movements were almost bird-like; her eyes snapped around intensely, and then her head followed, soaring from one thought to another.

      “Acula, this woman is here to help you, please just let her take a look.”

      “Help me what? I feel fine, Father.”

      “That’s the problem. You shouldn’t be,” he said.

      The old woman stepped closer, peeling my left eyelid open. She tilted my head back, forcing her fingers into my mouth.

      “Ahhhh-hhh!” Her fingers tasted horrible, like she had been carving a sickly goat or sheep. She pulled at my front teeth, then spun around, speaking aggressively to Father while pointing at him.

      “What is she saying?” I asked. He turned away from her, staring at me. His eyes danced around the room before speaking. “Do you…do you remember the man that bit your neck?” he asked cautiously. I touched the spot on my neck, but it felt as smooth as baby’s skin.

      “Yes. Why…why did he do that?” I asked.

      “The one who bit you…The same you and he now,” the woman said with a thick accent, intensely pointing after each word she spoke with her wide eyes.

      “No. That was a monster,” Father corrected. He stared at me for a moment, then he bit his bottom lip. “When the Greek soldiers freed us, they let us have a wagon. We loaded you up, but then the sun came up…Acula…this will sound foolish, but…” He stopped and shook his head.

      “Father, tell me,” I said. His eyes began to glaze over, but then he gritted his teeth.

      “Your skin, it began to smoke as the sunlight touched it. Then, it caught fire,” he replied.

      I slumped my head in disbelief. “How?” I remembered having a dream I was on fire, but maybe it had been real. I began to panic, and I jumped up to my feet.

      “What are you doing?” Father asked, moving towards me.

      “Get away!” I said, running towards the door.

      “Stop!” one of the girls yelled.

      “Acula, no!” Father and the others chased me, but no sooner had I stepped foot outside than my entire body was engulfed in flames.

      “Nooooooo!” I yelled as Father tackled me in the blanket. I began to fight him as he covered me.

      “Stop! Acula! No, stop moving!”

      “Ahhh-hhhhhhh! Help me! Father, please! What is this?!”

      The pain was unimaginable. I had experienced burning once before during a family feast while playing too close to the fire, but never anything like this. This was penetrating heat like nothing else. I felt it in my bones, my eyes, all the way into my soul.

      “The spawn of Hades himself!” the witch yelled.

      “Careful, old woman,” Father warned.

      I felt betrayed by the gods. Why had they forsaken me? Of all the Greek slaves in that room, why had the monster chosen me?

      Father and the girls brought me back inside. The witch began to yell at him, but he ignored her, looking me over. The pain, while unbelievably powerful, went away almost as quickly as it had ignited. I pulled the blanket off of me and slowly stood up. I could smell my own flesh in air. It smelled like meat from the fire.

      I looked down at my burns, dark red stripes all up and down my arms. Then, before our very eyes, the wounds began to fade away. I blinked several times. “This…this cannot be!”

      “Dark magic!” one of the young girls said.

      I imagined a dark spirit waving its staff over me, healing me so that I could do its bidding. I felt like a slave again, a slave chained by some dark force. I fell to my knees.

      “Whyyy?!” I yelled out, falling face down. Father dropped down, holding me tightly in his arms. The old woman stopped swearing and simply stared at me.

      She kneeled down and placed her hand on my head, then began humming a song at low volume. It was a comforting Greek hymn my aunt used to sing when I was very young. It was about a mother and her first child. The two young girls joined in, creating a symphony of serenity. Their voices were pleasant and soothing. Despite the horror, I began to feel calm and at peace, drifting into a deep sleep.
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      I was woken in the middle of the night by someone at the door. I looked out the window and saw the moon at half face. “Just a moment!” I said. Then, I noticed the wilderness outside; even though it was night, I could see everything clear as day. My heart began to race. I wanted it to be a lie. I looked down, imagining the burns from earlier.

      What, by the gods, is happening to me?

      They had brought me to a modest, but comfortable-looking room. They had lain me on my bed, made of wood and dressed with wool and hay. Father was sleeping across the room with his back turned away from me.

      I thought about how pleasant it was to sleep on a Greek bed again. I noticed the way Father was sleeping. His breathing sounded so peaceful now. I remembered when he used to have nightmares, waking myself and the other slaves up. I knew he had constantly been in fear that something might happen to me.

      Someone was knocking at the door.

      “Come in.” I stood up to open it, but my hands were shackled to the bed.

      “Ahhh-hhh!” This infuriated me, but then the door opened. It was one of the young girls from earlier. “Oh, hello.” She carried an oil lamp and was dressed in a thin gown.

      She looked different to me now; before, I hadn’t really noticed her. She must have been about seventeen, a couple years older than myself. She had long, curly brown hair and had pleasant, warm features. Her body was curvy from the little I could tell.

      “My mother, she’s the one that chained you. After your father fell asleep,” she whispered, placing the lamp on a small table.

      “Why?” I asked. The girl came over and sat at the foot of the bed, looking into my eyes. She appeared concerned, yet intrigued. Her eyes were like her mother’s, big and brown. Instead of burnt coals, this girl’s eyes were still warm and inviting. The light from the lamp reflected in her pupils as she looked at me.

      “Mother speaks of something I do not understand.”

      “Try to explain it.” I suggested.

      “My understanding of the old tongue is not as good—”

      “Please, just try.”

      “Uhh, she says you need blood to live and that no one is safe. She says when you feed, your desire to feed again will become irresistible.” She shook her head unsurely.

      “What if I don’t?”

      “…you will die, according to her.”

      “I don’t want to believe any of this…” I said. This had to be a trick. Why would I need blood to survive?

      “You don’t feel overwhelmed for blood now, do you?” she asked.

      “No.”

      “Good. Maybe it’s all nonsense. My mother is known to be a bit off sometimes with her prognosis. She once told a man he was a tree that had awoken after a hundred-year slumber—a dryad turned man. Turns out he had a short case of amnesia. He was fine after a few weeks.” She smiled.

      “What do you believe I am?”

      “Definitely not a tree.” She smirked. “I think you know dark magic, and the gods have punished you for it. That’s what me and my sister believe. We’ve always wanted to know dark magic.”

      “Now you’re beginning to sound your mother; that’s about as close as the tree prognosis. I don’t even know what black magic is,” I said.

      I saw the beginnings of a smile from her. I found it strange she was so trusting; she didn’t know me, and she had watched me burst into flames only hours earlier. I didn’t know of any dark arts, either. The witch was onto something.

      “Does your mother know the man who did this to me?” I asked.

      “I don’t think so,” she replied.

      The girl looked away and stood up, turning her back to me for a moment. Then she turned back around. She eased closer to me, sitting very close to my chest on the bed. She reached down and unlocked the shackles on my wrists.

      “Let’s not bother with that now. You need to relax. I can’t imagine your time in the slave camps…so much work,” she whispered softly, and her hands traced over my arms. While not bulky, the muscles were solid and defined. Then she looked into my eyes and must have seen my reaction to her mentioning the slave camps. “So much pain.”

      I wanted to touch her. I wanted to hold her. In the camps, I’d felt no affection for anyone, for anything. I raised up and put my arms around her, feeling her warmth. She put her arms around me as well. I embraced her for several minutes without a word. It was as if she knew I needed her healing touch as she slowly massaged my back and arms.

      As she did, I noticed I had gained weight in the past day; my shoulders, chest, and arms had filled out to the point that I looked like a full-grown man. It frightened me, but she seemed to enjoy it. I began touching her as well. I started with her legs, running my hand up her gown, feeling her soft skin of her thighs. My fingertips ran along the inside of one leg, tracing the strengthening pulse I felt down there. I didn’t know what I was doing, but it seemed to please her. I did what came naturally, tenderly caressing her, reading her face to make sure she approved.

      I kissed her on the cheek. I had never kissed a girl. She stopped touching me for a moment and just looked into my eyes. I felt a power over her I had never felt in my life. She wanted me. “Your eyes…” she whispered.

      “What of them?” I asked.

      “They…they’re red,” she said, raising her eyebrows. “I’ve never seen that before.” But rather than being scared, she smiled.

      “Red?!”

      I thought about the man before he’d bitten me; his eyes had done the same. I stopped her. “No.” I stood up, walking to the other side of the room. I stood in front of an old, polished bronze mirror, looking at myself. I could tell the bronze mirror was poorly made. Apparently, the craftsman who had created it had used far too much tin, but it served its purpose. I could clearly see myself.

      I was shocked at what I saw. I rubbed my eyes. “What?!” I was unrecognizable from the day before. Not only was I heavier and more solidly built, but my face was more refined, hard and angular. Then my long yellow hair…It had turned solid white! My skin was pale, too, as if I hadn’t been touched by the sun in years. But somehow it appeared even more youthful and vibrant.

      “Was I…like this yesterday?” I asked.

      “What?”

      “Did I look this way yesterday when you saw me?”

      “Yes, of course, I’m not understanding—”

      “I’m fifteen years old!” I said, confused. But even though I was unnerved, part of me was absorbed by it. I wasn’t a scrawny young boy anymore. No wonder she came to see me, I thought. She’d probably never seen anyone that looked like me in her life.

      “Are you sure? Maybe more time passed in the camps than you imagined. Perhaps all that work has turned you into a man?” she asked.

      “No, that’s…you don’t understand…”

      “Well?” she asked.

      “The monster…he…somehow he made me look like this,” I said, pulling back my hair.

      She stood up, putting her arms around me. “Lie back down,” she said, smiling. She dropped her gown. I looked down at her garment on the wood floor pooled around her ankles. I gulped. I understood that what she wanted wasn’t really me, it was what had happened to me. Some dark force was molding me.

      I began to feel powerless against her, but instead of the dark power that constructed her desire, I craved her warmth. I forcefully pulled her towards me, thrusting her against me like hot coals slamming against a slab of frozen tundra. The mesh of hot and cold generated steam between us, a passion I had never felt in my short life. I wanted the anxiety and fear to go away. I needed her to ease my mind.

      “But, my father,” I whispered, looking over at him.

      “We can be quiet,” she murmured. “He’s resting peacefully.”

      “As was I before you came up here.”

      “Oh…you would have me leave?” she asked.

      “I didn’t say that.”

      I could feel my heart racing as I kissed her mouth. I’d seen others do it in the camps, but experiencing it felt enchanting, almost magical. The warm breath from her nose hitting my face, the little hums of pleasure she made seemed to goad me on.

      I drove my tongue deep into her mouth as she gasped for air. I groped her passionately, picking her up with ease. I carried her over to the bed, draping myself over top of her, kissing her and touching her breasts. I ran my hands up and down her thighs as she squealed in anticipation, and I held my mouth over hers to dampen the noise until she quieted. Again, I felt her pulse quickening beneath my touch.

      I began to kiss her neck, and when I did, I felt a power over me even stronger than my lust. I could sense the flow of blood channeling through her; the sound of it rushing through her body was like standing at the sea’s edge, each beat of her heart a wave crashing against the rocks. It seemed to overwhelm all my other senses.

      I felt my upper lip snarl up, and pain stabbed the inside my mouth as my teeth began to hurt. I could feel my gums shifting, and then I heard haunting cries inside my head as if a demon was chanting for my initiation.

      The fight was on. I pulled back from her, but it felt like I was being ushered forward by a dark force. I was winning the battle, slowly pulling my mouth away from her neck. Then she opened her eyes and screamed at the top of her lungs! I jumped back, but when I did, I leaped back so far I hit my head on the ceiling, crashing back into the floor.

      “Your teeth! You are the spawn of Hades!!!” she cried out. As I stood up, I could hear sets of footsteps approaching us. I looked back into the mirror, and it was true. My eyes were red like fire, and my teeth…I had fangs like a lion.

      I looked back at her, easing towards her, attempting to calm her. “I’m sorry I—”

      “Get away!”

      Suddenly the door exploded open; it was the witch carrying a torch. She stepped in front of her daughter, putting the fire close to my face.

      “Ahh. Whoa…what is going—?”

      “—he tried to kill me!” the daughter yelled. Father stood up, placing himself between me and the witch with his hands raised. “Stop. He’s no threat to anyone.” He glanced back at me.

      “By the gods!” he said, startled at the sight. “Son? Your teeth…”

      “You see!” the witch yelled.

      “Father…I-I-I don’t know what is happening to me…” I slid down the wall, leaning against it.

      “—how did he get out of the shackles?” the witch asked.

      “She did! She did it!” I pleaded.

      “Shackles?” Father demanded. He walked over to the witch. “You did this?”

      “Look at him! You see? He is the spawn of Hades, what do you expect?” the witch replied.

      “He’s my son!” Father roared. I could see the fear in her eyes. Even with a monster in the room, she was more afraid of Father. He grabbed the witch by the throat with both hands, choking her and slamming her against the wall.

      “Mother!” the young girl pleaded.

      “You bitch! You shackled a freed slave? Huh?!” Father said. “You waited until I fell asleep because you knew I wouldn’t approve!”

      The girl stood up, pulling at Father’s arms. Father released the witch then and slapped the girl across the face, knocking her down.

      “Get out! Just leave with your demon!” the daughter pleaded. Father looked down at them, then at his hands. His eyes were wide. He was panting. I could sense the fever pitch inside him, his blood pumping so furiously, having risen to a peak in nearly an instant. It was the warrior’s way. After tonight, I truly understood what that surge of bloodlust felt like.

      He paused for a moment, glancing back at me. He shook his head in agreement.

      “We must leave,” he said.

      “Pleee-aaase,” the daughter said, drawing out the word in her broken sobs. “Just, just go…”

      Father and I left, pausing only a moment to grab Father’s pack and whatever I could carry in my arms. The witch’s house faded in the distance as we walked further into the nearby forest. Even though it was night, and few travelers were likely to be out, Father clearly wanted to stay off the main roads.

      We walked for several minutes without a word until we reached a clearing in the forest maybe twenty feet across. I stopped halfway across and looked up at the moon.

      “Father.”

      “What?”

      “Please stop.”

      “What is it?”

      “Where are we going? What are we doing?” I asked. He turned around and walked right up to me, pushing my hair out of my face.

      “Right after you went to sleep, the witch told me of a man, an old mystic, that would know more about your…condition. His name is Larus. He lives north from us, about two days’ travel,” he said.

      “What did the witch tell you about me?” I asked.

      “…she didn’t know much, but apparently you’re difficult to kill, other than with a stab to the heart,” Father said. I thought of the monster back at the slave camp. Father must have stabbed him six times, yet he lived. He must have missed his heart.

      “And sunlight,” I added, rubbing my arms. Thankfully, the moon seemed to be on my side.

      “Well, yes, and sunlight,” Father said.

      “We go home first?”

      “Yes, of course. We will stay at our village for a few days, then make the journey north. We will see your Uncle Icar and Aunt Zella,” Father said, smiling. “They’ll be happy to see us whole and alive, free of the Persians. And I imagine they will be impressed with how you’ve grown.”

      I collapsed to my knees, suddenly weeping uncontrollably. Father kneeled down and placed a consoling hand on my shoulder. “Shhh, quiet yourself, my son. I’m here. I am here with you.”

      “It isn’t me…what is inside me has made me grow into a man. This curse, this…disease…” I said, I could hear the chanting of hellspawn inside me.

      I couldn’t understand the words, but I felt they were mocking me, laughing at me. Then I heard a voice rise above the cacophony, clearer than the crack of a slaver’s whip. “You muuuust feeeeed,” the haunting voice demanded. The voice screeched, reminding me of a demon running its long claws across a shield.

      “Oh! A voice inside me! It speaks to me from the depths of hell!” I said, putting my hands over my ears.

      “W-What does it say?” Father asked.

      “It says I need to…kill…” I said, burying my face into my hands.

      “Acula…You are not what they want. You are not a son of Hades. You’re my son, your mother’s son. This was a mistake. We will find the remedy for this. By the gods, we will find it, I swear. Look at me,” Father demanded.

      “How? How must we to find the power to turn back a sentence from the gods?” I asked helplessly. I looked down at my hands, which had become so suddenly those of a full-grown man, and remembered vividly the pain—and pleasure—of those fangs erupting for the first time. It was as if I had been bonded with some demonic creature, one whose only purpose was to spread death and chaos, and it was a fight I was losing more with every hour. “I have been branded to kill my fellow man. The voice, it calls to me, Father. Please! Help me! I don’t want this inside me!”

      Father’s eyes began to water as he put his hands around me. His lip quivered slightly, though I could tell he was trying to suppress it. I could see it in his eyes; he felt powerless, same as me. All his skill as a warrior and his love as a father subdued by a force neither of us understood. I wanted this to end.

      “Acula—”

      “Kill me, Father. Please. I beg of you and the gods, remember me for what I was. A son of Sparta. Take your sword and drive it inside my heart, end this before—”

      “How dare you ask that of me!!” he said, shaking me at the shoulders.

      “Father, I don’t want you to have to do it. I…of all people, Father, you are the last, but…I want to this to end. Please—”

      “Thirteen hours your mother struggled in childbirth, bleeding, sweating, screaming in pain to bring you into this world, and you ask me take your life? Don’t you ever, ever ask me that!” Father yelled, pointing at me. I could hear his words echoing off the hills in the night. “I’ll hear no more of it!” he said.

      I looked away from him. I had never heard him speak of my mother in detail, and now I knew it was for good reason. He put on his helmet, staring at me. He paused for several moments before looking out into the countryside.

      “It’s time to go to war,” he said.

      “Father—”

      “Do you remember the people that day in the market, standing idly while the Persians sacked them?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Well, they might not have understood warfare—I can respect that—but everyone understands the will to fight. You either fight or you don’t. We might not understand what happened to you, but we must go to war against it with every fiber inside us.” He spoke this oath intensely, nodding his head.

      Truth was, the voices were barely noticeable. I was exaggerating, but I truly didn’t want to live any longer. Not like this. I was a risk to everyone around me, including Father.

      “Acula. Do you remember what I told you, about the similarities between making a sword and a man?”

      “But I’m cursed, Father. Cursed by Hades and the underworld. The witch said it herself,” I mumbled.

      “Yet you still have choice. Demons have more than one form. Yes, your demons are plain to see, but we all have them. Some are invisible. Slow killers.”

      “Like what?”

      “Sadness, for one. I once knew a man that was crippled by it. He wasn’t capable of taking care of himself. Most people said he would die from sorrow…he lived, but became hostile to everyone he knew for a time.”

      “What happened to him?” I asked.

      “…he learned to warm his fire. Remember, your desire to rid evil must burn inside you,” Father said, wiping off his shield.

      “But that was a man. He does not desire blood from another,” I said.

      “Monsters come in many forms, fangs or not. Every man has the potential to be evil. The reason that witch’s daughter is still alive is because you are not a monster. You’re my son. Your mother’s son. A product of our love. I raised you with this love in mind to respect all men and live by the Spartan code, best I could. Now, have I failed you?” Father said.

      He turned his back on me and walked several paces toward the far end of the clearing. I felt the moon bearing witness to our exchange.

      “…no, but I failed you,” I said, slumping my head.

      “What?” he asked, tilting his head.

      “I heard about Leonidas…I was told by a slave that the king called for you to fight at Thermopylae…I denied you. I denied you a Spartan’s death with your king,” I said.

      Father was silent for a beat before speaking in a measured tone. It seemed as if he’d practiced this a hundred times, though I had not heard the words even once before.

      “He did ask for me…he sent word with a message boy who almost died running to our village. I left at once…” he said.

      “So the message came too late? You never saw the battle?” I asked.

      Father paused for a few moments. “I arrived in time. I saw Leonidas and his men just before the battle, putting oils on their skin so their bodies would be preserved for transport back home.”

      “They knew they were going to die,” I said.

      “They knew, as did I. They were outnumbered by far too many.”

      “Why didn’t you go to them, Father?” I asked. I knew he was no coward. Father turned around slowly, kneeling in front of me. His eyes began to water as he turned his shield in front of me. He ran his fingers across the tattered bronze shield, skimming the lines of red griffin.

      “This shield…this shield was made out of a promise…a promise not to honor a Spartan’s death, but to honor a life, our family, I made it after your mother passed,” he said, dropping his head.

      “Father…”

      “Do you know…you know w-what the Greek griffin represents?” he asked me. If he had practiced telling me this a hundred times, it was nothing compared to laying everything bare out loud, and he had trouble finding his words.

      “…power?” I said, observing its majestic lines and ferocious features.

      “The griffin represents a guardian, a guardian that protects a priceless treasure, more valuable than the honor to die with a king,” he said, embracing me. I began to weep as he clutched me tightly. Gone was the lust for blood, the worry of things to come; the power of my father’s words gave me comfort and focus.

      My life would go on despite this disease, this blackness that was attempting to consume me. I would find a way to rid it from my body and soul. I would burn it away using the fire Father had instilled inside me.
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      “Father, it’s starting to look familiar!” I said, looking down at the road beneath me. I couldn’t contain my smile. Father laughed, observing my excitement.

      The landscape, while not dignified with the sunlight yet, was still as beautiful as I remembered.

      “Yes, it’s not much further now,” Father said.

      Far ahead, I noticed our village as we came over a hill. The road dipped back down and leveled out in the distance. Horse tracks rutted the path as we got closer. The village was surrounded by an expansive vista of wheat fields seamed together by a large forest on the outward edges. It was all visible thanks to the full moon. We could see the village tucked beneath several large trees, obscuring some of the houses at this distance.

      “Acula.”

      “What?”

      “Are we running the rest of the way? You’re leaving me behind,” he said.

      “Ha, ah no, I’m sorry, I just—”

      “It’s okay. But I can’t keep up; if you need to go, I’ll be there soon enough,” Father said.

      “No, no. I didn’t realize I was moving so fast,” I said. Something inside me allowed me to move quicker at night with little effort. My steps felt like air. Breathing the night air into my lungs felt like I was absorbing its darkness, converting it into power.

      I felt this power surging inside me, and I wanted to use it. The combination of being home and feeling this power admittedly thrilled me. I began to look around; I wanted to try something.

      About halfway between us and home, there was an old oak tree on the side of the road. Years ago, Father had told me the tree wasn’t indigenous to this area, yet somehow it survived. Lightning had struck it, splitting it in half. One long branch stemmed off it, stretching over the road, while another branch lay dead beneath it.

      As we grew closer to it, I began looking up at it. The branch must have been three times the height of a man.

      “Ah, you remember that old oak, do you?” Father asked.

      “Of course,” I said. I began running towards it.

      “Acula, wait…” Before Father could finish, I effortlessly leaped up into the air, landing softly on the branch like a cat.

      “Wo-aaaaaa!” I yelled, balancing on the branch. I looked back down; I couldn’t believe I just jumped that high!

      “By the gods, A-Acula, get down from there!” Father said with his eyes wide. He dropped his shield but quickly scooped it back up. I could hear excitement and disbelief in his voice.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Well, what if you fall?” he replied. I looked down at him. He shrugged his shoulders. “Just come down. What if someone from the village sees you?”

      “At this hour? No one is awake.” I said. I noticed the dead branch lying below me that had been struck by the storm years ago. I remembered jumping atop it when we left for the market a year ago.

      “Father, do you remember what you told me about this oak, after the storm?” I said, still standing on the branch as it swayed back and forth.

      “Ahh…refresh my memory?”

      “You said the oak was stronger now. You said the bolt of lightning had shed away the weak portion of the trunk.”

      “Yes, yes, I remember. Also the wind is less likely to take the whole tree. Now get down, but be careful,” he said. I stepped off the branch, dropping down on the dead branch. I knew my body could absorb the fall; the impact barely bent my knees.

      “Acula, we must be careful. I know it’s late, but we can’t risk someone—”

      “—seeing what I am?”

      “…well…you know how your uncle is. Let’s just not take any chances until we find a remedy for this…”

      “Power?” I finished.

      “Yes, power. Let’s see your power when the sun comes up.” Father cut his eyes at me.

      As we grew closer, I noticed the grass had grown up wildly in places. Some of the mud brick houses had collapsed under their own weight.

      But then I saw it. “Look, Father…it…it’s…still here,” I said.

      I fell to my knees, scooping up some dust from the road. I smelled it, then rubbed it between my hands, letting it grind into the grooves of my palms. I began to weep.

      Father ran over to me, embracing me. Many days, I’d thought we would die without seeing home again.

      “Father…the Greeks back in the slave camps…some of them will never have this moment.”

      “Pray to the gods their souls can rest, Acula. We will never forget them,” he said. Father stood up, pulling me up by the wrist.

      I followed Father to our home. We walked past Uncle Icar’s home; a fire from earlier in the evening was still smoldering.

      “Well it looks like he’s still here,” I said.

      “Someone is,” Father examined, hunkering low. “Let’s play it safe and pretend someone has taken over our village. It’s been a while, and anything can happen during a war.”

      “No, it’s Uncle Icar,” I confirmed. Father snapped his head over at me.

      “How can you tell?”

      “…somehow I know it’s him. The scent, I don’t know, it’s strange,” I said, shaking my head in disbelief. It was just as familiar as the smell after a hard rain. I knew what it was.

      Father stopped, peering around the corner. He glanced back at me and nodded. “You know, if you had said that before I saw your skin catch on fire or watched you jump halfway up an oak tree, I might have had trouble believing you.”

      “I’m pleased that my descent into the underworld has bolstered your confidence in my word,” I whispered, grinning from ear to ear. Father slowly turned his head towards me.

      “Hey. I don’t find that funny,” he said, thumping me in the chest with the palm of his hand. I gathered his intention was for the blow to be firm, but it did nothing. I slumped my head in submission nonetheless.

      “…sorry, Father.”

      “Come on,” he said, signaling me towards our home.

      We walked into the side yard of our house. The outside was unkempt a bit; several vines had grown up around the corners. Part of the yard was being used as storage. Several wagons were littered about, and a handful of goats grazed or dozed listlessly wherever they pleased.

      As we walked through the yard, the goats seemed to grow particularly aware of my presence. Father was several paces ahead of me, yet they didn’t even notice him. However, when I got close to them, they scattered. Father stopped in his tracks, glancing at them, then back at me. I shrugged my shoulders. “I have no words. Why?”

      “Maybe the same way you knew your uncle is still here. Your scent is different. Let us hope your uncle’s scent is not as acute.”

      Father opened the door slowly as we creeped into our home. I looked around and to my surprise, much was the same.

      “Uncle Icar has put in some effort. Most of my custom armor is still here, too,” Father said.

      “He knew we would return,” I said.

      “I’m sure he hoped so.”

      I walked to the middle room, looking up the stairs. The open ceiling gave way to the moonlight. “I’ll need to be careful in the morning,” I said, pointing up.

      “Indeed. Stay in your room during the day.”

      “So should we wake up everyone?” I asked, bouncing on up and down on my toes. Father knocked over a shield leaning against the wall, and it loudly clanked against a row swords, knocking them over. It was dark. Even though I could see, he could not. Father froze, looking around. I starting laughing.

      “I already did,” he said with smirk. We could hear people moving around.

      “Sound the alarm!” I heard someone call out in distance with a thunderous voice.

      “Icar must have already been awake,” Father said, and then ran outside into the street waving his arms. “No, no, we’ve returned!” he shouted for all to hear. “Preturias and Acula, we’re home!”

      I stayed inside, thinking about how they would view my new form. I thought of my life here with this corruption. If, by chance, the old mystic couldn’t cure me, then what? It was difficult to imagine a life here with my condition.

      “Preturias?! Acula?! My prayers to Apollo! Thank you! Thank the gods!” said the thunderous voice again—Uncle Icar. I could hear emotion in his voice. “Thank you so m-much!” I heard him weeping. Then several others calling out our names.

      “They’ve returned!”

      I walked outside. Father was holding out his arm, waving for me to come to him. He was smiling. I heard a door fling open. “We’re over here!” Father shouted.

      Icar rounded the corner of his house, stopping in his tracks, smiling.  His soft, dark eyes and rosy cheeks appeared almost childlike and out of place compared to the rest of his masculine appearance. He was a large, imposing man like Father, with thick, curly hair, but while Father’s chin was smooth now save for some stubble, Uncle Icar boasted a huge black beard. He was an emotional man, but powerful, both physically and mentally. Similar to Father, Icar had conviction and passion in his beliefs and family, but he was a bit more expressive about it at times.

      Icar ran, bumping into us. He grabbed us both with his long arms and embraced us. I felt like a bear from the hills had attacked us with love. He was crying. “S-So long, I’ve waited…my brother, my baby brother…ahh, my Acula, my blood, by Apollo’s grace!”

      “It’s good to see you, big brother. We’ve missed you,” Father said, crying. We stood there in between our house and Icar’s, embracing each other for several moments. It felt so good to be where we belonged, where we were loved.

      “You’ve lost weight!” Icar said, wide-eyed, examining Father. “But you gave it to Acula, my God! The boy has grown into Hercules himself! Just look at him!”

      “We worked many long days,” Father said.

      “Someone did all the work, it appears! You have much to tell me about your travels!” Icar said. “We must sacrifice in Apollo’s honor! Dion!” Icar called out to his son, my first cousin. He ran around the corner. He must have grown a head taller since the last time I saw him.

      “Hi, Acula! Uncle!” he said, rubbing his eyes. He looked every bit a mischievous as I remembered. His smile always hooked up on one side of his mouth.

      “Hey, Dion!” I said.

      “Dion, slaughter a goat. We are having a feast, a king’s breakfast in honor of Apollo’s answer to our prayers.”

      “How’s Zella? Still sleeping, I assume?” Father asked.

      Icar’s face changed; his smile flattened out, and then he raised his eyebrows. I looked into the sky, pausing for a moment. “Uncle Icar?” I called out, frightened by his behavior.

      “Ahhh. About a month ago, she fell and hurt herself. She’s…she’s been bedridden, and now she’s come down with a fever.” Icar looked into the distance. “But you are a good omen. Apollo smiles on our family, and he will answer my prayers again,” Icar said, looking into the heavens. His eyelid quivered as he held his stare for a moment.

      “Come on,” he said after a long moment, regaining his joviality, “seeing you two will brighten her spirits!” Icar waved us into his home.

      Dion crossed paths as we came inside; he was holding a short sword. He stopped, looking towards the goats—or rather, the now empty plot where they had been minutes ago. “We did they go?” Dion asked. I kept quiet, quickly walking into the house.

      “Zella?” Icar called out.

      “Ayy, y-yes,” Zella responded. She didn’t sound like she used to; she reminded me of an old woman. Icar opened her door. “W-What is all the noise?” she asked. Icar presented us with his outstretched arm as we walked past him.

      “By the gods…t-they answered us! Ohhh, my men! Look at them!” she said, leaning up slowly in the bed. Father and I walked over to her. He embraced her, and then I did as well. “You filled out,” she said, examining me at arm’s length. She kept shaking her head, almost in disbelief.

      My stomach sunk when I saw her. She appeared older, more frail, what was only a year past seemed to have been many more. Her long brown hair had thinned; her small, feminine facial features seemed to drupe on her left side, along with more wrinkles throughout. Contrasting her sickly appearance, I had never seen her so happy.

      She seemed to be sweating. I walked outside and grabbed my uncle’s shield. I began fanning her with it to cool her down.

      “Icar told you I fell?” she asked, raising her eyebrows.

      “Yes, Aunt Zella,” I replied.

      “Well when it happened, I was—”

      “—Zella, save your strength my love,” Icar said.

      “Hey. Now, listen, I will tell them!” she scolded, pointing at Icar, squinting her green eyes, they appeared to have lost some of their color in our absence. “You tell me to save my strength, when I’ve prayed about these two every day for over a year!”

      “Ahhh. Fine, fine, tell the damned story, woman.” Icar nodded, rolling his eyes and smiling.

      “Well, well, not much has changed, has it?” Father smirked as everyone erupted into laughter. Icar braced himself against the wall as he regained his composure. My upper lip snarled up, this time, with a smile. I caught myself forgetting what had happened to me for a moment. It reminded me of a sprained ankle I’d had years ago. While resting, I’d forget about the injury, only to recall it with blinding agony when I stood up in a hurry.

      “Listen, I was at your house, actually, upstairs, cleaning one of the rooms. I always knew you two would be back, so I wanted it to clean. Anyway, I thought I heard thunder or war parties in the distance. Maybe those damned Persians, I don’t know. Ugh. Boils my blood thinking about them. Anyway, I came out to the open balcony, then…that was it. I woke up at the bottom of the steps with Icar yelling at me to wake up.”

      “You hurt your leg?” I asked, sitting down on the bed. I held her hand as she told us the story.

      “My hip. Then my face was sagging on the left side and my left arm wouldn’t move. After several days, I got some control back, but I’m not sure what happened, I just blacked out,” she said.

      “Father!” Dion yelled from outside.

      “Icar, tell Dion to stop that yelling, he’s making my ears ring…sounds like you,” Zella added with a grin.

      “Stay here and visit, Acula, we’ll be right back.” Icar stood up, signaling to my father to come with him. “How hard is it to kill a goat, boy?!” Icar yelled ahead of him as he exited the room.

      Zella smiled at me, cupping her hand around my jaw. “You’re so different, such a man now.”

      “Uh, well…” I said, looking away.

      “Why did your hair turn white?” she asked. “It was as yellow as the sun before you left.”

      “I don’t know. Aunt Zella, the Persians…we were captured,” I said, changing the subject.

      “Ohhh my, Acula. We thought that might have been…ahh. So many Greeks were in those wretched slave camps, they say. Come here!” she said, clenching her fist. She was furious, but she wanted to show her love for me at the same time. I leaned in to embrace her as she combed my hair with her fingers. I could feel her hand shaking as she did. She started humming a song that sounded familiar, but I couldn’t remember the words.

      “So how did you gain weight? And your hair…it doesn’t make sense in the slave camps, when so many would be starving…”

      I wanted to tell her; she’d always been blunt with me. I was worried it might upset her, confuse her. I was confused myself. I pulled away from her, looking about the room, searching for the right words.

      “Acula,” she whispered, squeezing my hand. She tilted her head and smiled.

      “Yes, Aunt Zella.”

      “Just tell me the best you can. Tell me what—ahem—happened,” she said, coughing. She leaned upright in the bed.

      “Yes, ma’am. After the Greek navy beat Xerxes, the slavers were going to kill us. I don’t know why it was imperative then, but…” I said.

      “Couldn’t take the loss? Had to kill bound, defenseless Greeks out of spite? Sounds about right,” she said resolutely, shaking her head. “They better be glad I’m not healthy.” She shook a meager fist, and I cracked a smile. “What? You don’t think I could hold my own?”

      “Of course I do,” I replied. I believed my words, too; she was a Spartan woman, like my mother. They were fierce, powerful women. They understood war and could fight better than many men.

      “You better believe it!” she grinned. “Go on, Acula.”

      “Yes. Well, they let a man look at us before punishment, I guess to buy us if the price was right,” I said.

      “Mhm, then what?”

      “Ah. I’m not sure what he was, but he wasn’t really a man…he was some kind of monster,” I said. Zella’s eyebrows drew together as her shoulders tensed up.

      “Monster. He hurt you?!” she asked. Her eyes widened and her nostrils flared out. I remembered her nose always did that when she got upset.

      “Not at all. He did bite me, yet I felt no pain. Nothing. I felt close to death, but then at the last moment, Father fought him away, saving me.”

      “Bit you?! What?” She tilted her head.

      “Yes, with two huge fangs. My neck—here—he drained the blood from it,” I said, touching the spot. I leaned in so that she could feel it as well.

      “Acula, nothing is there,” she said softly.

      “I know. Let me show you why,” I replied. The sun was coming up; I could see the light shining in the open window in the corner. “Here, watch,” I said. I slowly stuck the tip of my finger into the light. Zella closely examined my actions like a hawk. “What, what are you doing?”

      “Oh no!” she yelled, covering her mouth as steam poured into the air. I quickly snatched my hand away. I showed her the redness of the burn, and then we watched it slowly fade away. She glanced at the light coming in, then back at me again.

      “See? A monster. Whatever he is, I’m like him now. I desire the blood too.” I dropped my head. My lip started to quiver as I felt her looking at me. I wanted her to love me still. Zella looked around the room for a few moments in deep thought as I awaited the verdict.

      “You’re no monster, Acula. You’re sick. He’s the real monster…Okay, the first thing you must do is keep this away from everyone here, especially Icar. Bless him, but he’ll see this as a bad omen. I’m assuming your father knows about your skin, right?”

      “Oh yes, believe me, he knows everything…okay, then what shall I do?” I asked.

      “What did your father say? What are his plans to remedy this?”

      “He said there is an old mystic north of here that might be able to help. We’re going to see him.”

      “Good. Very good. I should have known Preturias would be on top of this. You will return remade, the way you were, I’m sure of it,” she said, sternly looking into my eyes.

      “I hope so,” I said.

      “Arrrrrghhh-hhhh!” she called out, holding her hip.

      “Aunt Zella?!”

      “Ah…” She sounded breathless. “It’s okay for now. Ugh, but unfortunately my prognosis isn’t well from the healers that Icar has sent for,” she said, panting.

      “We all must pray to the gods, then. We will go to the sanctuary and ask Apollo for mercy,” I said. Deep down, I was fearful of praying to Apollo, as he might strike me down for such blasphemy.

      “Acula, you know I believe in the gods, but my time is coming. Well, soon enough, anyway. I’ve broken my hip, and there is no recovery for it. I’ll be bedridden for weeks or months, then I’ll pass,” she said.

      “No. This cannot be,” I said. I thought to myself that those months would be agonizing, torturous.

      “Yes. I will fight it the best I can, but I remember this same injury when Spartans would return from the old wars; they would never recover. The problem is Icar; he’s convinced I will improve because of his prayers,” she said. “Think of all the misery you saw in the slave camps. Some of those people were someone’s father, son, daughter, even a loving aunt. Someone was praying for them, I’m sure.” She smiled sadly. “The gods cannot please us all.”

      “Indeed. You’re more than an aunt to me, Zella, much more,” I said.

      She nodded her head. “Thank you. I love you, I loved you as if you were mine,” she said.

      “I know. I love you too, Aunt Zella,” I said softly, wiping her forehead with a wet rag beside the bed. Zella seemed to drift into deep thought for a moment.

      “Would you consider helping me?” Zella said, squeezing my hand.

      “I will go and fetch some willow bark for the pain—”

      “No, no. The bark is not what I want. You said you felt no pain when the monster tried to kill you?” She raised one eyebrow. I didn’t want to believe where this was going.

      “Y-yes, but Aunt Zella, please don’t ask…”

      “Hey. That’s fine if you don’t want to do it, I understand. I do. I wouldn’t want to burden you, but realize that by doing this, you would be helping me,” she said grinning.

      “That’s much to ask of me, I just—”

      “Acula. Forget I asked. I was just thinking since you will only have this power for a brief time before Preturias finds a cure, we could try. He can figure out just about anything,” she said. I began to realize maybe the pain was causing her to think irrationally. She did not fear death, but putting me in that position was unlike her.

      I suddenly felt the rush of desire, the longing to feed. “No!” I said aloud, standing up.

      “What?” Zella asked, leaning towards me.

      “Oh nothing…I’m sorry,” I said.

      “Have you…killed yet?” she asked.

      “No. Almost, but I stopped myself,” I replied.

      “Are you hungry now for it?” she asked.

      “…yes, but I try not to think about it.”

      “Ah, Acula, soon it will be over, soon enough,” she said.

      Suddenly I heard footsteps. “Acula!” Icar called out. His voice had changed; he seemed frustrated. He peeked in the room with me sitting at Zella’s bedside.

      “Hey, we need you outside,” Icar said, lowering his voice, pointing in the direction of the door. I glanced back and Zella, putting my hand on hers.

      “Go on,” she said softly. “A man has his responsibilities.”

      I hurried through the house. I could see Father and a few other men from the village standing in the yard just outside the door. Something was wrong.

      Father had his hands on hips, looking at the ground as if he was in trouble. Two other men were outside that I didn’t recognize; one of them was holding a sword.

      “What is it?” I asked, walking towards the open door. Father was pointing at the light on the ground, cutting his eyes at me. Then I saw the morning light. I had to prop up in the doorway, away from it.

      Icar turned towards me, fire spewing from his eyes. “…Acula, outside!”

      “Uncle, my back, I hurt it on our travels. Let me stand here against the brick,” I said.

      “Brother, he fell; his back is weakened,” Father explained, bolstering my story.

      “Oh, yes, very well, then…Listen, last night, before you and your father arrived, someone stole our goats. The entire stock is gone!” he yelled. His beard shook as he rattled off his words. His voice echoed off the village walls. Father stood there looking away from us, silent.

      “I-I don’t know, maybe they just ran off? Wolves?” I asked. Even though he was my uncle and he loved me, he was intimidating. He reminded me of a smoldering volcano, waiting to explode in a fit of rage. He was fair, but when he did erupt, it was catastrophic to those in his path.

      “No. You remember those goats, Acula, many of them were here before you left. Never, not once, have I ever seen this! I know what it is, I told your father—it’s those Athenian migrants to the east. Two of their boys stole sickles from us last harvest. I bet their father put them up to this!” he said, pacing, pulling at his hair.

      “Maybe there’s another explanation, Uncle?” I asked.

      “I don’t think so…by the gods! Can’t men live in peace? No! They have to steal from their own. Here we are just days after running off the Persian horde, and Greek brothers are already stealing from one another.”

      “Brother, let me go and talk to the Athenians. I’m sure I can get to the bottom of this before it must reach any bloodshed,” Father said. He glanced over at me, then back Icar.

      “Seventeen goats, Preturias. Ah! Listen, you’ve just returned from a horrible situation, my brother. I cannot ask this of you or Acula. Please, just get some rest,” Icar said.

      “Let me help. Give me two days to find out what happened. You stay and take care of Zella. I’m sure this will work itself out,” Father assured him, patting Icar on his meaty back.

      “Ha, you’ve grown into a diplomat in captivity. A year ago, you would have charged in and put their heads on a spike,” Icar chuckled.

      Father shrugged. “With proper evidence, maybe.”

      I thought back to that day in the market, when Father hadn’t hesitated to kill the merchant whose guilt he could only have suspected. After all, I’d since learned that Father’s name was known to many who venerated King Leonidas and his men. A Spartan of such renown as my father, one who crafted the finest bronze in the land, could have had his name spread by anyone. And now he showed such restraint.

      I knew it was for my benefit, as I was surely responsible for the goats’ disappearance, but all the same, he was a changed man.

      “The thing that bothers me…I would have given that family a goat if they would have asked me, if they really needed it. But no, they needed to take. Steal. Ugh. Vile creatures. Even after they stole those sickles, I still would have helped them! The gods will punish them!” Icar vowed, storming back into his house.

      I sidestepped out of his way, somehow managing to stay in a small shadow on the side of the house. There was barely enough room for my feet. I leaned against the wall as the sunlight crept closer. I could already feel the heat; it felt like I was putting my body directly over a flame.

      “Give me time. We’ll figure it out,” Father said, hurrying my uncle inside. He could tell I was in danger. “Go be with Zella now, we’ll handle it, Icar.”

      “Well, then…alright…get some rest, men. You two, let me know if you need anything,” Icar said.

      “Yes, brother, thank you.”

      “Thank you, Uncle,” I said. Icar began to shut the door, but before he did, he peered around at me leaning against the wall awkwardly. He stared at me for a moment.

      “Hey!” Icar yelled at me.

      “Y-yes?” I asked.

      “…Good to have you back home,” he said, smiling, glancing at Father. Father nodded at him as he shut the door.

      “Blanket,” I whispered. Father darted into our house. Smoke began to issue from my face as the heat increased. I tried to keep quiet, but couldn’t quash a hiss of discomfort brought forth by my burning skin. Father rushed back out and tossed the blanket over me before ushering me inside our house.

      “I didn’t think he’d ever stop,” Father joked. I laughed under the blanket. The thought of me igniting in flames, while horrific, seemed humorous while Icar was venting his frustrations.

      “Now what?” I whispered.

      Father scratched at his chin. “We have two days to clean up our mess. For now, though, we need to get you to bed.”
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      Father woke me some number of hours later, snatching a thick blanket off me and causing dust to fill the air. “The sun is going down,” he said.

      “Oh, a little warning next time?” I said, looking at the dark yellow light shining through the window. I was on the other side of the room, away from the sun’s deadly gaze.

      “I’ve been looking for those damn goats half the day,” Father said.

      “Nothing?”

      “Not a trace. I wanted to see if I could find them before we tried other options. Icar is already growing impatient,” Father said.

      “Why didn’t you tell him we scared off the goats?” I said.

      “I tried. I told him we might have scared them off, but he knows those goats don’t scare. The problem is if I told him we did scare them off, he might become suspicious and see our return as a bad omen. I don’t want him even thinking in that direction. Everything is related to the gods with Icar,” Father said.

      “…I’m worse than a bad omen,” I said. Father cut his eyes at me, pausing for a moment.

      “I don’t want to hear another negative thing out of your mouth until we see the mystic about it. For now, I have an important job for you,” Father said.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “I want you to use that power of yours to comb the western edge of the hills. If you find the goats, don’t startle them further, just come wake me up,” he said.

      “Okay. I can do that…and what if we can’t find them even then?” I asked, standing up.

      “I’ll think of something…just find them if you can. I’m tired, Acula…allow me a few hours’ rest before disturbing me.”

      “It’s always something to deal with since I’ve had this curse,” I said, shaking my head.

      “It’s always something anyway,” he said. “If it wasn’t this, it’d be something else. Remember the mixture of the sword; negativity is something that will corrupt your durability—”

      “—which makes me breakable, I know,” I finished. The line of his mouth softened into a smile. Then he turned over on his side away from me.

      “Wake me if you need me, Acula. I love you.”

      “Sleep well, Father,” I said, shutting the door. Just before I closed it completely, I looked at him for a moment. He had lost weight, and he was looking older. I could remember him going all day and night without getting tired; now he could barely last the day. Perhaps the slave camps and my curse had worn him down? I quickly dropped that thought, reflecting back on what he’d just said about negativity. I remembered back in the slave camps when he would always give me part of his rations, claiming he wasn’t hungry. I knew better, but it was useless to object. I never went hungry.

      How was he so strong? It seemed he was able to conquer most any dilemma. I thought about his life experiences, some of which I didn’t know about. Perhaps those gaps in my understanding were what formed his resolve. His composition seemed unbreakable, of true bronze.

      I wondered if I’d ever be that strong. That focused. More than anything, he put the ones he loved before himself. It seemed as if every thought, every action, was about improving my life. In some ways, this made him stronger than he would have ever been alone I thought.

      I left the house, walking through the front yard I used to play in as a child. I remembered watching Father and Icar teach some of the locals in Spartan combat. They would always start them off with the Spartan shield, a weapon that was equal parts defensive and offensive in its capabilities. The shield was the cornerstone of Spartan warfare. Most of the locals were clumsy; they hadn’t trained in such athletics, whereas I had trained from the time I could walk.

      They practiced the notorious Spartan phalanx, a formation based around the shield that created a wall of bronze out in front. Spartans in the second row would thrust their spears over the top of the front row as they progressed forward.

      The key to the first row, the frontlines, was trust, built upon a bond within the line of warriors. Each man’s shield protected the man to his left, not himself. A man had to trust the man to his right with his life. This trust strengthened the formation. Unlike the singular sword, the phalanx shield formation was a symbol of selflessness.

      I zoned off thinking about it, but then, the thoughts were interrupted by the opposite. Aunt Zella was calling out in pain from her room. I could hear her clearly even through the walls and empty space that divided our houses. I wanted to get away from it. Terrible thoughts began to enter my mind as I rationalized about ending her pain. I felt my teeth growing inside my mouth, and my lip snarled up in anticipation.

      I had to leave.

      Under cover of night, I fled the village, running through a patch of forest, then up the hills on the western edge. I paused, overlooking the vista of plains that seemed to roll forever. I pushed forward, running until I found a lone tree in the middle of a field. I jumped up unto a branch, breathing in the night air.

      The air was cool and moist, and a slight breeze kissed my skin from the south. Above me, I could see every star; there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. I could still hear Zella’s distant cries for help, so I moved even further away. After an hour, I stopped on a dime. The goats—I could now see them in distance.

      “I must get Father…” I said, then suddenly, I collapsed.

      Pain dropped me to my knees as I held my stomach. I rolled over on my back, looking into the stars. “Please…t-tell me what do,” I whispered. I didn’t know who I speaking to, but I felt helpless.

      “You must feed…” a haunting voice called out. It sounded like the wind, howling through the trees. “You have fought it long enough,” it said.

      I turned over, looking up at the goats. They were unaware of my presence. I tore at the dirt beneath my hands, but not with dull fingernails. No, true claws began to grow from my fingers. The red glow from my eyes illuminated the ground beneath me.

      Dirt flung into the air as I exploded towards the goats, the motion so fast that they barely had time to react. I cinched a young white goat around the throat with my fangs, slinging my weight around behind it and breaking its neck instantly. The motion felt natural, instinctive.

      The voice began to chant as I stabbed through fur and flesh with my teeth. Warm blood gushed into my mouth. I closed my eyes, relishing the sweet taste. It was like honey, but addictive. With every drop I pulled from its neck, I wanted more. I drained it dry, watching the skin around the goat’s eyes sink in until there was nothing left but bones and fur. I panned around for the others, lurking through the brush like a stalking panther.

      I could see them up ahead, but now they had scattered into groups of three or four. They appeared cautious; their ears twitched as their heads swiveled back and forth. Maybe they hadn’t seen me, but blood was in the air. I kept behind a black one hiding in a bush, and at the right moment, I sprung into the air to land on top of it. My lunge missed, though, and they all scattered across the plains.

      “Uh, why…what have I done?” I muttered, feeling as if I was coming out of a trance. “Not only have I disobeyed Father’s wishes, but I killed one of our livestock.” I looked down. My chest was covered with blood.

      I sulked back to the village, barely making it before the dawn. I thought about how I would explain this to Father. There was no energy left in me, not even enough to change out of my soiled clothing. When I found my bed far from the window, I lay down and fell asleep almost instantly.
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      “Acula!!” Father said, shaking me.

      “Wha…What?”

      “Wake up!”

      “Why? What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “Where have you been all night?” Father asked, squeezing my shoulders together tightly. He looked me up and down, drawing my attention back to the blood all over me.

      “Acula, tell me.”

      “Yes…Father, I killed—”

      “Oh gods! Don’t even say it, please,” Father interrupted, putting his finger over my mouth and looking around suspiciously. I could hear someone crying.

      “I’ll pay for the goat, Father. I didn’t want to, but—”

      “Goat?! Acula, your Aunt Zella has been murdered, drained dry. She’s nothing but bones!” Father said with wide eyes. He relinquished his grip on me and went to put on his helmet. He was furious—that much I could tell from the view of his eyes afforded to me through the slits in his helmet—but he moved with measured steps, still in control of himself.

      “Please don’t tell me that! No, no, no!” I yelled out.

      “Shhhh! Acula. Tell me you…didn’t?” Father asked, leading me to a question he could not bear to ask.

      “Of course not. No, I love Aunt Zella, you know it!”

      “Get up. Now!” Father said, tossing the blanket over me.

      “What should we do?!”

      “We have to leave, Acula. Icar will take no doubt see this as a bad omen. Since we’ve arrived, all the livestock are gone and his wife is dead. We can sneak out the back,” Father said.

      “Preturias!” Icar called out. Father froze, signaling me to hurry downstairs.

      “Preturias and Acula!” Icar yelled. I heard him break down in tears right afterwards.

      “Out the back, come on!” Father gestured, glancing out the window. We exited out the back door. Father held my wrist as he peered around the corner. “Wait for it…okay…wait…Now. Let’s go,” he said, pulling me outside.

      When he yanked my wrist, part of the blanket slipped off my head. Where the light touched me, my skin went up in flames. “AAAARGGGHHHHHHHH!” I cried out.

      Father turned around sharply. “Nooooooo, oh no, Acula, I’m sorry,” he said as I covered my face.

      “I’m okay, I-I’ll be okay.”

      “Over there!” I heard my cousin yell. We looked up and saw that he was pointing from his upstairs window. “They’re running away!” he yelled.

      “Get them! Get them, don’t let them leave!” Icar yelled.

      Father and I ran as fast as we could, but I struggled to keep the blanket on me. The faster I moved, the more it shifted around my body, exposing my skin. Father saw what was happening and he tried to pick me up and carry me.

      I was too heavy; we fell to the ground together. We stood up, but as I looked back, I saw several men were chasing us.

      One of them had a bow. He fired right past my head.

      “Don’t kill them. You kill them and I’ll have your head, just slow them!” my uncle yelled.

      We ran for several more paces, but then Father was struck in the leg. “Ahhhhh! Arggh!” He lurched to the ground to favor his injured leg, and I slowed with him, unable to move without the blanket falling. “Go!” Father yelled.

      “Father, the light…I cannot!”

      “Don’t you take another step!” Icar yelled.

      “We yield!” I said. I kneeled down, tending to Father’s wound. “Uncle, please, we yield!”

      I was so concerned with Father initially that I didn’t notice my own leg was exposed, smoking in the sunlight. Then I felt it, the fire creeping through my skin and muscle like rot through a grain silo. “Arrrrrrrrrr!”

      “By the gods! The sunlight from Apollo scorches his very skin!” shouted a man standing by my uncle. He was armed with a bow; was he the one who skewered my father’s calf? “Do you men see this? Hades has sent him!”

      The group approached us. I could feel my fangs growing in my gums. I spun around and lunged at the archer. I bit his arm, tearing the flesh from the bone as he screamed, “Get it off me!”

      “Acula!” my uncle yelled. I let him go, looking back at Icar. He had a sword to Father’s neck. Suddenly, I felt a tremendous impact over the head, then several more on my back and shoulders.

      “Icar, brother! Please! Don’t, it wasn’t him, it was me!” Father pleaded.

      “Preturias, my brother? You killed Zella? Where are your teeth? Your skin allies with the sun, agrees with Apollo’s purifying light. Your son is nothing more than a child from the underworld, my brother, that we must cleanse—” Icar looked as if he had more to say, but broke down into tears. He put his hands over his face, mumbling. “Acula, whyyy? Of all people…she loved you like her own son! She prayed for you!”

      “No, no, no, I swear it, Uncle, it wasn’t me!” I said.

      “Lies! Hades’ spawn! Zella has two holes on her neck—you have fangs! You have blood all over you!” Icar yelled.

      “It was the goat, Uncle, I-I bit—”

      “Bind them! I’ll hear no more of it!” Icar yelled. They tied our hands with leather straps. Then the men dragged us through the field back to the village. A crowd began to gather in the street. Some of them were distant cousins or people I had known since I was a child.

      Icar pulled me upright by my hair; his sadness had turned into anger. “You!” He and two other men tied me to a fencepost with a long leather strap, then pulled the blanket completely off me.

      “No, brother! Just let us leave, we’ll never return!” Father pleaded.

      “Arrrrahhhhhh!” I yelled as the sun penetrated my skin. I began to shake as the fire ignited. My hair caught on fire, and my skin botched up and boiled.

      “Pleeeeeeease!!” Father called out, weeping, tugging at Icar’s garments, bowing before him. He groveled on both knees despite his wounded leg. I knew I was going to die. But then, a calming voice spoke to my mind.

      “Here, I’m right here,” the haunting voice called out inside my head. Everything began to slow down as I panned for the source of the voice that had haunted me for days. It felt close this time.

      I could only hear the voice and Father’s weeping; everything else was muted now. The pain stopped. I glanced across the small crowd that had gathered. Then I noticed a strange man in a hooded purple cloak in the back.

      He was smiling at me as I burned. I saw his huge fangs, his pale skin, his cold blue eyes.

      It was him. The monster responsible for everything. The monster who did this to me.

      “You had to know it was me…it always was, the voices in your head.” He spoke to me with saying a word. He nodded his head as my eyes met his.

      “How can this be—?”

      “Ask me for help, my child. I cannot hold your pain back much longer.”

      “Noooo!” I yelled.

      I would rather die than ask for his help, but the pain was too much. I couldn’t take the thought of burning anymore. I felt powerless. Then, the pain returned. My mouth began to burn as fire spewed from it. It felt like the sun was turning me inside out, tearing me apart.

      “…yes! Oh, please, just stop it!” I said to him. The monster disappeared, and then I heard a loud snarl and screaming. Then, nothing but blackness…
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      I woke up to the sound of liquid dripping on the ground, then a warm sensation splashing on my lips. I instinctively opened my mouth. Blood. Not like the goat’s, no; this was much sweeter.

      “Aaaaahhhh. More….” I pleaded. I tried to open my eyes, but I couldn’t see. “W-Why can’t I see? What’s happened, Father?” I asked, confused.

      “Your eyes are seared. Give it a moment. This will make you right as night.” The voice. It was the monster, not my father. His voice sounded more calm than I remembered.

      I jumped back away from him, feeling around in the darkness. “Stay away! Get away from me!”

      Then I realized that what had happened was real. It was no dream. I thought about Father. I wondered what Icar had done to him.

      “You didn’t hurt my father…did you?” I asked cautiously. I heard him snicker as my vision began to clear. I was looking up at a severed head; blood from the neck was slowly dripping into my mouth. Bits of ragged bloody flesh hung from the main mass of the head, and I could see clearly up into the open throat and broken spine of whoever’s blood I was unwittingly drinking.

      “Oh! Gods!” I pulled away as the blood dripped to the ground. The monster quickly turned it upside down, saving it.

      “So worried, are you? Hahaha!” When his laughter died, he turned the head up above him, draining it.

      “Let me see!” I demanded. He stopped drinking. He slowly extended the head towards me in his lap, smiling as my fear and anxiety rose. “Ahhhhh!” It was a boy from the village I vaguely recognized. Best I could remember, he was an orphan. Was.

      “Monster!” I yelled.

      He stopped drinking the blood and fixed me with a stare. He smirked, nodding his head. He raised a single eyebrow. “Go ahead, admit it. You’re glad it isn’t your father or someone you knew. You would rather a young boy lose his life over a man that has lived a full one?” he asked.

      I ignored him. Admittedly, I preferred it was the boy over Father.

      I looked around. I had no idea where we were; it didn’t seem near the village. The night had fallen. We were underneath a large, dead tree on a hill. I looked up at it; a flock of crows had filled its branches, and they were staring down at us with interest. They were completely silent, barely moving.

      I stared at the monster. His appearance was exactly the same as it had been in the camp. The only difference I noticed was his bald head had slight indentations in it, small craters that were highlighted when he turned his head in the moonlight. His eyes glowed red as he elevated the boy’s head above him, drinking the last bit of his blood.

      I looked down at my arms. On my left arm, I could see straight through it, only bone and ligaments in places. I clenched my fist, then opened it, watching the tendons move back and forth. Muscle and tendons began to magically fill the gaps as I looked on in horror. “Uhhhh, noooooo.”

      “You should have seen the rest of you. Imagine a skeleton, with a few bits of flesh about it. Then you’ll get a better idea.” The monster smirked. His fangs appeared green and black in color. I wondered about the souls he had taken in his time.

      I also noticed I was staring at the severed head.

      “More?” he asked. He offered the head as if extending a melon to share. “The more you drink, the faster you’ll heal.”

      “…no!” I replied. Then it hit me—Aunt Zella.

      “You killed her…Y-You killed her while she was sleeping, didn’t you?” I asked.

      He paused, nodding his head in agreement.

      “Ahhh, that. I did what you were too weak to do. Hadn’t your aunt suffered enough? Did she not ask you to aid her?” he asked, shrugging his shoulders.

      I lunged at him, grasping desperately for his throat. My claws were out on purpose this time. “You!” I said, grasping him around the neck. He began to laugh loudly as the crows above erupted in a call that sounded as if they were mocking me.

      I pinned him against the ground, attempting to choke him. “Please, please stop, Acula, I can’t breathe!” he said, feigning fear before his features shifted into a callous sneer of scorn. He laughed—cackled—with delight at my meager show of force. “Hahahahaha, ohhh, child.”

      He pressed me off of him with one finger, breaking my grip.

      “First of all, you’re not much stronger than one of them at this stage,” he said. “Heal first before you try that.”

      “What do you want?! Why did you do this to me? Why me?” I yelled.

      “Shhhh. In time you will know. For now, we must move. Keep in mind, if you try and flee—I’ll kill everyone in your village,” he explained. His words gave me hope that Father might be alive.

      He began walking to the northeast, gesturing me towards him. I had no choice. After feeling his strength, I couldn’t risk trying to escape. Even if I did, what if he delivered on his promise? I couldn’t stop him. Not now.

      So I followed him. We walked for an hour without a word between us. We climbed high into the mountain, so high above the plains of my home that snow soon blanketed the rocks we clambered upon. I could see the breath in front of my face, but I wasn’t cold.

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “Home,” he said.

      “Where’s home?” I asked. He didn’t respond, but something stopped him in his tracks. He gestured me towards him. He ducked down low, staring into a valley of trees between the snowcapped mountains.

      “You see it?” he asked.

      “No, what?” I replied.

      “There, in the distance. Five wolves chasing a stag. That stag, he’s tired of running,” he said, turning towards me. His red eyes widened. “Look,” he said slowly.

      “I am looking. I-I don’t see,” I said.

      “Remember when you jumped up in the tree in front of your father? Somehow you understood how to abandon your limits. The same is true with your senses. Look harder. Breathe the night air in, cycle it through you,” he explained.

      He had seen my life through my eyes somehow. I wanted to sever his connection to me, but I needed to learn more about these dark powers. I played along.

      I breathed in the air slowly and deeply. First, sounds of hooves trudging through the snow chimed in slowly. Then I could hear growling and the stag’s panting. I could hear his heartbeat under panic, pulsing quickly. I could hear its lungs wincing for air. Admittedly, the stag’s fear excited me.

      “Good, now open your eyes, your true eyes. Imagine those trees out there beyond you. Think of what is on the other side,” he said. When he said it, my vision began to skip forward to an angle I normally wouldn’t have seen. It was behind the line of trees.

      “How is this—? I’m…I’m seeing behind the forest?” I said.

      “Your connection to the night is no different than my connection to you. We are reborn of the night. What the night sees, so can you,” he explained.

      “So I can see everything?” I asked.

      “Limitations depend on you,” he said.

      The man refocused his attention on the distant chase between the wolves and their prey.

      “You hear it? The stag?” he asked.

      “Yes…” I replied.

      “The wolves are wearing him down. The stag is beginning to realize it’s over; their breathing changes when they start to give up. The wolves hear it too; it excites them, drives them forward. They enjoy the hunt, the kill,” he said.

      “They kill for food, they are animals,” I replied.

      “Hmm. Men kill. Has your father ever killed?” he asked.

      “I…once that I know of, but the man he killed was treasonous,” I replied.

      “Ahhh, this is justified, then? He must be a monster if not,” he said in a musing tone.

      “Yes, treason is punishable by death.”

      “Ah yes of course. So, the wolves…this is justified?” He asked.

      “It is their nature—”

      “How am I different?” the man asked. “I have teeth and hunt at night, I am a monster, but wolf is not? Hmm?” I thought about it for a moment, watching the wolves pull down the stag down in the snow, tearing into its flesh. I began to salivate as I watched their mouths bloody.

      “Come on,” he said with a wave of the hand before moving quickly towards the wolves. We walked right up to the stag carcass as about twenty more wolves approached. Blood soaked the white landscape. It was a feeding frenzy. The sound of bones crunching, flesh being torn and ripped filled the air. Somehow the carnage made me feel relaxed. It was like listening to birds chirping in the sunlight before my change. This was my new harmony.

      The wolves were no more than twelve paces from us, yet they didn’t seem to notice. We sat down on a log in front of them as the mothers hurried a group of pups in for a meal.

      “Monsters?” he asked, nodding at the pups. “Everything has to eat.”

      “You enjoy killing. I saw it in your face back at the slave camps, when you killed the Greek soldiers that freed us,” I said.

      “I do enjoy the kill, but it’s in my nature, too.” He glanced at the wolves. “As it is yours now.”

      “No. You’re wrong. Not me,” I replied.

      He laughed loudly. It echoed off the mountains as he tilted his head back. The moonlight gleamed off his bald head. I wanted to stab him. I wanted to tear his throat out while he was distracted.

      “Father and I…we will find a cure,” I said.

      “Hahaha! A cure?” he asked.

      “We already know of a man that can help me,” I replied.

      “Larus?” he asked. I was surprised he knew the name, even though he could see my thoughts. “No one can cure you, child, that’s absurd. A dream. The only way to stop it is to die,” he explained. I looked at the ground, thinking maybe it was lies, but then I looked back up at him.

      “What is this? What did you do to me?” I asked.

      “What happened to you…happened to me as well. You’re not the first, or the last. You remember that pretty little witch’s daughter you liked so much? I thank your father for leading me to her. Mmmmm, so sweet that one was.”

      “No…” I said, shaking my head in disbelief. I had only known her briefly, but I felt responsible. “Why would you do that?”

      “Why not? I was hungry, and all that build-up between you and her was too much to take!” He cackled again wildly at some memory of that night. “That girl was born for this anyway; she’ll have plenty to do now,” he replied.

      He’d seen everything. My nervous kisses and fumbling caresses. The rising hunger that had almost made me into a true monster. I felt violated. All those terrible moments I’d experienced, he had simply watched, the way we had watched the wolves from afar. I imagined him laughing at Father and I as we struggled to come to terms with what was happening.

      “Why not just kill us and get it over with?!” I yelled.

      “Shhhhh, I’ll explain later. For now, take comfort in the fact that the witch’s daughter, she’s tearing into every piece of flesh she can. She’s killed her mother, her sister, and a few more,” he said, smiling. Suddenly, a pair of wolves began fighting over a chunk of the hind leg, growling and tearing away at it. One of the wolves bit the other, then they rolled around on the blood-soaked ground.

      “Tell me why you picked me! Now!” I demanded. He stood up, looking away from me. “Hey! I’m talking to you!” I yelled. The wolves stopped eating, staring at the monster walking away from me. “Where are you going?!” I asked.

      “Come,” he said.
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      I followed behind him to a cave atop a mountain covered in snow. It overlooked a vast stretch of Greece. I could see for miles and miles. Dozens of villages spotted the horizon. I could see fires burning and hear human voices far off in the distance.

      “We’re home,” he said.

      The wind howled through the entrance. It reminded me of the way his voice sounded when he would speak to me from afar. I imagined him perched out on the ledge, watching me, watching his prey in the distance.

      “So is this where you would speak to me?” I asked.

      “It takes concentration to speak between minds, but with practice, I can show you. That reminds me, I never told you my name,” he said.

      “I don’t care—”

      “Morack,” he said.

      “Fitting. Sounds like a monster’s name. A terrible ghoul with nothing to do but ruin lives,” I said.

      “Hmm…now that I think about it, so does Acula,” he replied, smiling with a glint in his eye. I glared over at him with all the daggers I could muster.

      As we entered the cave, I noticed the walls were made of ice. It appeared someone had chiseled it into a beautiful interior. The ceilings were squared off, as were the doorways. Everything was a dark blue, which reminded me of an approaching storm.

      “Who made all this?” I asked, looking up.

      “Ah, yes. This. I kidnapped a group of twenty travelers and made them do it. Promised them their freedom if they did it within three months.”

      “Did they finish in time?” I asked.

      “Oh yes, beautiful job, too. Just look at that craftsmanship!” Morack said earnestly. “They actually did more than I asked for. Mhm, yes.”

      “You let them go?” I asked.

      “I did, but I killed them shortly thereafter,” he said.

      I looked at him in horror, though I should have known by now that this man, this abomination, would have no honor. “You’re an oath breaker!”

      “I’m not. I let them go, just as I said I would. I never said I wouldn’t kill them at some point thereafter,” he said. My mind began to wonder. I thought about all the work these people had done for nothing. He’d never had any intention of letting them live.

      The path we walked was constructed of stone steps elevated from the ice below. I could see skulls and bones underneath me. “More of your lies, I see.”

      “No, not all of them; some of them died from the cold,” Morack insisted.

      “Preserved for your feeding, no doubt,” I replied.

      “Well, I mustn’t let it go to waste, now should I?” He smirked.

      We continued to cross several chasms. The plummet beneath me grew deeper and deeper, to the point where it seemed to drop forever into the blackness. “Watch your step; even I cannot save you if you miss,” Morack said. I thought this would be a good spot to end it. I stopped, looking over the vast darkness.

      “Maybe I’ll just jump now?” I said.

      “…that would be unwise, my child,” he said.

      “Why? What do I have to lose? You can’t stop me. You have no control what I do,” I said.

      “Ha! Control? You think this about control?”

      “Tell me now! Why have you brought me here? What are we?!” I asked, my voice echoing off sculpted walls of the cave.

      He slowly walked towards me, and as he did so, his eyes turned into a cold blue, matching the cave walls. Without the constant red hue, they looked almost…human.

      “…I’m lonely,” he admitted at length, slumping his head.

      “Lonely? Ha! The sad monster of the ice mountain. Sounds like a children’s song—”

      “Don’t mock. Do not mock me,” he said, slowly raising his hand. His long index finger extended out towards me. Underneath his claw, I could see and smell the blood of the boy from the village.

      Morack turned away from me. “I had a son once…he was my only son. He was about your age, maybe a touch younger, but not quite as tall as you…is that hard to believe, that I had a son?”

      “Very,” I replied truthfully.

      “Really? Hmm. Well, you have much to learn, then. I remember that day still, when it happened. This change of mine. My son and I, we were fishing on the Nile River just before dawn one evening when a man approached in a hooded cloak. He…He sat down on the riverbed and stared out into the water. His disposition seemed routine, uninterested in us, so naturally, I thought nothing of him,” he said, pausing for a moment. Morack began to pull his shoulders in tight as if he were cold, but I knew that wasn’t possible.

      “We left the river because it was getting dark. We grabbed our fish and began walking back to our village. The man followed us. I tried not to alert my son; I wanted to show strength, but he could tell I was nervous. I didn’t know the man, and for him to follow us was unusual.

      “The cloaked man got closer and closer, and as night fell, he removed the hood from his head, revealing long white hair. I stopped about halfway back home, confronting him. I asked him if he was hungry, as he seemed to have taken an interest in us. If he was after our fish, that was the best-case scenario. He smiled and told me he was very hungry, but not for fish,” Morack said. He sat down and sighed, precariously dangling his legs over the chasm. I got the sense that Morack hadn’t spoken of this in a long time. Then he looked up at me and gave a sad smile.

      “He knocked the breath out of me with one strike. I fell down, powerless. Ah, he was so strong. Then I heard my son scream in terror. He called out for me, my son. I tried to get up, but I couldn’t. I could barely breathe. I watched him tear into his little neck as he yelled for my help…then, there was nothing.” He shook his head, looking down.

      “By the time my son was nothing but a bag of bones, I was able to stand and fight, but I was too emotional to be any sort of challenge. I was never a fighter to begin with, not that it would have mattered. I could hear men from the village running to our aid, but the man ran at me, biting my neck. I felt cold, but—”

      “No pain,” I finished.

      He bobbed his head in agreement. “Yes, no pain, but I wanted him to finish me. I didn’t want to live after…I couldn’t live with failing my son,” he said.

      “The group from the village—about fifteen men drove him off me. He disappeared into the bushes, leaving me alive,” he said, shrugging his shoulders.

      “Within four days, I had killed everyone in my village. My wife, brothers, my aunts, even my own mother. I made sure to kill them, draining them to nothing,” he said casually as his eyes turned red.

      “W-Why? Your own wife, your mother?” I said. I thought about my own mother. I felt he was lucky to have even known his.

      “I was angry. Insane. I felt weak; I wanted to feel strength. My thirst was stronger than my desire for death. Mother was the first I killed. I plunged my fangs into her neck, and blood gushed into my mouth as tears poured from my eyes. I remember her calling out my name in confusion. I pulled back, but then I snarled, biting her again, lashing out for my failure as a father, my inability to protect my son,” he said, lowering his voice.

      “I doubt your mother ever had to fight off anything like—”

      “—us?” Morack interrupted.

      “No. You. You and whoever did this to you. This…this lineage stops with me,” I said.

      “Hahaha. So much confidence and spirit, yet your naivety narrows your perspective,” Morack said.

      “So much to offer, does it? Killing, lies, and manipulation?”

      “What if I told you that you will never die from disease, never die from old age?” he said, raising his eyebrows.

      “That’s…not possible. How—?”

      “Of course it is. Look at everything you’ve seen in the last days, and you doubt that? Calm down. Eternity is not so bad as long as you have a…companion.” He glared up at me. “Solitude was my mistake, I see that now.”

      “You drive my father insane, nearly kill him, and you want me as a companion? You’ve made me into an enemy!” I fired back at him.

      I sat down, burying my face in my hands, attempting to make sense of it. Forever was not easy to imagine. I pictured a road that never ended. It was terrifying, yet exciting. I thought of all the different lives I could live, all the lands I could visit and explore. But then I remembered that I would never see the sunlight, never love a woman without watching her die before me. It felt sad and…lonely, just like the creature before me.

      “A long, lonely path,” I said.

      “Your hunger will keep you alive. Beyond your thirst for death, thirst for blood will overpower all else. I’m only attempting to spare you more pain. I’m being honest, I’ve been down this road.”

      “How do I know you’re not lying like you did with the travelers? Just…just leave me alone! Let me go! Just leave me and my father alone!” I yelled at the top of my lungs. Morack crossed his arms as he stood up, nodding his head.

      “I understand your frustration,” he replied.

      “No, you don’t.”

      “Remember that I saved you. Remember that you asked for this. You knew the end result and I gladly helped. I’ve lessened your family’s horror by removing you. You would have eventually killed Zella and your entire family. I spared your conscience. I spared you what I’ve endured all these years.”

      “No. Never. You’re wrong!” I yelled. My lip snarled up, exposing my fangs.

      “Am I? Remember the goat you killed? Your thirst only becomes more powerful after you feed the first time. I saw you looking at the boy from your village, his severed head. You wanted more blood.”

      “I wanted to see who the boy was. Of course I was looking,” I said.

      “I know the look: red eyes, black veins pulsing in your neck, swallowing, salivating. You wanted more, but you were afraid to ask.” Morack grinned smugly. “You forget I’ve been doing this for over five lifetimes.”

      “Don’t assume I’m weak like you, I can fight the thirst. I can fight until I find a cure.”

      “Tell yourself what you like. I know the truth. You hurried away that night to look for the goats because of your lust for Zella’s blood. You had to run away when she was calling out in pain. You wanted her, you wanted to bleed her dry. I simply…spared you and your family,” he said.

      “You killed your family out of anger! I’m not you. I didn’t fail anyone,” I said.

      “You failed your father, just like I failed my son,” he whispered.

      “I fought for my father!” I said.

      “You did. But if you truly understood how to use your powers, you could have fled away with him. You could have saved the both of you without my help,” he reminded.

      “That’s not my fault! How was I supposed to use power I am unaware of?”

      “You have the chance to learn. I will show you the way. If you truly believe there is a cure, then why not exploit your power while you have it? As we speak, your father is a prisoner. Your uncle’s prisoner. He will stand trial for aiding an agent of the underworld, namely you,” Morack said.

      “I don’t believe that,” I said.

      “Well, what do you think will happen, then? Think about it. Your uncle saw with his own eyes what you are, and he saw your father helping you. Whether you or I killed Zella, it doesn’t matter, it would have happened either way,” he said.

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I do, and I also know your father will be put to death. But if you want to sit here and bet on your grieving uncle’s mercy, then by all means, go ahead. But I think you’re smarter than that,” he said, cutting his eyes at me.

      “This could be true, but my uncle doesn’t know the full story. You put us all in this situation,” I said.

      “Like the wolves, I’m doing what I was made to do, but it looks like you’ll need to remedy this. Your father’s no doubt surrounded by guards; if you couldn’t manage to fend off those men earlier, how can you do anything against armed watchmen? You’ll need to learn how to use your power,” he said.

      I stared at him for a few moments as he looked off into the distance. A breeze barreled through the cave, whipping his long, dark purple robe about. It cracked and snapped like the slaver’s whip, throwing me back to my time with the Persians. I had escaped one prison for another, and Morack was my new taskmaster.

      “First, I have a proposition for you,” he said, speaking up over the breeze.

      “What?”

      “I teach you the power to save your father, but after you do, I want you consider a life here, with me. This isn’t a contract,” he added, “but understand this: if you father doesn’t die a prisoner, he’ll die someday. And unlike your father, you and I will be around forever. Believe me, a single lifetime is long enough to live alone, and you have many more ahead of you, Acula.”

      From the sincerity in his tone, I would have almost sworn that Morack genuinely cared about my future, the well-being of my prolonged existence from here on out.

      But deep down I knew that would never be an option. He was corrupted. Evil. Spending more than a few hours with him was already more than I could endure. I was quick not to dwell on it. I worried he might read my thoughts in that instant.

      “I could learn a few things, perhaps,” I said.

      “Good. I would rather it be your decision instead of trying to force it on you,” he explained.

      “What must I learn?” I said. I wanted to know his tricks, his power. The more I learned, the better the chance I had of killing him and saving father. I wanted to turn his own power against him.

      He stood up, looking across the chasms. The path we had been walking up until now had consisted of stone steps set in the carved corridors of ice, a solid surface all the way through. Where we had been dangling our legs, though, was over an abyss. Darkness all the way down that even my night vision could not penetrate. Spanning the black open space were a dozen or more pillars of stone and ice. I could not tell if they were natural or had been carved as part of some insane obstacle course. All I knew was that a fall while leaping from one pillar to the next would certainly mean death. The closest of them was twenty paces away, much too far for even a running jump.

      Morack gazed at the expanse, breathed in deep, and then leaped over several of the pillars with ease. It must have been over hundred and fifty paces. He alighted on a distant one with ease, his feet touching stone like a feather falling to the ground. My mouth dropped; not only was the distance great, but the speed at which he flew through the air was like an arrow.

      He spoke to me inside my head. ‘Once you learn how to do this, you can apply it to any movement to enhance your speed. Remember the wolves and stag?’

      “…yes…” I spoke out loud, unable to project my thoughts the way he could. I knew he would be able to hear me even across this great distance.

      ‘Recall how you looked past the trees, using the night to extend your vision to see beyond them—’

      I shut my eyes, looking to where he was. I could see it plainly as if I was already there. I leaped towards him, but when I opened my eyes, I had only jumped about halfway.

      “Whoooo-oooo!” I yelled. I could hear him laughing as I fell towards one of the protruding rocks. I reached out, clutching at it with my fingers. But they failed to find purchase, and I found myself sliding into the black. I looked down into the darkness as I slipped, but then I felt an upward thrust as he grabbed my wrist, pulling me to safety.

      “I wasn’t finished,” he said, smiling.

      “Neither was I, just practicing,” I replied.

      “Hmm,” he said under his breath. He looked back at where I had jumped from. “Go and do it again, but listen to me this time,” he said. I hopped across each chasm until I made it back to the beginning. I turned around and looked for him, but he wasn’t there.

      “Ready?” he whispered into my ear as he warped directly behind me.

      “…Yes.”

      “Close your eyes and picture where you want to be, but this time, I need you think about something before you do,” he said.

      “What?”

      “Think about killing someone with your fangs, relishing in their warm blood. Think of the wolves. Think of the tearing of flesh, breaking their bones to take what you want. Lust for their blood; the more you lust, and the more violent your thoughts, the more powerful you become,” he explained.

      “Only thoughts?” I asked.

      “Of course, just use them to your advantage. It’s sort of like tricking your mind so that your body will do the work,” he said. I knew I could control it. I had imagined doing horrible things in the past, but I never acted on those.

      Initially, my thought was to imagine killing Morack, but I feared he could read my thoughts. Instead, I began to think of Arshad, the Persian slaver who had tried to sell Father and I.

      I hated him even now. I looked across the distance to the spot I wanted to leap to. Then, I thought of Arshad. I thought about his smirking face. I imagined slashing him with my fingernails, tearing his smirk off with my hands. I could hear him begging as blood poured from his face, pleading for me to stop. Then I plunged my fangs deep into his neck, draining him until he was nothing but bones.

      At that moment, I jumped. I opened my eyes, noticing I had overshot the objective by fifteen paces, but I landed like a leaf.

      “Woah!” I said.

      “A bit carried away there?” Morack asked.

      “…perhaps.”

      “Yes, you’re thinking too much for simple things like this. You’ll learn to gauge how much hatred and lust you require for an action,” he explained. “Now, come with me, back outside.”

      I tried to follow him back along the path we’d taken before, but now he moved much faster. “Keep up!” he yelled.

      I closed my eyes, uniting with the night. I ran towards the entrance, but he began to pull away from me. I darted out of the cave and stopped an instant before the cliff’s edge. Ice sprayed and curled into the air as I dug my heels in. I overlooked the countryside, scanning for him. “Here!” he said from out in the distance.

      To my surprise, he was hundreds of paces away from me, parallel on another mountaintop. “Don’t look down, hahahahaha!” His laughter seemed to echo into eternity. He stood as a silhouette casting out in front the moon, a black shard pricked atop the mountain. “Now you can unleash your hatred,” he said, for this jump was much greater than the last. I dared not look down to where the valley loomed so far below.

      Without hesitation, I thought of Aunt Zella, skewering sorrow into my soul. Sadness transformed into rage, and with one great burst of power, I leaped, landing just before him.

      No sooner had I landed than was he gone again, but his voice rang inside my head in the direction he was moving. “Don’t let go of that thought. Let the fury run through you,” he said.

      I took off, running along the top of the mountain’s crest. The edge I followed was no wider than a man’s shoulders. Rocks fragmented as I churned across the terrain with hatred, sending them falling down. My sandals split apart, exposing my bare feet, yet I felt no pain. My senses were acute to the tumbling boulders; I could hear them crashing into trees and ice beneath me. But at the top of the mountain as I was, what damage the boulders caused was of no concern to me.

      Up ahead, I could see a dip in the path, then another mountain below. “Heeeeere,” Morack called, ushering me towards it, the great distance forcing him to draw out the word.

      I backed up, drew in a deep breath in the darkness, and then ran, leaping just before the edge of the drop. My head grazed the clouds at the peak of my jump. My arms flailed about as I seemed to pause in midair for a moment. I felt the sting of ice on my face, as if someone had splashed it with a thousand partially frozen droplets.

      The rocks tumbling below, his voice, everything seemed to silence as I looked on at the giant moon to my right. I became powerless to its presence, its magnificence. So much light, a beacon in the blackness. I thought no man could ever witness such. Then, the moon turned red. It started with a wound at the top of it that gushed blood downward, filling it up. I closed my eyes; my anger had corrupted its beauty.

      I began to sink downward through the clouds as the rage injected back into my mind. I could see the ground below me approaching. Wind whipped my skin, its buffeting power a thousand lashes against my skin. My legs began to move just before impact, then, wooooom! My feet landed, but I felt myself moving forward before anything else.

      I could hear him breathing. I wasn’t sure if he was doing it on purpose, or if my senses were becoming more powerful. I followed, jumping across smaller mountains. I ran down one mountain, causing an avalanche that engulfed a huge tree. I leapt to the fallen apex of the tree and stood atop it, riding the makeshift raft downward as snow pelted my face. I abandoned the log just before it impacted an enormous outcropping of rock, and I watched it smash into hundreds of pieces. Some of the splintered fragments were larger than my arm, and one nearly skewered me through the gut. I felt Morack’s brief panic for me as if it were my own sensation, but already I was moving, scaling the mountain upward like a raven in wind.

      As I reached the highland again, I began to spring forward instead of run. Each step became longer and longer. I kept going, pushing it to the limit until each movement was near thirty or forty paces. My feet barely touched the rocks. I felt like I was flying! I held my arms out as if I were a bird taking flight, smiling from ear to ear. Never had I felt this freedom, this abandonment to reality. I closed my eyes, breathing in the night, as my rage slowly turned into ecstasy. I felt the anger was a poison that ran through my veins, but now it had allied with my new composition, giving me power and pleasure.

      “Much different from the shackles of mankind,” Morack said excitedly. I could tell by his voice he was enjoying himself too. I thought about my life as a slave. No man could bind my hands again. No man could give me orders. No man could take away what I loved. If father understood how much I was enjoying myself, maybe he wouldn’t oppose?

      Suddenly, I fell to one knee, skidding across the rocks. My stomach began cramping, and my lips snarled up. I felt the teeth of the other sliding into place. “Ahhhhh.” I hissed with discomfort, then abject pain that bordered on agony. What was happening to me?

      “Now that’s—that is part of it,” Morack said. He perched over me.

      “Cramps?” I asked.

      “Hunger pains. Using your powers like this can accelerate the cramps,” he said. No sooner had he uttered the last word than I felt hunger like I had never felt before.

      “It’s not far; we’ve been running for quite a while,” he said.

      “What’s not far?” I asked before roaring in pain. “Raaaahhhh!”

      “Sustenance and absolution,” he replied, furrowing his eyebrows ahead. He closed his eyes, looking into the night. I followed suit, following his vision. We moved through the clouds like apparitions, peering beyond where we sat.

      I heard voices, thousands of them, all speaking in the Persian tongue. I could hear horses, cattle, and the sounds of shackles clanging together under a trot.

      “Slaves. Look at them,” Morack said.

      “Where? Who?” I asked.

      “The slave camps where you were held; they’re retreating from your homeland. It appears Xerxes, the king of kings, has had enough,” he said.

      “I thought my countrymen freed them?” I asked.

      “It appears not all of them could be saved,” he replied.

      I felt him pick me up by my underarm, ushering me towards the camps. The more we progressed, the worse the pain became.
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      “Just up ahead here,” he said, gesturing me towards a tent. I could hear two voices whispering.

      They don’t know we’re here, Morack spoke to my mind, smiling when I looked over at him.

      “Who?” I asked. I was too hungry to even try to mimic Morack’s power of speaking to my mind. I could hear hearts pulsing maybe a dozen paces away; it sounded like a drum beating inside my head.

      ‘A slaver. Dreadful act, of course, slavery, as you know. I myself would rather die than be someone’s pawn day after day. This is why I now give you choice. You can leave now and try and rescue your father, or you can deal with this abomination to mankind and cease your hunger pains,’ he posed.

      The combination of my hunger and hatred towards slavers was unbearable. There was only a moment where I felt the urge to resist, no more.

      The heartbeats became louder and louder as I slowly crawled towards the entrance. I looked back at him. He shrugged his shoulders, showing me the palms of his hands. ‘The choice is yours, I’ll drain him if you don’t.’ He smiled, long fangs gleaming in the dark.

      I closed my eyes, looking inside the tent. I hovered around the room, searching, and then there he was—Arshad. I thought for a moment this must be an illusion or trick, but it was him.

      ‘It’s a gift from your eternal companion,’ Morack said. I turned around and stared at him, confused.

      “Remember, Acula, use your bloodlust and anger,” he said aloud. Then he started laughing loudly. This startled Arshad. I could hear him demand, “What was…what is that?!” I could see his silhouette through the tent as he rose from his bed to investigate. Every movement he made was clumsy, slow, and loud. My senses were now merged with the darkness, such that even the slightest sound alerted me.

      He turned his back to me. Then, without hesitation, I barreled inside in a rage of hunger, fangs exposed, saliva spilling from my mouth. Arshad’s aggressive voice suddenly gave way to a fearful man, covering his face and squealing like pig when he saw me. The other voice we had heard was a whore. She screamed in terror as Arshad used her as a shield, putting her before me as they cowered in the corner. The smell of perfume and wine swelled inside my nostrils.

      “Guards! Guards!” he yelled.

      I gritted my teeth. I sent a burst of energy to my legs, closing the distance. I snatched Arshad away from the whore by his hair, pulling him into middle of the room. His eyes were closed as he cried, “No, nooo!”

      “Open your eyes!” I roared.

      I lunged at Arshad as he screamed, biting into his neck. He pushed me away with his frail arms as blood splattered the tent canopy. He scratched my face. “Stop! Ah-Ahhh-Ahhhhhh!” I gnawed at his flesh. I could feel his body shaking.

      “Hahahaha!” Morack laughed, clapping his hands.

      I chewed Arshad’s neck to the bone, biting through his spine until I severed his head completely. His corpse fell to the ground as I held his head by his hair. I fell to the ground, lapping up the blood like a dog as it poured from his neck. The whore suddenly stopped screaming, fainting onto the ground.
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      The next thing I remembered was waking up to the next day back inside the ice cave. Arshad’s corpse was only a few paces in front of me. The edges of my lips were dried with his blood. I quickly wet my tongue, pushing the dried blood into my mouth with my trembling fingers. My body was shaking and my stomach was cramping. It seemed my hunger was more ravenous than before.

      I sprang up from the ground, plunging my fangs into Arshad’s chest. “Ughhh!” I pulled my head away. “Rancid!” I yelled out, spitting his blood across the room. “Morack!” I yelled. I paused for a few seconds. I felt myself begin to panic. I was alone and starving. I looked down at my forearms; black veins were throbbing, pressing through my thin, pale skin.

      “What have I done?” I said in a horrified whisper. “I’m corrupted by this hunger.” I looked to the heavens. “Morack!”

      Suddenly, I could hear sets of footsteps in the distance approaching. Some distance away, someone was crying.

      ‘I’m here. I’m here to help you,’ Morack said, speaking into my mind. His words felt comforting.

      The uncontrollable desire for blood frightened me. I wanted to cry, but my lust overpowered my emotions. I wondered if everything that had happened was real; maybe it had been an illusion of some sort.

      I began to think of who I was. I thought about my mission to find Larus and cure my disease. I thought about Father and where he was. I needed blood once more, and then I would rescue him.

      “I can read your thoughts, young Acula.” Morack entered the room with his arms crossed.

      “I need more,” I said.

      “I know.” he replied.

      “Do you have it? I just need it this once, then I’ll—”

      “Yes, yes, of course. Calm down. After this, I will teach you to control this desire, but for now I must reveal something to you, something horrible before I deliver your gift,” he explained.

      “Just—what of it?” I asked.

      “I’m sorry to reveal, but your father, Acula…it appears he has passed on,” Morack said.

      “He died?” I said. I could feel saliva trickling down my chin in anticipation.

      “Seems an infection set up from the arrow in this leg; he wasn’t able to stand trial for your actions,” Morack said.

      “My father…h-he’s gone?” I said, looking down at the ground. A part of me attempted to stir an emotional response, but shockingly I couldn’t. I only had one thought in my mind, and his death did nothing to quench my thirst. I thought if I could only feed again, I could return to myself.

      Morack walked out of view for a moment, then reappeared. He crept into the room with two people in tow. A grown man and a young boy.

      I felt my fangs slicing my gums as they approached blindfolded.

      “Here we are, Acula, fresh peasants from a village below,” he said, shackling them to the floor. He removed their blindfolds. Immediately, the boy began to weep loudly, “Nooo! Please, let us go!”

      The middle-aged man sternly stared down Morack. “Monsters! Cowards!” he yelled.

      “Father and son,” Morack said proudly, smiling as he nodded towards them.

      “Why must…why must it be this?” I pleaded. Was he taunting me so soon after my father’s death? And why did I still feel no anguish at his passing?

      “The sweetest blood you can drink is that of someone who is loved unconditionally. When you take that bond away in front of them, that severance is the sweetest thing you can taste. Think of it as your reward. After this, I’ll show you how to look for it,” he explained.

      “…I-I can’t do this. This is what you did to me. You picked me because my father…somehow you knew. You tried to take away the only thing that mattered to Father, and I-I…please…don’t…” I dropped to my knees, unable to partake in Morack’s dark, twisted ritual.

      “Shhhhhh, young Acula, once this is over, you can put all of that behind you. Once you taste this, your link to the world of the living will die, it’ll be over…we can live together, forever, as father and son…” he whispered.

      I closed my eyes as tears started to fall. My father’s love for me echoed through the father and son before me as they spoke to one another.

      “Harden your heart against what is to come, my son,” the man was saying. “I raised you to be strong.” His hard eyes looked my way then. “Make it quick and be done with it, demon.”

      That pushed me over the edge, and I felt something shift in my heart.

      “That’s why you’re a monster,” I said with my eyes closed.

      “What?” Morack asked.

      “The wolves. You tried to compare us to wolves. This is what makes you different than them. They kill for food; you kill because you’re evil,” I replied.

      “I know you crave their blood…I can see it in your eyes. Anything else you say or do is going against what you are, against your own nature.”

      “This isn’t me. I don’t want anyone to die! Just let them go!” I yelled.

      The father looked up me, confused. “Yes, yes, you can stop him, d-don’t let him do this.”

      “Haha! See, you’re giving them hope. That’s torture—not even I do that,” Morack said.

      “Free them, Morack, please. I’ll do what you like…just don’t do this,” I pleaded again. How much longer would I be subjected to this monster’s games? I closed my eyes, using my connection to the night to peer back into our village. I searched frantically for Father, but he was nowhere to be found. Father…

      ‘Ready to go home, are you?’ Morack spoke to my mind.

      “What is the point of this, why—?”

      “Enough! Enough of all this!” Morack yelled. Suddenly, I heard a scream, and then a tingling sensation, a rising joy.

      I felt wet drops in my mouth and on my lips. I looked up to see Morack had cut the boy’s wrist with his claw, slinging his blood into my mouth. I tried to spit it out, but I could already taste it. I went into a euphoric trance; everything around me blurred except the boy. I was determined to taste more. I was unable to reason. I stood up, walking towards him.

      Morack’s eyes turned red as I approached the boy. “One day we will look back and laugh at this moment, both of us,” he said, sitting down. The father was pulling at his chains so tightly his wrists were bleeding. Veins protruded from his forehead as he cursed Morack.

      “Away from him!” His focus shifted to the boy. “Look at me! Hey! Look at me! Not the monsters!” the father yelled. The son was crying loudly. The father glared up at me furiously. “No, no! Don’t you dare, don’t you dare touch him!”

      “You hear it in his voice? His desperation? He loves that boy more than his own life. Split their bond, Acula. Take their power!” Morack demanded.

      My upper lip snarled up as I kneeled in. Drool spilled from my mouth as the boy begged, “P-please!!! No, nooo!” Morack began to clap just as I leaned in to seal my fate. My actions felt guided, as if I was floating down a river with no paddles.

      I bit into the boy’s neck, draining him violently. I felt a power surging through my body unlike anything else. I could feel his blood circulating through me. His skin began to turn pale, and then I heard him whisper, “I’m so cold, Daddy…s-so cold…”

      His father began to cry. “Why?!” he yelled. It was haunting, the anguish laced with outrage. Morack’s laughing began to subside. The sound of his voice seemed to disturb Morack. He lunged in, biting the father, silencing him.

      Our red eyes met as we finished them off; I felt the boy’s heart beat its last. I dropped his corpse as Morack dropped the father.

      “You’re past all that now,” Morack said, looking at the corpse. “Empathy, mercy…these no longer hold you back. Now you have truly stepped into the darkness.” He wiped his mouth and gave a satisfied sigh.

      “I feel its power surging through me,” I said.

      “The more bonds you sever, the more powerful you will be. The strength of the bond, the connection, is absorbed by the blood; when you take it, you take their power,” he explained.

      My old life before began to slip away. I felt a deeper desire now than I’d ever experienced, more powerful even than when I’d been in the embrace of the witch’s daughter, my body alight with her touch. I thought about my father’s words about building myself into a strong man through my decisions, but I felt that life no longer pertained to me anymore. I wasn’t a man; I felt I was more than a man. I was embarrassed that I felt that way, but how could my father understand what I was feeling, what I was experiencing? He was only human.

      “Can you teach how to find these bonds?” I asked.

      Morack sighed as he stepped closer, putting his arm around me. “Of course, yes, I will show you everything, young Acula.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Blood and Bronze

        

      

    

    
      Morack suddenly dropped low to the ground, glaring towards the entrance excitedly.

      “This father and son…somehow the people from their village must have followed me here! Haha, can you believe it? For once they choose not to cower behind their fire and swords. Let’s give them a warm welcome, shall we?” Morack smiled.

      We walked around the corner confidently, approaching the cave entrance with long, bold strides. “Wait until you use your new power; severing a bond gives a strength you cannot imagine,” he said. “Do you feel it? Do you feel your connection to the light fading?”

      “I feel I have fallen down a great well into darkness, unable to see any light.”

      “Soon you will realize the light was never your ally.”

      Morack stopped. His eyes widened; his face appeared concerned.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “It appears another test has presented itself here…this will be difficult, but I think you’re ready,” he said.

      My curiosity piqued, I peered the corner, and in front of us stood a wall of bronze shields guarding the exit.

      “Spartans,” I said, the word coming out almost breathless.

      The elite soldiers stood several rows deep, every man armed with a shield and a spear. A rippling wall of metal faced me, each shield overlapping its protection with that of its neighbor.

      “Acula?!” One of the shields dropped in formation, exposing a warrior—it was my Uncle Icar. He appeared to have aged ten years or more, the lines in his face were so deep.

      Icar confidently strolled forward a few paces towards us. He squinted his eyes. “Acula, I know Zella’s death was not by your hands. You’re my blood, you are coming home with us. But first, stand aside so that we might deal with this creature,” he said, pointing his spear at Morack.

      Morack stepped forward, unafraid. ‘You see want they’ve done?’ Morack spoke to my mind. ‘They don’t want you to have this strength; they can’t even understand how powerful you’ve become.’

      “What must we do?” I asked aloud.

      “We must face this, together,” Morack said, patting me on the back.

      Suddenly, another shield dropped. A fully bronzed warrior limped towards us. He paused, parallel to Icar, looking at him. He nodded at Icar, then walked forward, closing to within several paces of us.

      Though I had perfect night vision, I strained to recognize the helmeted man before me. But I had seen those haunted eyes through narrow slits too often not to call forth his face. “Father?!” I exclaimed, suddenly confused. That was impossible.

      Slowly, I turned and glared at Morack.

      Father removed his helmet, staring Morack directly in the eyes with a fire that seared hotter than any coals. “Acula, get behind me,” he demanded.

      Morack turned towards me and conveyed in moments through thought what would have taken a minute or more out loud. ‘I lied, but only to protect you,’ Morack reasoned. ‘The sooner you move on from this life, the sooner you can step into eternity. Think of the taste, Acula, of that boy, of his sweet blood. I can give you an unlimited supply.’

      “Acula…please…” Father said, perceiving my silent conversation with Morack as hesitance. He reached his rough, callused hand out towards me as it shook. I saw a look of concern on his face I had never seen before. I could see his bottom lip quivering as he fought back the tears.

      “You see it?” Morack said, switching to regular speech as he glared at Father. “He’s consumed by fear, he’s a slave to it. Why would you abandon this freedom to become a slave again?”

      I stared at Father like a blank slate. I didn’t want that world again, didn’t want to experience the fear of loss, the fear of power. I was relieved I didn’t share Father’s burden anymore. The taste of severance was still fresh in my mouth. I imagined a bronze wall dividing the world I’d known before from the life I led now. I could only see myself in the reflection, but it lacked transparency.

      “This is quite courageous, Preturias; they’ll sing songs of you one day,” Morack said, smirking.

      “After I kill you they might,” Father said, putting on his helmet.

      “You see, Acula, so much hostility, yet they curse our nature. They’re envious of our power,” Morack said. I turned towards him while he spoke, captivated by his words. I knew what he said was true; this power was enviable indeed. One would be a fool not to search it out and covet it.

      “What have you done to my son?!” Father asked, looking at me in confusion. I could hear his heart pounding. It reminded me of the peasant father’s shortly before the death of his son. I wondered what my father saw in me now that made his heart beat as if I had just been killed in front of his eyes.

      “Preturias!” Icar yelled, shaking his head. “We’re here to do a job, brother.”

      “Acula has awoken. I’ve given him power you cannot imagine, a bond you cannot comprehend. Even now, we speak to each other through our minds. This is real. I’ve established more of a bond in fifteen hours than you did in fifteen years.”

      “Black magic,” Father said.

      “Sadly, this is no spell. He’s embracing what he is. However tragic this might appear from your limited perspective, I must applaud you. You’ve helped Acula more than you will ever know.”

      “Acula…he’s corrupted you. Please, don’t stand close to him, come over here,” Father said, gesturing me towards him as if coaxing a lamb from the cliff’s edge.

      “Hahaha! Such desperation!” Morack leaned back, exposing his huge fangs.

      Father put his shield in front of him. He walked forward, pointing his spear at Morack. Spartans to his rear ran forward to catch up. They linked up beside Father. Icar was directly to his left, and he and the other men created a wall of shields, the phalanx.

      “Forward…march!” Icar yelled as they all stepped forward in unison. The bronze armor rustled around on their bodies as they moved. Many of them appeared frightened, yet they continued on.

      “You see, Acula, they leave us with no other option. In their envy, they want to force you to do things you don’t want to. They want you to remain mundane, weak, and expendable. Is that what you want?” Morack asked as we backed up slowly.

      The Spartans marched right up next to us. Suddenly, Father lunged forward, but instead of striking with his spear, he grabbed my wrist. He began to pull me towards him.

      I glanced down at his grip around me; I couldn’t believe how weak he felt to me now. I shrugged him off me with ease, shoving him to the ground. Morack leaped into the air over me, landing near Father as he attempted to stand.

      Father covered himself with his shield, only exposing a small bit of flesh on his lower back. Morack stabbed with his claws, and his strike was accompanied by the squelch of punctured flesh. “Aaaaaarrhhhh!” Father shouted in pain as blood flowed from him. Icar knocked Morack back with his shield as the other Spartans surrounded him.

      I could only watch. Morack was like a shadow, darting around the Spartans. They moved down an incline, away from me and Father. He broke their phalanx, forcing them into open combat using his speed. I heard them scream as Morack tore through them like leaves in a whirlwind of claws and fangs. I had never seen so much death in such a short duration. I was in awe of his power on full display. But then, in all the carnage, I heard a voice, weak and soft.

      “My son…ahhh…look at me.” I slowly moved my head towards Father, who lay defeated, pathetic, bleeding on the ground. His sword and shield lay to either side as he held his wound. “You listen to me. He…may be able to speak to your mind, your desires, your bloodlust, but I speak to your heart. I speak to who you really are.”

      “Please, don’t,” I said, cutting my red eyes at him.

      “Your mother, seconds before her death, handed you to me. You were only this big, you’d fit like this,” Father said, showing me his bloody hands. His brief smile turned into a frown, showing me a face of sadness I had never witnessed from him. “With her last ounce of strength—she gave you to me,” Father said haltingly. Enveloped in the memory, he began to weep.

      “You remember what I told you in the slave camps…at the fire…about corruption?” He took a juddering breath, and falling tears made his cheeks damp. “Sorrow almost killed me, Acula, but you, you gave me that fire to carry on…My life’s mission since then, and I tried, has been to…to protect you,” he said. His voice began to fade as he lost it, weeping uncontrollably.

      “I f-failed you, my son. By the gods, one day…one day maybe you can forgive me. I-I failed,” he said.

      I watched Icar and Morack fighting it out down the hill. I thought more of the wasted blood split upon the ground than Father’s words. Morack was killing them like flies. Only Uncle Icar remained. He yelled out in anger with every strike, attempting to avenge his beloved Zella.

      “Acula!” Father yelled, but I ignored him. A piece of me wanted to help him, but it wasn’t enough. I peered over at him as he attempted to stand. He fell down, more blood seeping through his fingers. “Oohh, oohhhh!” he groaned, his eyes scrunched up tight.

      I glanced back down at Icar. He fought much like Father, but in his years he had slowed down. He nearly clipped Morack with a spear lunge, but Morack was far too fast. Morack knocked his shield out of his hand and watched it roll down the hill. Icar looked up at me. Then his neck gushed blood as he screamed out, “The gods failed me! Nooooo!!” Icar words echoed off the cave walls. Father wept loudly as his brother screamed in terror. Father reached out for Icar from the ground, his fingers dripping with blood, “Brother. No. My… brother.”

      Morack dropped Icar’s corpse. Then he waved his hands around at all the dead Spartans. “You see, this is the power that awaits you,” he said. I looked on as Morack slowly walked back up the hill towards me and Father. I could hear the sound of armor knocking around beside me. “Just look at this, one more,” Morack said, gesturing towards Father.

      He was still trying to stand, using his shield as a prop. His blood ran down the griffin he had painted on it. He stood up, almost falling back down, but still resolutely holding his shield at the ready. He looked very pale. He wiped his eyes, looking for his spear.

      “See how miserable morality is?” Morack mocked him.

      Father pulled out his short sword and hobbled towards us, using his shield like a crutch. “Sometimes their persistence is admirable, though,” Morack noted.

      “It’s not just persistence…” Father said. He raised his sword, pointing it Morack.

      “Delusion, falsity, weakness,” Morack said. However, to me, the opposite seemed the case. Whatever it was, it made him stronger; it propelled him forward when nothing was left. He didn’t have any special powers or gifts, yet a force moved him forward. As he drew nearer, I began to feel warmth.

      “So you’re coming over here… to kill us with your parables? Is that it?” Morack laughed wickedly at Father’s display. We watched Father as he approached me; he was within a few paces. “Humiliating,” Morack spat.

      Father looked up at me; his eyes seemed to be smiling back at me, and it reminded me of feeling the sun’s warmth again, a distant, but familiar sensation.

      “It’s just not persistence or will that propels me, monster,” Father said. He lunged forward at me, embracing me with his arms. “It’s love.” With his last ounce of strength, he hugged me with all his might. This time though, I was surprised by his strength. I felt paralyzed between the light and darkness. “No one, no evil can take my love away.”

      And for a moment, Father wept, burying his face into my chest.

      “Do y-you feel it?” he whispered, tapping my chest where my heart was. “That’s your fire. It can change a man, unlike the sword…do you remember? You remember when you pulled away from the girl, the witch’s daughter? You fought corruption.”

      “…Yes…I-I do, Father, I remember…”

      “That’s who you are. I love you more than you know, from the first day I laid eyes on you,” he said softly. I closed my eyes, imagining his pain when he’d seen Morack bite me in the camps.

      Then, I heard a snarl. I felt a wet sensation. Blood. It spewed all over my face. I opened my eyes to see Morack moaning in pleasure as he bit Father’s neck.

      I looked into Father’s eyes. He smiled, thrusting his shield into my chest as he fell backwards. His sword clanked on the ground as Morack draped over top of him, his purple rope pooled around father. Time slowed down.

      I looked down at the griffin on his battered, bloody shield. I turned it around, gripping the handle. After pulling away his fangs with a sickening suction sound, Morack dropped Father’s body, glaring back at me over his shoulder like a hound caught mid-meal.

      I began to circle Morack with my father’s shield held between us, my eyes glaring him down.

      With arrogant nonchalance, the man swiped away blood—Father’s blood—from his chin and licked the finger clean. “That was a lot of planning,” he said. “So much, power.”

      “Planning?” I echoed.

      “I knew he’d come back, of course. I saw your father at the market way back on that day, the way he protected you…I was there, hiding in the shadows. I even tried to get in the slave camps, but when I heard you Greeks were up for sale, I couldn’t resist.”

      “You stalked us,” I said.

      “The strength of your bond was irresistible to begin with; what I did was make it stronger by biting you. I created a sense of urgency and desperation, which incubated, strengthening the bond even more. Think of it as an investment, this is what I will teach you to do,” Morack said, seeking more blood from around his mouth.

      “…we’re not like the wolves at all,” I said. I felt the lust for blood losing its grip around my mind, as if a fog was being burned away.

      “Well, not really. They don’t do this. But I can show you how to strengthen these bonds between people, and when you kill them, you absorb even more power, Acula. You saw what I did to all these Spartans. In time, you can—”

      “I don’t want any of it!” I snarled, instinctively showing my fangs. I still felt like a monster, but not the one he had hoped for.

      Morack paused, momentarily frozen from licking his fingers.

      “Careful,” he said, as I picked up Father’s sword. “Acula, I’m beginning to think you lack appreciation of my sacrifices for you. I risked all this to show you how it’s done.”

      “You’ve manipulated me, you mean. But you made a fatal flaw,” I said.

      “Oh really? What is that, my little mayfly?”

      “You allowed the bond to strengthen too much. You allowed the alloy to set in, to harden before you could corrupt it. You’ve made bronze. Allowing my father to get that close to me chipped away the mold, and here before you is the finished product.”

      “Hahaha! What is this nonsense? Are you suggesting that his little display of affection tainted you?” Morack asked.

      “I’m saying you failed to taint me. You should have never allowed him to see me again. You should have killed him sooner, because now, you’ll have to kill me as well,” I said, readying my shield. I walked towards Morack slowly. I held the sword behind my shield.

      “You’re not backing down, are you? Hm. Very well. I hate to reprimand you,” he said.

      The sun began to rise, shining through a few holes in the room. “We’d better resolve this tomorrow,” Morack said, turning his back on me casually.

      I closed my eyes, imagining the exits. I leaped forward, slashing at the ice walls, collapsing them. This blocked our retreat into the icy sanctuary.

      “What are you doing?” Morack demanded. “You do know that is our only escape; we can’t go outside; the sun has filled the basin. We have to dig through the exit, now! Help me with this mound of ice, hurry!” Morack said as the sun encroached.

      I walked over to my father’s corpse. I picked up his helmet and, after a moment of silent reverence, slowly slipped it over my head. His spirit was in that helmet, and now it was with me. I jumped into the air, in between the exit and Morack, landing softly. I pointed my sword at Morack. He snarled at me. “I’ll run you through just like the others, don’t make me,” he warned.

      He moved like the wind, attempting to exploit my right flank and get around my shield. He swiped at me with his claws, but I moved nearly as fast, lunging backward like a cat.

      “Well, at least your faster than them,” he said.

      “That’s your own fault,” I replied. I snarled back at him as he leaped into the air, hanging above me on the ceiling. A moment later, he dove down on top of me, slashing at my shield. The force from his strikes pushed my entire body backwards, knocking the shield aside. He cut my face badly. Black blood flung into the air.

      Cruel laughter rang out as a wicked smile curled his lips. Then, suddenly, he disappeared.

      I looked around the room frantically for him.

      As I told you, I can show you powers beyond what you’ve known, but you didn’t trust me, clinging on to that petty bond to your father, he spoke telepathically. It felt as if his voice was coming at me from everywhere at once, bouncing off the walls of the cave, disorienting me as I tried to locate him.

      I felt my shins smoldering in the sun as the rays pierced through the walls. “Ahhhhhhh!” hissed out an anguished cry from the shadows. I looked down at my shield; the reflection of the sun bounced off it, shining into the dark room.

      I angled the shield up, scanning the ceiling, then the side walls, using the deadly rays like an arrow of fire from Apollo. “Clever,” said a twisted voice spoken aloud.

      “What, this?!”

      “Aahhhhhhhhh!” Morack yelled as the reflection met him, exposing his invisible form. Fire ignited around his body as he dove into a mound of snow.

      He disappeared again in the shadows. I hunted for him with the reflection. I could hear him panting and hissing in pain. Then, I heard a sound behind me, but I was too slow to react. I yelled as he stabbed me in the back with his claws.

      I bashed him with my shield, knocking him back. Blood flowed down my legs. He lunged back in, cutting my shoulders, then slicing my right arm off completely. “Ughhhh-hhhhhhh!” I yelled as my arm and sword fell to the ground.

      It didn’t feel real. It couldn’t be real. I was staring at my own arm lying on the ground, black blood pooling from the nasty opening where it should’ve been joined to my shoulder.

      “Last chance, Acula.” Morack growled, his voice snapping me back to reality. I readied my shield, scanning the room. Even with my enhanced strength, it felt awkward without the counterbalance of my father’s sword in hand.

      He appeared in front of me, slowly walking towards me as my back pressed up against the wall. He walked around the sun’s rays within a few paces from me.

      “Now, put down that shield.”

      “Come and take it,” I said. Morack’s face morphed with an anger I had never witnessed.

      He sprung at me, fangs out, claws ready to strike. He latched on to my back, biting and clawing my neck and shoulders. I smashed the ice wall with my shield repeatedly. Sunlight beamed through, exposing the horizon. I lunged forward with all my might, diving out over the cliff into the open sun and taking him with me. We tumbled down the hill for what seemed like forever, burning, smashing into trees and rocks until we came to a stop in an open field of grass, far from the snowcapped mountains.

      I could hear Morack moaning in agony. I was on my backside, as was he. We were about twenty paces apart. Our eyes met as flames ignited our bodies. I had held on. Father’s shield was in my left hand. I put it over my body, retreating like a turtle into its shell, the bronze shield protecting me from the sun’s deadly gaze. Drawn by a tingling sensation on my side, I cast my gaze at my shoulder. Astoundingly, new flesh had begun to grow there, and it was expanding even as I watched. My meal from before the battle had more than sated my hunger, and the arm Morack severed just minutes ago was already starting to grow back. I felt my stomach twinge with renewed hunger as the pale flesh of my new arm sewed itself into existence.

      Meanwhile, Morack cried out in fury and pain as flames engulfed his form. I peeked from under the rim of the shield to observe him. He scrambled under a tree like a wet cat out of the water. I stood up carefully, keeping the shield angled toward the sun, using my advantage to close the distance to him.

      As I reached the tree’s great shadow, I noticed it was an oak, unlike all the others around it. It stood strong and proud among all the pines.

      I stood over Morack’s burnt body as he lay face down. His head was completely black; his lips and eyelids had been burned completely off. Smoke poured off him, making him look like a beaten blade newly quenched in water. His purple rope had seared into his skin. He was breathing heavily as he turned over to look at me. He stared at me for a few moments in disbelief. A light breeze hit our skin as the morning birds began to sing.

      “Hhhh…hhhhh,” Morack wheezed, trying to laugh, but it came out as little more than a pathetic breath of air. “You were right, I let…the bond grow too strong. I should…I should have just finished you both at the slave camps,” he said, panting. “I got greedy.”

      “You remember all the power you promised me?” I asked.

      “I-I can still show you more, yes,” he replied.

      “What my father did up there…that was power…he risked his life just to show me he loved me…”

      “He’s dead! He’s nothing! I wiped out a platoon of Spartans trained in war without a scratch on me. That is—”

      “Not a scratch? Looks a bit different from here,” I replied, raising my eyebrows.

      “Well I didn’t have a shield to protect me,” he said.

      “You know who else didn’t have protection when they needed it?” I asked.

      “Who, Acula?”

      “Your son, your mother, your wife, your aunts and uncles, and all the countless others you’ve bled dry in your anger and lust…other than this dark power you were given, you’re no different now than you were as a man. You’re a corrupted, weak blade.”

      Morack paused for several seconds. His long fingers clawed into the soil. Blood poured from his eyes. “Even now, my family, t-their screams haunt me…I couldn’t bury enough souls to drown out my son’s calls for help…I couldn’t,” he said, coughing. Morack lay before me a broken man, almost pitiful in his crumpled form.

      “There aren’t enough souls in all of Greece,” I replied.

      “But…I-I still have much to offer…I-I can you show you so much more—”

      “All that is over.”

      “…What about the fire your father spoke of, the fire to change, to become more?” he asked.

      “You’ve had hundreds of years to find your fire,” I replied. “In all that time, you indulged only in darkness,” His eyes peered up at me, white orbs surrounded by cracked, burnt flesh. “But even now…I think I’m capable of mercy.”

      Morack cracked a smile and said, “Yes…mercy…”

      I snatched him up by his wrist as his eyes widened. “Mercy for all those who should ever cross your path.”

      “What?” he said. I began dragging him towards the light. “No, no, wait—what are you—let me go! Aaa-aaaah!” He screamed as the sun touched him. I put the shield over me. I pulled him into the middle of a field as he shrieked, attempting to anchor his claws into the soil, even digging for the darkness below.

      “I can…bring…Ahhh…your father back. A-Acula, I swear it, it’s not too late…I-I can save your father!” he begged. I shook my head at Morack slowly, staring at him as I continued dragging him. Morack’s eyes popped out of his head as cones of flames spewed through the sockets.

      I stopped, kneeling down next to him as screamed out, reaching towards me. Soon, even his desperate pleas died out.

      His skin turned white, burning into his bones. Then his skeleton dissolved in front of me. His body turned into a pile of ash as white smoke billowed into the blue sky. Then, what sounded like a hundred souls left him—voices from his victims, I imagined, exhaling, unshackling their chains unto the heavens. Men, women…children.

      Morack was no more. His ashes would mingle with the soil, and maybe one day, a year or a century or a millennium from now, he would become clay molded into man once more, forged with a new fire. Perhaps then he could redeem himself. But the monster lay smote at the bottommost valley far from his mountain fortress, and for that I felt no remorse.

      I stumbled back under the oak tree, leaning against it. I slowly slid down it, staring at the pile of powder before me. I glanced up the mountain where my father lay.

      I climbed back up the mountain, using a shady path and always keeping in the mountain’s shadow on the far side from the sun. I waited until night, and then carried Father, Icar, and each Spartan to the highest point I could find. I carried them one by one, thanking them for their sacrifice.

      I buried Father last, not because I planned it, but because it was the most difficult. I laid him inside the hole I dug. I placed my hand over his before I covered it with dirt as the night wind howled. Tears streamed down my face, dripping onto his body.

      “F-father…by the gods, if you can hear me…I pray you are…with Mother now. I wish that for you…One day, maybe the gods will allow m-me to be…with you and her…Thank you for your devotion, your courage, and your love, Preturias of Sparta.”

      I placed his shield atop him, crossing his hands around it; his blood still covered the griffin he had painted on it. I began to cover his body with dirt. I spread it across his bronze shield, filling in the nicks and abrasions in it. As it began to cover his face, I stopped, looking at him.

      I thought about his journey. I thought about his words, his example of building a sword and a man. I thought about how some men would fight their whole lives to build themselves to become strong, to become bronze. But I realized that once a man truly loves someone unconditionally, he’s not like the sword anymore…

      A man becomes the shield.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Many years later…

        

      

    

    
      “Sir?”

      “Yes, come in.”

      A man opened the door in front of me. Before I entered, I noticed the room’s exotic fabrics and furniture. A giant lion’s head was mounted on the wall to my left.

      “Leave us,” said an imperious man with thick, wavy blond hair. The servant left the two of us alone in the room. “Have a seat,” he said, turning towards me. He was a young man with an intense expression on his face. He looked me over as he began pacing back and forth in deep thought.

      I chose to remain standing.

      “So you’re the famed hunter of monsters, they say?” He studied me more, and I didn’t mind his stare; I was more than accustomed to more hostile appraisals than his. He raised his eyebrows and stood with his arms crossed, his hand tucked underneath his chin.

      “Some say,” I replied.

      “That’s quite unusual armor, or is that a cloak? Where did you get that?” he asked.

      “Custom. I made this cuirass myself; it’s a mesh of bronze and fur. Lightweight, but offers some protection against blades…and claws,” I said.

      “Yes. Claws. I’ve lost nearly forty men to this…creature. Any chance these rumors are simply fiction? You know how men are…they tend to exaggerate,” he said in a confidential tone. “Maybe my men were simply killed by assassins?” he added, looking into my eyes for an answer I couldn’t give him.

      I shook my head from side to side.

      “Doesn’t hurt to ask, I suppose…You know, you look awfully…young for such a reputation. How old are you, twenty-four?” he asked, dropping his arms to the side.

      “A bit older than that,” I said. “It’s the sun, I avoid it all costs.”

      “Bad for the skin, is it?” He smiled.

      “You have no idea.”

      “According to reports, this monster is a female, and she poses as a prostitute, leeching off my men. What do you know of her?”

      “We crossed paths, but we were kids back then…she was a witch’s daughter.”

      “Hmm. So she’s a witch, then,” he said, nodding.

      “No. Worse. Far worse.”

      “I get the feeling you’re withholding information from me.”

      “You’re a busy man; I’ll only bother you with what matters,” I replied. He nodded his head slowly.

      “They say she’s unbelievably beautiful…they say no man that has lain eyes on her can resist…”

      “I’m here for the job, beauty, beast, or both,” I replied.

      “Fair enough. They say you won’t except traditional payment. What do you want in return for your services?” he asked.

      “It’s a bit of an annoyance, but I want your men to leave me alone. I’m stopped at every checkpoint for my appearance. I’m Greek, yet I’m treated as a foreigner in my own lands. Specialized trades such as mine often appear peculiar. Anything you can do in return?” I asked.

      “I’m Alexander the Great, conqueror of nations? If I cannot control my own men, how can I hope to control others?” he said, smirking.

      “Good,” I said, turning my back on him.

      “Oh, and Acula? We leave at sunrise,” he said casually.

      “We?” I asked.

      “Yes, I’m already heading towards your objective. You will join me. You could use the sun, you’re very pale,” he said.

      “I work alone, Alexander, it’s the only way,” I said. His eyebrows pinched forward as he walked closer.

      “Do you forget who you are speaking to? They say you are Spartan; maybe I’ll just invade your homeland for that remark,” he said.

      “Do what you like, conqueror,” I replied. No matter what territories he held, I would not be cowed by any mortal man. The witch’s daughter was another matter, though, and I was anxious to be on my way.

      He stepped closer, to within a few inches of my face. He looked on at me with a curious stare. He didn’t say a word for several seconds. “You don’t fear me, do you?” He asked.

      “I fear nothing anymore,” I replied. He immediately turned his back to me.

      “I can see that…very well, Acula of Sparta. If you’re successful with this assignment, I have might have another mission for you.”

      “We’ll see,” I said.

      “For now, take this; it will aid you in your journey,” he said. He handed me a short sword off the table. “Pure bronze,” he said, raising his eyebrows.

      “Is it?” I asked.

      “Of course, my finest made it. Most use iron these days, but there’s something classic about the feel of the bronze,” he said. I pulled out my father’s sword, much to Alexander’s surprise. “Now that’s an old sword,” Alexander noted, the barest hint of admiration in his voice. “The style is Spartan, of course.”

      “Old, but true. Do you mind if I test this old sword against it?” I asked. “Just out of curiosity.”

      “…why, no, but I hate to see you destroy that relic,” he said.

      I quickly slammed the new sword against my father’s, and the new sword broke in half like chalk on granite. The broken portion flew across the room as Alexander’s eyes followed it.

      “That…that…w-who made it?” he asked.

      “My father.”

      “I shall enlist him as my craftsman at once,” he said.

      I held the sword up in the air, twirling the blade. “Unfortunately, he died long ago, and this is all that remains of him now,” I said.

      Alexander shook his head. “You’re wrong,” he said, tapping my armor at the chest. “Your father might be gone, but like his sword, his work lives on, as he has crafted a man of true bronze.”

      [image: ]

      
        Stay tuned for the continuing adventures of Acula, the monstrous monster hunter!
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        HERE COMES THE DEVIL

      

      Detrand, a sexy, mysterious immortal vampire, returns to England to punish the being responsible for the murder of his Maker. Delving into the city full of shifters, fae and other immortal beasts, he encounters a woman with blood so tempting that he can barely control his blood lust.

      He will burn the city down to find the killer, but first he may have to submit to the woman who will consume his heart, or he may never know the truth…

      

      **Intended for adult readers due to sexual situations, violence, and language.**
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      Ameena fingered the stake tucked in the back of her full skirt, considering her next step very carefully.  The darkness threatened her from all sides, but she wasn’t scared.  No.  She reveled in it.  She breathed it in, welcoming the stench of death.

      Checking behind her to make sure that she had followed the instructions given her to the letter, she pushed open the door.  She ascended the stairs purposefully and, facing the locked door, she pulled the ornate brass skeleton key from her pocket.

      It glided into the lock and she twisted it sideways, pushing the door back.  It slid an inch and then stuck in the door jam, almost as if it didn’t want to open.  She shook the handle, thrusting the door back and forth until it finally ripped open, slamming it against the back wall.  She stepped inside and shut the door behind her, allowing the darkness to swallow her.

      She trailed her fingers along the wall until she reached the ledge.  Feeling it, she found a candle and matchstick. As soon as she struck it, the smell of sulfur drafted through the air.  Her black hair curled in the humidity of the room, and the candle allowed her to see a glimpse of her pale face reflected in the crude mirror placed over the mantle.  She smirked at her reflection, noting the deadly set in her eyes.  Then she turned to face the middle of the room.

      An eerie music played in her mind as she approached the bed and, for a second, fear slammed into her heart so strong that she was tempted to bolt from the room.  She gripped the edges of her black skirt, breathing in and out deeply, saying the words that she’d been instructed.  Setting her lips in a determined line, she forced herself forward and pulled opened the curtains.

      The man was as still as death.

      The candlelight revealed his stark nakedness and she grinned, showing her blackened teeth.  Oh the fun she could have with him.  She dithered, trying to make up her mind.  If only she wasn’t a woman of her word.

      Raising herself on her tiptoes, she climbed into the bed and straddled the man.  Her full and lengthy skirts spread out under her and she tucked them in tightly.  Then she blew out the candle, put it next to her on the bed, and let the shadows envelope her.  She reached into her pocket and pulled out a handful of salt.  Mumbling a few words, she spread the salt in a full circle around her and threw a pinch over her shoulder for good measure.

      Then her athame was in her hand, it was always within easy reach, and she called to it.  It sparked to life, the etched runes glimmering a crimson red, like glowing ember eyes.  It was warm and comforting in her hand, and she stroked the handle with her thumb.

      Her confidence growing, she grabbed the bag swaddled in between her breasts and pulled the drawstring open.  The clipped feathers moved under her steady fingers as she pulled two of them out.  She centered them in her hand and then sliced deep into her palm with her athame.  The familiar metallic smell hit her nose and she bathed the plumes in the deep maroon liquid, soaking them until there wasn’t a speck of white in them.

      Satisfied, she raised them to her forehead and closed her eyes.  She marked her forehead and sprinkled the man.  Then she put the feathers to her mouth and, swallowing them whole, she began to recite.

      “Birdy, exaudi vocem meam.”

      A slight trickle of blood slid through her lips and dribbled down her chin.  She repeated herself, louder.  “Birdy, exaudi vocem meam.”

      A flutter in her stomach made her groan but she repeated the words, again and again.  As her volume grew, so did the ache in her stomach.  It traveled up from her stomach to her esophagus, choking off her breath until she spewed the dead bird onto the bedcover.  The bird was a raven, coated in blood and as she swept it from the bed, it gathered bits of salt under its wing.

      Her voice rang out now, and echoed through the small room.   “Mortuus est, exaudi vocem meam, mortuus est, exaudi vocem meam.  Ades ante mihi ante lapsum.”

      His eyes sprang open, dark and obsidian.

      Before she even saw him move, his hand was on her neck, squeezing it tight.  She choked and grasped his hand, trying to push it off as he pulled her to him.  His grip was a vise on her throat, crushing her esophagus, and she struggled to push it away.

      Slowly she descended, and she counted the seconds it took to reach him.  One.  Her daughter, still enfolded in her blankets, safe and sound under her protective spell.  Two.  Her secret.  The secret she’d guarded close.  Too close.  The one she never told anyone.  And now she never would.  Three.  The woman buried under her house, that she hoped would never rise again.

      The man’s breath reeked of rot and lust, and it flit through her nose as he sat up, slightly loosening his hold.

      “Baash…”  She pulled him close so that his lips were on hers, dropping the athame.  “…Tard.”

      “I know your thoughts, witch.”  He tasted like death as his tongue slid through her lips, searching for any remnants of the feathers.  Finding none, he twisted his fingers, splaying her bare as his sliding incisors bit into her neck.  Her breath caught in her throat, and she grinned as a warmth spread down to her privates.  At least she would be satisfied in death.
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      The funeral began at dusk.  I approached the church, keeping a leery eye on the other strigoi lined across the walk.  They made to appear as casual observers but they were waiting until the funeral was over; they couldn’t enter the building.  One in particular watched me closely from the bench nearby.  Her honey-brown hair floated down to her mid-back and had eyes as dark as the murky skies overhead.  I trailed my eyes to her legs which stretched from the slit in her skirt.  She hissed at me, while positioning her skirt so that I could see right up it.  Her eyes roamed over my thick body, entwined with rippling muscles and olive skin that wrapped around my physique, and then up to my face where my dark hair masked my sharp eyes, and smirked.  I showed her my teeth and she slunk back into the shadows, hiding behind the bulky male strigoi sitting beside her.  I would find her later.

      The door to the church creaked loudly as I opened it, and the sound reverberated off the high ceilings of the inner chamber.  As I stepped inside, there was a collective gasp behind me.  I entered, and turned to shut the door.  Forgetting all pretenses, the group of strigoi, or vampires, huddled together at the entrance to the church.  Their eyes were wide as they stared at me and as I stared them down, their expressions turned from shock to fear.  The woman with the honey-brown hair fell to her knees and bowed her head, showing the milky whiteness of her cleavage.  As I shut the door, I envisioned the satisfaction I would feel as my fangs latched onto her.

      I walked down the middle aisle of the main sanctuary and studied the intricate details of the ceiling, ignoring the fact that all eyes were drawn to me.  Traveling from Italy on a ship was perilous, especially for a strigoi such as I, and I had not arrived comfortably.  I was the only one who was late.  Even in death, the living did not disrespect the man in the wooden box at the front of the room: the ‘young,’ rich bachelor, and the most powerful man on the coast.

      Or, the man that they thought was in the box.

      There was no body, it had blown away with the winds of death.  But we paid well for the illusion of death, and the church was happy to take our tokens.  Women lined the pews, their handkerchiefs to their eyes, their thoughts on the fortune they would never have.  As I passed, they peeked at me, wondering if I was just as profitable as the dead man.  One of them waved her handkerchief, her grief exaggerated, hoping to catch my attention.  I grunted and turned my head.

      The priest, his hair silver with age, called for prayer and he closed his eyes.  I continued up the aisle and stood before the box.

      Suddenly, grief struck me.  I lay my hand on the casket and stared woodenly at the priest.

      His hand waved in the air, stirring the incense, and his empty words crowded out the cries of grief of the audience.  He peeked at me and his face paled as I stared him down.  He ended the prayer quickly and called for the casket to be taken to the graveyard.  The living stood out of respect as I led the pallbearers, their faces stoic and somber, towards the yard.

      The strigoi followed the end of the funeral procession and, as they lowered the empty box into the ground, I stood back, watching.  Real tears were spent now, mostly from the strigoi, and I noted the ones who contained their grief.  I recognized the pock-marked one, standing off to the side like an outsider, yet I knew that he knew my master the best.  His eyes glistened, wet with tears but he held them in as he stared silently across the bay.

      A handful of dirt was thrown onto the box and the wails grew louder.  Then the priest stepped to my side and we watched as single red roses were thrown and finally the crowd began to drift off.

      “I see my handiwork has stood the test of time,” I said to him.

      “Yes, among other things.”  The priest didn’t like to speak much, but when he did, there were always layers of meanings.  “You were young when you carved that ceiling.”

      “No I wasn’t.  You were young back then.”

      The priest laughed.  “Yes, I guess that’s true.”

      “I remember when you had that crude cross erected.  It seemed to diminish my work.”

      The priest eyed me.  “Your handicraft was commissioned as a gift to God.  And while beautiful, it only holds a candle to the Glory of the Savior.”  He watched as the mourners began to drift away, pausing to let his harsh words settle.  “Things were simple then.  When my understanding of the world was only seen in terms of good and evil.”

      I turned away from him and watched as a single woman stood silently at the grave.  Her hair was tucked tightly under her hat, her black veil hiding her face.  But I knew that under that hat, long tresses of black hair waited to be unfurled and curled under my willing hands.  Her body, ready to be stroked under the caresses of my trembling fingers.  I gripped my hand in a tight fist and brushed that image from mind.  She was mine no longer.  She had given herself willingly to him, and, because of that, I would never cross that line again.

      I tried not to hear the words she mumbled at his grave, her hands clasped tightly at her chest and her body so rigid and tight.  If only I could—

      “I am glad that you have come to pay your respects.”  The priest put his hand on his chest and bowed slightly.  “And I wish you safe passage home.”

      “I will not be returning home.”

      He stood back up, his eyes fixed on mine.  “I would that your interests at home not become neglected.  You know that I pray for your success always.”

      I grabbed him by the neck and leaned in.  “If you have something to say to me Father, I recommend you speak plainly.”

      “I only wish,” he choked on his words, but I did not let up.  “To keep you safe.”

      “What do you mean?”  I growled, my voice menacing.

      “This land is cursed.  Agosto’s power waned, and every man was at his neck.  They mean to crucify any who dare interfere.  There is no one you can trust.”

      I raised my eyebrow.  “Not even you, Father?”

      “You would be crazed to take on his businesses.”

      I released my hold and he gasped in a breath.  “I have no intention of taking on his businesses.”

      He put his hand to his neck, rubbing it, his breath still raspy.  “You are wise then.”

      I shot him a dirty look.  “No one who knows me would consider me wise.  I do intend to find his killer.”

      The priest was silent for a moment, considering my words.  “I’ve heard the rumors that have drifted across the ocean.  The things you’ve done, the way you’ve done them.”  He looked up at me.  “You have changed.”

      He eyed me silently, his eyes fearful and cautious.  I turned my back to him and walked towards the grave as the darkness settled in my bones, comforting me.  I recognized the sound of the priest as he stumbled away and I blocked out the noise.  With a quick glance at the gravediggers who scrambled away, I closed my eyes and took in a deep breath.

      Biting my wrist, I held it over the grave, letting my blood drip onto the casket.  “With the blood of my fathers, I swear to you Agosto Romano that I will discover your killer and avenge your death.”  Letting go of the grief that I’d been holding back, I allowed it to flow through my body and into my words, sealing the promise.

      My grief poured through the graveyard in waves and the sound of a flock of flustered crows in flight caught my attention.  I turned.  It was Sophie, the woman at the grave.  I quickly turned my face, hiding my surprise that she’d been watching me.  Silent as the grave itself.  Then I strode away, motioning for the gravediggers to begin.

      [image: ]

      The night was beginning to turn, and many of the weaker strigoi had returned to their graves.  The living long having left the gothic mansion as the night developed, instinct warning them for survival, and only the older strigoi delayed leaving the wake.  Glasses with the liquid of the damned cluttered every counter, filled by the living whose instincts were feeble.  Or by those already in the service of the strigoi.

      I lounged in the chaise, watching the woman across the room from me.  The same woman from the church.  My intoxicated eyes, filled with need, took in the curves of her body and the way she caressed the shoulder of the gentleman next to her.  She glanced towards me and lowered her eyes, looking up through her long lashes.  I raised my eyebrow but did not invite her to me; it wasn’t time yet.

      The pock-marked man stumbled towards me, drunken with too much blood.  The idiot.  I stood and grabbed him, pulling him into a hug.  Rowan pushed back, eyeing me carefully.  A grin spread across his face and his dull eyes lit up.  Throwing his glass over his shoulder, he fell into my arms.

      “Master, you’ve come home.”

      “You saw me at the grave.”

      He laughed.  “That I did.  But so torn up with grief, I couldn’t approach ya.”  His slurred speech was barely understandable.  “Besides, I hardly recognize ya.”

      I shook my finger at him.  “I don’t look a day older.”  I grinned and threw my arm around his shoulder.  “I’ve missed you.”

      “And I, you.”

      I stood back, holding him at arms length to study him. “Did you serve our Agosto faithfully?”  I’d left Rowan in the care of Agosto, my maker and friend, now dead.

      He bowed his head, his grief weighing him down and now I understood.  He drank too much because of his grief.  “I did, sir.  And the others will witness for me.”

      “I know you did.  And you shall be rewarded for it.”

      He looked up, his eyes sparking with hope.  “You are too kind.”

      “I am a man of my word.”  I gripped his arm and nodded towards the woman from the church.  “Tell me.  Who is that?”

      He turned towards her.  “Lily is her name.  Stefano is her sire.”

      “And is he attached to her?”

      Rowan shook his head.  “She has been forgotten.”

      “Send her to me, then.”

      “Master?”

      “I will be in my old room.”

      He bowed.  “As you wish.”

      I moved to stop his approach.  “And Rowan, I have a present for you also.”  His fangs extended; he was never good at holding back.  “She is in the master’s room, waiting for you.  I’ve held her there for a while, so she will be ready and willing.  Go to her after you have spoken to Lily.”

      His nostrils flared, anticipating his reward.  Hopefully he had not drunken too much, or he would be sick when he awoke.
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      I waited in the corner of the room, invisible to the eye.  I could feel Lily’s presence as she glided towards my room but I made myself wait.  She drew closer and I vibrated with need as I anticipated her taste on my lips.  The smell of her hair, bathed in honey, covered up the stench of her rot and I breathed it in deeply.  It reminded me of days long ago when I worked in the field and could allow the pleasure of the sun on my back.

      I sensed her outside the door now and she hesitated.  She would not deny me.  Her hand trembled as she raised it, and she knocked softly.

      “Come in.”

      The door opened slowly and she stepped into the room.  Her chest rose and fell, a habit from her old life that had yet to subside, and I could feel her fear, and her lust.

      “Sir?”

      I did not answer, and so she deliberately circled the room, studying the faded paintings on the wall.  I studied the way her long legs swayed as she moved, and my eyes slid up the slit, giving me just a glimpse of what I desired.

      She moved closer, and her scent pulled me towards her.  I gripped the wall and held myself still, forcing my will over the vampire part of me that lived off its baser instincts, my strigoi.  Her lips turned up in a half smile, as if she could sense me.  She stopped at the drawing of a woman, who lay half-naked on a bed, and Lily studied the strokes of pencil closely.  She was so close I could almost touch her.  Instead, I reached out with my senses, stroking her neck.

      She took in a sharp breath, and I smiled.  I had her exactly where I wanted her.  Feeling her desire, I flooded her senses with warmth, the kind that was no longer a blessing of the strigoi, and a reminder that she was alive once.  The young don’t generally appreciate this gift, but she had been happy as a human, and I could feel her satisfaction at my gift.

      I moved my senses so that they surrounded her, feeling every part of her body as they drew her in.  Her breathing hitched and a hint of red touched her porcelain white cheeks, unknowingly, she opened herself to me.  I could see her every longing, exploit her every need.  She gasped as I released the fullest of my senses, touching her in her most intimate places and giving her every pleasure that she could only imagine in her favorite dream.  After a time, she grabbed the wall, breathless and unable to stand the onslaught any longer.  “Arrêtez.”  Her voice was a moan and I drew my senses back in slowly, until only a tendril of them stroked at her lips.  When I was done, she leaned back, her face turned towards me, open.

      Then her eyes opened and they fell on me. I masked my surprise, but only barely.  So she had the gift then.

      “Is that why Stefano turned you?”

      She nodded. “Yes.”  Her voice was soft.  “But I have been no use to him.”

      Then I was at her side, my breath on her neck, and she took a step closer.  “I have a use for you.”  I traced my finger down her throat.

      She pressed against me, her eyes an invitation.  “I am at your service, Monsieur.”

      The front of her black dress dipped low, showing her pushed cleavage and I ran my finger down it.  “You are young.”

      She didn’t answer, and I yanked the dress down.  Her breasts pushed against her corset, begging me to release them.  I teased her, playing with the clip that would open her to me.  “I don’t usually partake in someone so childish, but for you, I will make an exception.”  I gripped her hips and pushed her back against the wall, determined to fulfill her every need.  She put her arms over her head, showing me what she was willing to offer, as her breasts pushed against each other.  My eyes traveled higher as she moved her fingers down her neck, baring it open to me.

      Growling, I leaned in, and she stilled while I smelled her sweat and desire.  I stood back up and yanked her towards the bed.  I ripped open her corset and, extending my fangs, tasted her as she howled in pleasure.
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      Rowan lurched, and the blood leaked from his mouth.  I could hear it stream into the bucket and I grinned.  “Was she good?”

      Breathing heavily for a moment he called back to me from the other room.  “Shut up.”

      I laughed now, and sat at the ornately carved desk.  “As long as she went home unaware.”

      “I’m not a child, Detrand.”

      My fingers nimbly thumbed through the neatly stacked paperwork and sighed.  It was only the next evening, but there was work to do.

      Agosto made me a strigoi, mostly because he wanted a loyal servant.  I served him faithfully, which was easy because he was good to me and taught me how to use my powers conscientiously, so that they grew to be as powerful as his.  Back then, many of the strigoi were in hiding, our covens were few.  After we were able to come out of hiding, we multiplied, and once there were enough for me to branch out, I traveled back to my Italian roots.  I hadn’t been gone long, before someone ended him.

      I would discover his killer, and in order to do that I needed to establish my presence here.  “Where’s Agosto’s papers?”

      Rowan leaned on the doorway, wiping his lips.  “Everything is there.”

      I turned in my seat.  “I cannot find what I need.”

      He shrugged and turned from the room.

      I opened the top compartment to the desk and rummaged through it.  “Bring me some gin.”

      After a moment, I sensed his presence behind me and I stilled.  His grief leaked into my senses and I blocked them out.  Melancholy would do me no good.

      “He hid things from me.”

      “He always hid things from you.”

      He clicked his tongue.  “No.  This was different.”

      I turned towards him, and his eyes searched mine.

      “If there’s something that he was hiding from you, something important, then he had good reason.”  I stood up, taking the glass of gin from his hands and went to the window.  The night was still and heavy and my strigoi called out to me.  It was a ravenous and insatiable god, always yearning for blood and the hunt, but tonight, I thrust it down.  It could wait.

      I sensed the wickedness that stretched through the streets, and even as I watched, blood was spilt, seeping through the grounds and calling for revenge.  I took a sip of the gin, and let the warmth travel to my chest, where it settled.

      “Where are his accounts?”

      “I told ya.  I don’t know.”

      “I need to settle his debts.  And collect mine.”

      Rowan was silent, then turned towards the door.  “Come.”

      We traveled to the basement and, as Rowan opened the door, the stench of mold and filth hit my nose.  I coughed.  “Holy hell.”

      Rowan smirked as he waded through the water.  He led me to the far wall and, after opening a crate, he pulled out empty glass bottles.  He threw them into the water until he found the one he wanted.  He held it to me and I took it.

      “Why did he store these here?”  I looked at the water that seeped into the basement from the rising tide.  Only death and excrement filled those waters and I stared at the bottle, amazed.  “Why risk losing them to the filth?”

      “Because he knew that no one would come looking for them here.”

      “And were there many?”

      “Many what?”

      I twisted the lid impatiently, breaking the seal.  “Looking.  Were there many looking for them?”  The smell of old paper hit my nose and I tipped the jar carefully, flipping through them.  This was what I was looking for.  I needed to remind the living and the dead who their new master was.  If they were determined to stake me, I would not go down without taking them with me, and I would avenge the death of my sire.

      Rowan choked again, his blood sickness threatening to burst from him, and he fled the room, holding his hand over his mouth.

      I called after him.  “Tomorrow we will make our visits, and you will go with me.”

      And then the room was empty, save for the dead and the lost.  I shoved the papers back in the bottle and pushed the lid tight, tucking it in my jacket.  I moved deeper into the room, inspecting the rest of the crates stacked against the back wall.  They mostly contained old documents, no longer necessary, and I stuffed them back in their crates.  As I moved through the water, the smell of the filth grew stronger, and fingertips caressed my neck.

      I pivoted and studied the darkness.  “Go away.”

      Then there was a breath on my ear.  “Detrand.  Come for me.”  I waved my hand, trying to shoo the ghost of my past away, but her hand slid across my chest.

      I slogged to the back wall, using my strigoi sight to study the shelves.  A bottle of very old rum and dried flowers were all that was left.  I put the rum in my other pocket and made for the door, but her hand was on my chest again and she pushed me into the water.

      I fell with a splash, and then she was on me, her mouth on mine.  I coughed, trying to dispel the taste of her dry lips.  I moved to rise, but her body was wrapped around my hips and she held me tightly to the floor.  And then she revealed herself to me, her dark hair wet and dripping onto my chest.  Her green eyes stared into my soul.  “Reach for me, Detrand.  I’ve been waiting a long time.  Pull me out of the darkness.”

      “I cannot,” I sputtered.

      Her head tilted.  “Why not?” Her voice was a hiss, and I tried to console her by stroking her arm.  An angry ghost was never a good thing, especially a lingering ghost of the undead with unfinished business.

      My hand lowered towards her fingers, and they gently caressed hers.  She watched them with interest, and when she looked up at me, her voice was a whisper as she began to fade.  “I’m waiting.”

      And then Sophie appeared behind me, wading through the water with her hands clasped in front of her.  Her hair was still pinned up tightly, her clothes still the darkest of black.

      She stood over me, and I looked up at her.

      “Sophie.”  I breathed in deeply, pressing my hands into the floor to keep them from touching her.  “Your soul haunts mine.”

      She shrugged.  “I cannot control what she does.”

      “Then what do you want?”

      She looked towards the back wall, and began to walk towards it.  She touched the dried flowers, stroking them softly.  “What do you intend to do with me?”

      I shrugged.  “I haven’t considered it.”

      “Will you let me go?”

      I studied her, the way her thin arms gracefully hung from her sides, the flowers now gripped in her fingers.  “I do not know.”

      She made an irritated noise.  “You must tell me my fate.  I cannot wait long.”

      I watched her move towards the door, and I couldn’t help but call to her, my voice desperate.  She turned slightly back, but then continued towards the stairs.  “Let me know by tomorrow.”

      I called after her, louder now even though it wasn’t necessary.  “I have business tomorrow.”  But she was gone.
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      My strigoi called to me, demanding attention and needing the comfort and nourishment of the sweetest claret.  It purred, deep in my chest and I got up, soaking and drenched with the filth of the city, answering the call.  I moved to the garden and my canines descended, thirsty for the blood that called from the streets.  I could hear the living as they moved through the city, as if they wanted me to come to them.  To feel the euphoria of my bite as I pulled their life giving blood into me.

      I stopped as Lily entered the garden.  Her steps were unnatural as they marched along the path.  She was furious.  My lips twisted up, and I waited for her to come to me.

      “You killed him.”  Her hands grasped her skirt tightly and her hair was pinned up in a messy bun, with some escaped strands that floated around her head.  The dark dress she wore was pinned up to her neck, but I could still see the paleness of her neck along her jawline as the light from the moon shined down on her.

      I picked at my teeth lazily, even though my fangs were still drawn out, my strigoi pulsing through my body, and then raised my eyebrow at her.

      “He was my mate.”

      I laughed.  “He was not your mate.”

      “He was my mate for forty years.”

      I turned my top lip up.  “Such a short time.  You have plenty of time to find another.”

      “I loved him.”

      I bent over her, showing her my teeth and she took a step back, but stared me boldly in the eyes.

      “If he was your true mate, you would not have approached me so easily.”

      Her face grew flustered.  “I had no choice.  You would have killed us both.”

      I stepped forward and trailed my finger down her cheek.  “It’s a good thing you came so quickly then.”

      She hissed at me and I pulled back.  “Did I not satisfy you?  Was not your every desire fulfilled?”

      She swallowed and looked away.  “Now I have no one.  I am alone.”

      I went back to my teeth, bored now and ready to move on to the city and the voices that called me.  “That is not my concern.”

      She reached for me but I took a step back.  “Please, monsieur.”  Her eyes begged me to take her in.  “I must have you, I cannot take another.  Only you can satisfy me now.  You know me more than I know myself.”

      My face was as hard as stone.  “Leave now.  And never return.”

      And then she was on me, fumbling at my pants.  “You must take me.  You must.”

      I backhanded her and she flew across the garden, landing in one of the bushes before she fell to the ground.  And then I was on her, dragging her towards the wall of the garden and pulling my clothes off, throwing them to the ground.  She stared at my chest openly and I yanked her head back by her hair, studying the lines of her face, and tore her skirt to the side.  She cried out, her body was ready for me, as she involuntarily arched her back, inviting me in.  I pulled out the pins holding her hair up and it fell around her face, framing it perfectly.  The barest scent of honey filled my nose and I breathed it in deeply.

      “You shall have your every wish, your every desire fulfilled, one last time, and then I will never see you again.”  I tore the front of her chaste dress so that I could see her breasts and she cried out.  They were perfectly sized and pebbled at the tip.  I studied them greedily.  I bent to taste them, retracting my incisors so that I did not draw blood.  That would be reserved for later.  She moaned as I bit and suckled her, opening herself to me.  I pushed my senses out, filling her with her innermost longings and then I moved them around her nearly naked body, making her feel everything she should ever want.  My senses completely surrounded her, giving her the memories she so easily forgot as a strigoi, and then touched all her places until she howled, satisfied.

      She wept softly, her tears running down her face as I gripped her backside, pulling her up higher and onto me.  She was face-to-face with me now, and my eyes bore into hers as I moved inside her.  Her cries echoed through the garden as I gave in to my passion.  She gripped my back, her nails tearing into my skin as she took all that I gave her.  And then I released myself into her.  Her body trembled against mine until our euphoria came down.  I leaned against her, appreciating the way her breasts felt, still hard against my chest.

      My strigoi still hummed in my body; only blood would satisfy it.  I stood back and when she saw my hardened face, she burst into tears.

      “Go now.”

      She nodded, moving away from me.  She did not bother to cover herself, but I pitied any living that dared try to touch her.
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      I glided through the shadows of the streets, smelling the scent of bodies as I moved among them.  The carriages deposited the living at the table of my feast as they gathered to eat and drink, to laugh and to unknowingly invite me into their souls.  My strigoi thrummed, eagerly anticipating a satisfied evening and I allowed it to consume my mind.  My eyes turned black with need and my senses sharpened, ready for the hunt.

      I followed a group of men up the muddy street.  They held glasses from the local watering hole, half-filled with sloshing beer as they danced up the street, their other arm draped around each other.  Their voices filled my ears as I stalked them, picking off the most desirable.  The one in the middle, his smile brimming to the edges of his face as he sang loudly, caught my eye and I stepped in behind him.  The happy ones usually tasted the best, and my feeding would transform their joy into an erupting euphoria.

      My strigoi made my steps silent, my scent stifled and my movements agile.  My hunger was all consuming; it flowed through me and I thought of nothing else.  I licked the drops of saliva that slid from my fangs as I stalked him unseen.  A woman slipped from the shadows and approached the chosen man before I’d decided to make my move, and my craving intensified.  Her dress was short, her neckline low and her pulse pounded in my ears.  If I could manipulate their movements, then I could partake of both of them.

      My hunter eyes took in her slow movements and her wide eyes as she grinned, showing a missing tooth.  A moment before I moved in, I breathed in deeply to satisfy my anticipation and before I knew it, my back was against the wall and I disappeared into the shadows.  I turned my lips up choking on my revulsion, as I recognized the disease that spread through her body.  The woman took the man by the hand, his compadres whistling their approval, as the couple paired off into the back alley.

      Women of the night did not bother me, they were usually quite pliant and flavorful, but some of them carried diseases that affected strigoi, making us sick and weak.

      I turned from the men and stalked down the street, cursing the woman.  My mood was now depressed, but my strigoi still called for blood, and I would satisfy it tonight.  I watched the crowds now with a sense of dulled urgency.  They passed by me, uninteresting and boring, but I watched them eagerly, waiting for the right one to perk my interest.

      The night deepened, and the crowd on the streets thinned.  I stood by the doorway to the tavern, my need making me desperate.  A woman carrying a set of empty glasses walked into the streets and I fell in behind her.  My long legs moved quicker, until I was walking next to her.  She quickened her pace but I released my senses over her, making her relax and slow her pace.  I steered her to the back alley, and she looked up at me, her eyes wide.

      I smiled at her, lust shining through my eyes as hers traveled up my body appreciatively.  I pressed her to move against the back wall and she went willingly.  No woman could ever turn away from me.  Often I didn’t even need my strigoi senses to ensnare the woman.  And sometimes, even the men.

      “‘Allo.”  She grinned.  “Wat we got ‘ere?”

      I stepped closer, my hand trailed up her ample stomach towards her breast.  Her dress was simple, and it moved easily as my finger pulled the top down slowly.  The glasses she held in her hands crashed to the ground.  I preferred to feed from the breast of women.  It was usually more tender than the neck and even more satisfying to them.  We both derived such pleasure from it, that it was a uniting experience.  I liked to enjoy my food.

      I also enjoyed breasts, pure and simple.

      She moaned as my nail circled her, and I bent to my knees, holding her against the wall.  My fangs were fully drawn out now and I didn’t hesitate to bite, pulling her warm blood into my mouth.  The blood of fuller women usually had a more satisfying taste, as they enjoyed the pleasures from their life.  It filled my mouth and my strigoi purred.  The woman panted as her emotions tumbled all over the place feeling the euphoria that my venom made her feel.

      My fingers fondled her other breast, and as I prepared to move to it, her blood lit my senses, igniting my body on fire.  I pulled down the other side of her dress and, suddenly overcome with need, I gripped her other breast tight and bit her hard.

      She yelped, screaming now because my urgency to satisfy my strigoi caused me to become rougher, forgetting to be gentle.  She slapped at my face but my grip was tight as I sucked intently, the blood giving me a euphoric feeling.  This feeding usually went both ways.  I had enough sense to be careful not to drink too much, and, after a while, I tried to be gentle again.  But she was scared now and screaming into the darkness.

      Suddenly a wooden plank slammed against my head.  I ripped my teeth from the woman’s breast and she howled in pain.

      A young woman stood before me, preparing to hit me again with the plank.  Her dark wavy hair flew through the air as she came at me, and the sweetest bouquet I’d ever smelled filled my nose.  I grabbed the plank, throwing it to the ground.  “Look what you made me do.”

      She searched the ground, looking for something else to grab.  She bent over, retrieving a rusty bit of nail from the filth in the ground and she swirled towards me, the nail held out in front of her.

      “Let her go.”  She looked at the woman under my hands.  “Or I’ll cut you with this.”

      The woman screamed again and tried to bolt.  My hand was a steel trap around her arm and she yelped as I pulled her back, and she fell on her rear.

      “I swear, I’ll shove this into your neck if you hurt her again.”  The dark-haired woman stepped closer.

      “If it hadn’t been for your intervention, she would be happily on her way by now.”  I licked the woman’s skin, in a hurry now to heal my bite marks, and then looked into her eyes, using compulsion to make her forget this incident.

      “What are you doing to her?”

      The woman shook her head and tried to get up.  I let her.  The dark-haired girl stepped in her path.

      “Ay, watta wanna do, eh?  Get outta my way.”

      “Are you okay?  What did he do to you?  Do you need any medical attention?”

      The woman turned towards me and smiled.  “Well, ‘ello there stranger.”

      I straightened up and wiped the blood from my lips.  “Hello, Madam.”  I held my hand out, motioning for her to pass, at the same time moving the dark-haired girl to the side.

      The woman giggled and curtseyed.  “Why thank you, kind sir.”  She sashayed her hips as she walked down the street, and the dark-haired woman swiveled towards me.

      “I wasn’t done with her yet.”  I stepped closer to the dark-haired woman and breathed in deeply.  Holy hell, she smelled incredible, and I gripped her tight, pulling her to me.  “But I’ll happily allow you to replace her.”

      She gripped the nail holding it up to me.  “Don’t you dare hurt me.”

      My strigoi demanded her blood, its need growing stronger until it roared in my ears.  I was desperate to taste her.  I tried to hold it in, but it vibrated through my body, making me shake.

      Her eyes grew wide.  “What’s going on?”  Her eyebrows rose.  “Are you okay?”  Her hold on the nail loosened, confused whether she should be attacking me or helping me.

      I moved suddenly so that I was holding her against the wall, her wrists clasped in my hand over her head.  The nail was forgotten on the ground.  I leaned in, need driving me closer.  I had to have her, her blood called to me like no other.  I leaned to her neck and breathed in her scent deeply.  She wiggled her hips as my senses stroked her, trying to calm her, and then she was docile in my arms.

      This.  This woman was the kind of woman that I would break my own rules for, for her scent was so intoxicating that I could live for years off of her blood.  I never kept the living, I preferred the hunt, and they were always so pliant in my hands anyway, there was no need to keep them.  But I had kept a woman once, a couple hundred years ago, when the world was much simpler.  She maintained me for a year, until one day my blood lust was too strong.

      But this woman… Her blood call was much stronger than the other and my hands trembled as they held her wrists.  She stared at me with eyes so wide and innocent.  I leaned in, my nose on her neck, and I fought the urge to drink her dry, although the intensity of my need tempted me to clamp on to her intoxicating skin and never let her go.

      The bay here provided an easy way to dispose of any bodies; she would be an easy kill.  But - If I only took a taste, just a little, I could discover where she lived and take from her at my pleasure.  If only I could control my lust which was threatening to burst from me.

      If I took her home, I could control myself easier there.  And, even though her scent would slowly drive me mad every day, for a woman with blood like hers, she would be worth it.

      My eyes glazed over and my incisors extended.  I buried my face in her neck, my unnatural breath coming out in puffs as I tried to control the lust.  She rubbed her chin against my face, welcoming my touch and then she sighed.  Suddenly, my will over my strigoi won out, and I flew to the other side of the street.  She stumbled forward, falling to the ground and cutting her hands on the glass.  She reached for me, begging me to return to her.

      The smell of her blood overcame me and I fled, ignoring her cries.  I flew to the wharf and fell on a man violating a woman.  I tore at his throat, not bothering to be gentle.  I fed until I knew I would be sick, and then threw him into the bay, while the woman stared at me wide-eyed.  I didn’t worry about her; she was too afraid to tell anyone anything.  She didn’t move as I stood and, not bothering to use my powers of compulsion, I departed to the house.
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      As soon as I arrived, I slammed the door behind me.  Even at such a distance as this, her blood called to me.  I gripped the handle, undecided about whether to go back to her.  She was probably still on the ground, calling to me, so strong did my strigoi call to her.  It would wear off eventually, but she would remember me.

      Voices of the strigoi who constantly visited at all hours of the night filled the house, laughing and feeding.  I recognized the smell of most of them, except Lily’s was absent.  I couldn’t enter the chamber, not in this condition.

      I would have to go to the dark-haired woman to erase her memories.  If the existence of the strigoi even whispered among the living, the killing spree that ensued would be widespread.  And even though they killed mostly the living, our kind would be forced underground.

      I shivered.  I would not live like that again.

      I made to call to Rowan, or even for Sophie, to help, but I didn’t want them involved if her blood called to them as desperately as it did for mine.  I was stronger than them; they would drain her in an instant.

      I would have to go back alone.

      I moved back towards the street, stopping to partake in another male who was walking to work on one of the ships docked nearby.  I was definitely going to be sick tomorrow.

      I left him alive and happy, and his blood drove my strigoi deeper inside, content.  The sun would rise soon.

      I found her, just down the street from where I left her.  She stumbled, dazed, along the streets and I took a moment to watch her.  Her face was smooth, and her dark hair trailed down her back.  Her form was tight, her breasts perky, and even though she was confused, her sway captivated me.

      I held my breath, not wanting my strigoi to call out to me again.  It was not necessary for me to breathe, although I used it often when I was hunting.  This time, I wished to avoid waking my strigoi.  For if it did, I did not think that I would be able to control it this time.  I stepped out in front her just before she made her way to the main road.  I approached her and as soon as she saw me, her eyes lit up hopefully and I felt a bit of it enter my world, turning me upside down.

      I chastised myself.  She was a living.  The scum of the earth, only here to feed my appetite.  She could give me nothing I didn’t already have.  I pushed down the hope, the light, and let the darkness enter.  I was comfortable there.  I realized that I didn’t call Rowan or Sophie for help because I wanted her to myself.

      I grinned, and trailed my finger up her chin.  I would have her one day, but I would make myself wait.  Then, the delightful anticipation would be worth it.
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      The sun peeked on the horizon and I flew towards the door.  My mind felt the pull of the dead, and it weighed on my body.  I’d waited too long to return home, such was my fascination with this woman that I’d delayed returning.  That was my first mistake, and it would kill me if I didn’t move faster.

      I moved toward the door and rushed inside; I would not make it to my room.  It did not matter, I wasn’t headed there anyway.  I opened the door to Sophie’s room; she was already encased in the darkness.

      “Detrand?”  Her back faced the door and she was halfway dead, the pull muddying her mind.  The dried flowers were on the stand by her bed.

      I knew that she would be open to me in such a state.  I slid in the bed beside her, and put my arm around her waist.  “Please.  I just need it for a moment.”

      She sighed, but allowed my touch.  I slid my hand up her leg, inside her nightgown and rubbed her thigh with my thumb.  I could feel her senses spark and she moved to lay on her back.  Her breathing became shallow, a sign that she was aroused.  I moved on top of her and she put her hands on my hips.  Then I kissed her with such an exquisite tenderness that she could barely feel it, and she raised her arms to me in response.

      I stared into her lust-filled eyes, wanting to give her so much more than the softest kisses and the devotion of my missing soul.  Holy hell, if things were different I would take her as my own again and never have another thought for any other woman.  Sophie fulfilled me in ways that no other could.  But times were different now, and it would be the death of her if I took her as my mate.

      So I drifted back to her side and she closed her eyes in response.  I stroked her arm, giving in to the pull of the dead as my senses grew dull.  I spoke the thoughts that I dared not say when fully awake.  “I may give her what she wants.”

      Sophie didn’t answer, but I could feel the flicker of hope in her chest.

      My fingers continued their path up her arm and my strigoi softened, comforted by the feel of her skin on mine and, as I drifted into the land of the dead, I was able to briefly forget the woman with the burning blood.
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      I awoke before Sophie and slipped out.  She would be upset if she remembered that I’d come to her.  The blood regurgitated in my stomach and I leaned over the bucket, allowing it to flow out.  When I was finished, I pushed my finger down my throat, forcing all of it out.

      I had business, and no time for this sickness.

      My thoughts briefly drifted to the dark-haired woman, but I clamped down on it, and thought of her no more.  For now.

      I wiped the blood from my lips, and emptied the used blood out the window into the water below.  Rowan or Sophie, or even the chambermaids that came in the day, need not know.  The chambermaids were trustworthy and had served us for years, as their family before them.  We paid them well, and they were easygoing folk with simple needs.  But their knowledge of my sickness would only spread through the service workers, and it was unnecessary.

      I moved towards the closet and, using the clean water that the girl brought in, washed my body.  I pulled out the clean clothes and putting them on, breathed in the night air.

      Sitting at the desk, made by my own hands, I studied the papers from the glass bottle.  Rowan had arranged them in the order that he saw fit.  Most of the debts I remembered but some were made after I left.

      I stood up, pacing the floor as I waited for Rowan to rise.  It wasn’t his fault that he rose later than me and I tried to be patient.  I stopped by the window, my mind focused on determining who had the power and knowledge to kill Agosto.  Not only did they stake him, but they cut off his head, a very personal kind of death.  That, or they wanted to assure that he would have his final death, which could mean that it was a human.  But not many humans knew where he lay, or had the power to enter the rooms.  We trusted the humans who worked for us, but even they couldn’t enter our rooms as we slept each day.  The rooms were entranced, and only certain beings could enter and must have the knowledge and ability to disarm the wards we put on the doors.

      Agosto was in charge of this city.  He made sure that the strigoi weren’t discovered by wiping memories and even eliminating anything deemed a threat to the strigoi, if necessary.  He provided some security for the humans by enforcing punishments over the creatures if they got out of hand.  He also kept the shifters, fae, and other beings under his control.  But his relationship with them was beneficiary, he provided many services for them, for a fee.

      Agosto knew everything that went on in this city.  That was a gift of his; he just knew.  Until he didn’t, and it ended him.

      I grew irritable and considered leaving without Rowan, but then I heard him rising.  He was sick again, and I growled.  This was not acceptable, feeding uncontrollably should only be a rare occurrence unless it was done intentionally.  I called out to him impatiently.  “Clean up and come!”

      I left the house, knowing that he would be by my side momentarily.  The contracts were in the inner pocket of my jacket, and I headed towards the mayor’s mansion.
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      My finger stroked the mayor’s throat and he trembled under my touch.  I pulled the paper from my pocket and lightly placed it on the table.

      “Is this your signature?”  The mayor nodded, the skin under his balding head was flaking, and I pet his head. He jerked, and then tried to pretend that he was just adjusting his suit.  “Are you unable to fulfill your obligation?”

      “I have half.”  His voice stammered, and was unnaturally high.

      I sighed, and leaned forward towards his neck and breathed in deeply.  Sweat drenched his suit coat and he smelled of salt and sex, probably from the prostitutes down by the wharf.  Rowan sneered, and the mayor blubbered his apology.

      I frowned.  “When are you able to obtain the other half?”  I cleaned my nail with the edge of his knife and I smelled the wait staff hiding behind the door.  “Please, by all means, bring the rest of his supper to the table.”  The servants came tumbling out; the women curtsied, eyeing me seductively, while the men clumsily dashed to lay the food out.

      They lay an empty plate in front of me and one in front of Rowan.  I reached forward, and took my empty glass.  It was quickly filled with red wine, as well as Rowan’s, who drank his greedily.  I took a sip and put it back on the table.

      The mayor, his face red and sweaty, stood up and went to the desk in the corner of the room.  His hands fumbled as he looked through his papers, mumbling as he read through them.  I already knew that he wouldn’t have the payment, no matter what date he gave me.  I licked my lips in anticipation.  I was always amiable to creating a new agreement.

      “A fortnight.  I can make half of the payment tonight, and the rest of it in a fortnight.”  Even though I already knew that he wouldn’t be able to make the payment, I could tell that he was lying.

      I leaned forward.  “And what will happen when you won’t be able to make your payment in a fortnight?”

      His breathing increased and I smelled a bit of piss. He stuttered, trying to come up with an answer, but I wasn’t really listening.  I leaned back, and looked at Rowan, who had been staring across the room since we entered.

      “Agosto lent you that money in good faith, and he gave you well over the time necessary to repay him.”  I took another sip of my wine, and allowed it to slowly travel down my throat.  “No, you’ve been given enough leniency.  I demand the full payment at this time.”  The mayor began to protest and I put my hand up to stop him.  “If you cannot make full payment, then I am amenable to renegotiating the contract.”

      I folded the contract with his signature on it and placed it near the candle, willing to light it on fire.  His sigh of relief was visible, and he sat back in his chair, trying to appear relaxed.

      “Send half of the payment to Agosto’s house tonight and I will release you of any further payment you owe him.”

      His eyebrows shot up.  “That would be incredible.  I would be in your debt—”

      “If,” I continued, interrupting him, “you send your daughter to visit Rowan once a week, at the house, for a period of two years.”

      He stood up, slamming his hand against the table.  “Absolutely not.”  His wife, who had been silent until now, cried out and wrapped her arms around her only daughter.  Rowan, who couldn’t take his eyes off of her from the moment she stepped in the room, now turned towards me.  He was pleased, although he didn’t show it.  I glanced at the young daughter, who was clasping her mother, but eyeing Rowan curiously.  “You see, my friend here has been deformed since his youth, I’m afraid,” motioning to his pocked face.  “A childhood illness.  And he only wants for company from time to time.”

      The man shook his head, but I continued.  “I give you my word that she will not be harmed.”

      The wife began to cry and I began to grow angry.  “Either that or fulfill your end of the agreement tonight, otherwise I will send for the lawman.”  My voice was cold; I was deadly serious and done trying to placate them.  “You shouldn’t have agreed to this if you couldn’t fulfill it.”

      “Fine.”  Giving in, the mayor huffed.  “To be sent to jail, a man such as I!”

      I pulled out a fresh piece of paper and wrote up the new agreement.  He signed it with a shaky hand and I stood up, lighting the old one on fire.  These people didn’t have enough fortitude to kill Agosto; I was done with them.  Rowan grabbed his glass and swallowed down the rest of his wine.

      “Send her tonight, with the men who will bring your payment.  We will be home in three hours.  I will make sure that she returns safely, no need to leave your men there.”  The mother’s wails grew louder, and the mayor grumbled about the late hour.  The daughter said nothing, but merely stood up as we left and bowed.  “I will fulfill my father’s obligations.”

      “I’m sure you will.”

      We left the room and Rowan’s nostrils flared as we walked out.  As soon as we were alone, his fangs slid out.  His tongue slid over them and I grinned.  “Happy, Rowan?”

      He bowed towards me.  “Always, master.”

      I pulled out the next contract and licked my lips in anticipation.  “Looks like it’s the shifters next.”
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      As soon as I dismounted from my horse, someone tackled me and we flew through the air.  Then we hit the ground, rolling through clumps of dead leaves and rocks.  When we stopped, she was on top of me, her skirts already up.

      “Hello, Salina.”  My deep voice reverberated through the trees.

      Without answering, she yanked off her blouse.  Knowing what I liked, she  ripped my pants open, and we started fucking in the dark woods.  I rolled so that I was on top of her, my fangs extended, and I bit into her neck.  I took in her blood and then sealed it with my tongue, then bit just below that, moving up and down her neck as she moaned in delight.  I rolled her blood through my tongue, and my strigoi growled in satisfaction.

      Her stomach was tight, lined with muscle, and my hands roamed her chest.  Her breasts were small, the perfect size for her body and I flicked and pulled at her taught nipples, biting the tips to suck them as I slowly entered her, moving in and out deliberately.  They were perfectly delicious.

      I released my senses for a moment, wanting to fill her cravings.  Always willing to give them whatever they desired, I maneuvered her so that her back was towards me.  I spread her legs and entered her from behind, then I pulled her arms tight behind her so that her chest was pressed out, her breasts open to the woods and her back arching, raking my teeth at the back of her neck.  I moved in and out slowly, taking my time as she panted under my ministrations.  Her moans grew louder as I hit her delicate spot over and over.  I lingered to draw out the thing that she wanted the most.

      Feeling her desires through my senses, I turned her back to me.  My teeth scraped her skin, sending nerve-wracking sensations as I licked the dirt and blood from her body.  She was begging me now, the small sound of her pleas urging me on as my fingers moved through her blond hair, teasing her.  I found her sensitive spot as my fangs clamped onto the large vein in her leg.  She cried out, coming onto my fingers, and when I’d had my fill of her delectable blood, I licked her sweet syrup slowly, my tongue working so masterfully that her body tensed, ready to peak again.  Then I was in her, pounding furiously, until I released myself into her as she exploded under me.  I fell on top of her, breathless, and my hands fondled the side of her breast until her heart finally slowed and she looked up at me, the satisfaction on her face clear.  “Welcome home, Detrand.”
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      We advanced into the rambling mansion and Rowan was already partaking of the willing shifter they’d prepared.  I clicked my tongue at him, reminding him that the daughter would be joining us later.  He pulled harder, his eyes on mine rebelliously, and I moved away towards the table.  My body hummed, my strigoi completely satisfied, as I sat down.

      Salina nodded to the corner of the room where the payment for services rendered was already gathered.  I nodded, knowing that it would be.  The shifters and the strigoi served each other well in this city.  That was partly because when the Alpha of the pack died, Agosto made a pact with Salina, the Alpha’s mate.  He was willing to be the leader of the pack while Salina covered most of the day-to-day duties.  With no other Alpha to contend with, Agosto and Salina worked together seamlessly.

      “Are you staying?”  She sat across from me.  Leaves littered her bright red hair and she pulled them out, grinning.  She put her feet on my lap.

      I looked around the room, my fingers stroking her ankles.  She fumbled with a coin that was on the table. “Are you replacing Agosto?”

      I considered her, studying the lines on her face.  We had a history that began long before she was mated to the Alpha, and it was one that we both enjoyed immensely.  But shifters behaved differently, they were always tied to the pack and I was unwilling to be part of it.  I had to be careful or she would become possessive.

      “Your pack is still strong.”  I nodded to the readied payment.

      She nodded and her eyes wandered to the large pack who had gathered in the room.  Theirs was an older pack, and they held a lot of strength and wisdom.  But it lacked new blood and included only a small amount of children, considering how big the pack was.  A battle with the fae several years ago killed off many of the younger shifters, who were hard to find among the living, and so the future of their pack was uncertain.

      Rowan sat in a chair, with them at his feet, like children.  He told them the stories of Drakyele, a myth that we told outsiders.  His words wove like magic over their heads and they leaned in to listen intently.  We never told them the truth of our magic, purely for self preservation, even though many had learned the truth passed down from the vampire hunters.  No matter how well we got along with other creatures, you never knew when one was ready to stab you in the heart with a wooden spike.

      Occasionally one of the male shifters glanced our way.  My presence here was important.

      When an Alpha dies, he must be replaced immediately or the pack will fall apart.  Agosto was strong enough to fill the Alpha’s role without joining the pack.  But I was not Agosto.  They wanted to know if I would be strong enough to control them.  I wondered if one of the men known for their Alpha traits would challenge me.

      I sighed.  Filling Agosto’s shoes was not my intention when I returned, but I knew that I had to decide if I would do it soon.  If I dithered, the city would become overrun with the different creatures, ready to make a play for control of the city.

      I considered my options as I stroked Salina’s knee.  If this was something that I decided to do, I would be tied to the city and unable to roam freely like before.  I would probably also have to take a mate.

      My strigoi growled.

      I was happy with my freedom to partake in whomever I wanted, whenever I wanted.  Being tied to a mate would only make her unhappy because I was no longer willing to tie myself to one woman.  But holding the power over a large city usually required a mated strigoi.

      I sat forward, my hand sliding up Salina’s leg.  “I need information.”

      She sat back, her arms crossed over her chest, but she let my hand wander higher, stroking her thigh.  “I know what you need.”

      I raised my eyebrow.  “How do you know?”

      “I can read your thoughts.  I know that your primary objective is to discover Agosto’s killer.  And that you’d rather be on a ship back to Italy, where your harem awaits.”

      I dropped my hand and frowned.  “It’s not a harem.”

      She watched my body language carefully, so I licked my fingers slowly, tasting her on my fingers. I stared into her eyes as her heart rate picked up.

      She spoke quietly, as if in a trance, as her eyes followed my tongue.  “You may not call it that, but there are whispers that travel across the sea and I hear them all.”

      Suddenly, I leaned forward menacingly, my fangs extended, and I could smell her fear.  And her stupidity.  “It’s not a harem.”

      Her lips trembled but she shrugged.  “It is not up to me to judge.”

      “You cannot read my thoughts, but have only guessed at what is whispered in the streets, and at what is seen as plain as day on my face.”  I leaned in closer and hooked my finger in her shirt, slowly pulling her closer.  The room was suddenly quiet, and all eyes were on me.  “You will not deceive me; I have eyes that see into the dark.  And your motives call to me, like a siren on the rocks.  You wish me to become your Alpha, but I will not.  I am here to revenge my sire’s death, and then, and only then, will I make a decision.  The city will have to wait.”

      She held her breath, undecided if she wanted to tear my throat out, or have me on the table.  Even though I told her that I would not be her Alpha, I didn’t reveal if I would allow her to continue to rule, and the future of her pack was more important than her feelings for me.  She lowered her eyes, as did the eyes of all in the room as they showed their acquiesce to me.  I stood up.  “You will send my payment and any information you have to my home tonight.”  She nodded.

      Rowan stood up, and the pups played at his feet, pulling on his legs.  They laughed as he brought his knees up high, swinging them forward.  I grabbed one of the girls and threw her into the air.  She screamed out, delighted, as I caught her.

      “Again, again.”

      Suddenly all of the little ones were at my feet, begging for their turn.  Rowan and I left the house, taking the pups out into the field and throwing them into the air one by one until Salina called them in for bed.  They gathered to the house begrudgingly, until we promised to do it the next time we visited.  As I mounted my horse, the yellow eyes of one of the male shifters, his name unknown to me, stared at me from the window.  I turned my back to him, but sent my senses tumbling towards him.  They knocked him down and he gasped, surprised.  For a second, he was open to me, and I knew his darkest desires.  I rode off, intending to pay him a visit later.
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      We visited the homes of landholders of the shops on main street, and of the proprietor who ran the ships at the docks.  I didn’t need to visit all of contracts we held, just the ones necessary to make a statement.  No one was protected from me, unless I was willing to offer it.

      Many of them despised Agosto, even though his generosity had been given in abundance.  But power always draws the ambitious, who are resentful if they imagine any slight.  Just as he had taught me, Agosto knew the hearts and minds of the living and the creatures that bound with him, even if they did not know the secrets that we held.  They knew only enough to be afraid, as they whispered in the dark of our origins.

      If at any moment they opened themselves to me, I probed them softly with my senses, sending their hearts racing in their desire to please me.  I watched their every move, but they were practiced in the art of deception and I knew that I would have to drive them out to discover the killer.

      Shortly before the payments would arrive, I determined to make one last stop.  Only because it was necessary; I had received word that he was waiting.

      I entered his home like the others, without permission, even though he would’ve given it freely.  But I didn’t need it like the other strigoi, so I did not ask.  Rowan waited at the door, and I called him to enter.

      The man’s home was small, much smaller than the others, and in the darkness of the night, his sickness called to me.  He sat on a worn chair, his fire low.  I could smell his fear, like the others, but also could feel the warmness that he extended to me.

      “Come, come.”  He waved his arm in my direction and to Rowan and gestured to the gin laid out on the table.

      I sat on the sofa across from him, and studied the way he leaned on his left side, his right side giving him pains.

      I cleared my throat, wanting to speak softly.  “I heard you were waiting for me.”

      He nodded.  “That I am.”

      “I have not come to collect from you.”

      Rowan poured his drink, and offered me one.  When I declined, he poured another and gave it to the man.  Bennett was his name, and his eyes were as soft as the hazy wheat blowing in the wind on a summer day.  He took a glass from Rowan, not answering me until he had warmed his throat.

      “Aye, but I am a man of my word.”  He looked at the ground, the fire reflected off his eyes as he studied the floor and grasped the glass loosely in his hands.  “You’re aware of her death?”

      I nodded.  “She was a good woman.  I only wish I could’ve done more.”

      His hands tightened on the glass.  “You did enough.  But even your disease couldn’t save her in the end.”

      Rowan slammed his glass on the table.  “She lived long enough, thanks to Detrand.  She would’ve died much sooner if not for him.”

      I raised my hand to Rowan.  “Calm, calm.  It is acceptable.”

      Rowan rolled his eyes.  “His grief has made him mad.”

      I jerked my head to Rowan, my eyes in slits.  “Yes, it has.”  It was a warning, this man was not to be touched.  He was under my direct protection.

      Rowan bowed his head and I turned back to Bennett.

      “I have no need of payment from you, only your smile and good blessing on my damned soul, and for those under me.”

      Bennett shifted in his seat, the pain making him wince.  “I will not give it.”

      My incisors extracted, my strigoi feeling threatened, but I forced them back.  “Then what will you give?”

      “I am fortunate enough that I have payment, and then I may die a happy man and return to my sweet Colleen.”

      I studied his threadbare clothing, and although the house was scrubbed clean, the house had aged considerably since my last visit over twenty years ago.  I scooted closer and his eyes slid to mine, the pain in them shining through.  I held my hand out and, after hesitating, he gave me his and opened himself to me.

      The pain wracked me in that instant and I understood his need for payment.  He was dying a slow and painful death and wanted to settle his accounts before he did, which would come soon.  He felt that he could never be able to repay me, even after a lifetime of working, unless I took the one thing he cherished the most.

      He would never know, nor would I allow him, that the debt was all mine, and I owed him everything I owned and more.  He would die a happy and wealthy man if I paid him my debt, but he did not desire it, so I disclosed nothing.  Instead, I gave him what I could and flooded him with my senses, reminding him of the happiness he once felt.  He remembered the smiles of his wife and the life he once lived, without pain.  He relaxed, and I made to go as he began to drift off to a hearty sleep.

      We were silent as the night, as we turned from his home.  He managed to mumble his apology that he could not see us out, and that he would send payment the next evening. When his snores reached our ears, we were down the street, and Rowan’s fangs were already extended in anticipation of the daughter he would soon regard.
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      As Rowan and I traveled towards home, I studied him.  He was eager to return.  “You are not to drink from that girl tonight.”

      He stopped and my horse trailed ahead of his.  “I will.”

      “You’ve had enough to drink.  Your strigoi should be satisfied.”

      His horse began to move again.  “I’ve not the luxury of time and power.  Your control over your strigoi is admirable, and spoken of in the circles of the dead. They say you were born that way, that you never lost control of your blood lust.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “My bones are weary and my mind stale.  I am a tired strigoi.”

      “You are an adolescent, and only must learn control over your lust.”  I turned towards him.  “You were not this way before, but you were a child then.  Did not Agosto teach you as the time passed?”

      “Agosto was busy with other things.”

      I slowed my horse so that we were face-to-face.  “And his final death has shaken you.”

      Rowan looked forward.  “It has, but not for the reasons that you think.” He clicked his tongue and his horse began to move forward.  He rode with his back straight, his hands tightly clasping the reins.  As I watched the ass of his horse as he moved away, I considered using my senses to detect his needs, but determined against it.  We rode in silence towards the house.

      As we approached the door, I grasped his arm.  “You will not drink from the girl tonight.  If Agosto was too busy to teach you, then the responsibility falls on me.”

      He hissed at me, his incisors already extended as the saliva dripped from his mouth.  “You have no right to deny me.”

      I leaned in closer.  “I have every right.  You will not drink from her tonight.”

      He yanked his arm out of my grasp and moved inside.  There were several men inside the door, patiently waiting for our return.  The daughter stood among them, her back against the wall and her eyes wide, watching us as we entered.  I ignored her, and ordered Rowan to begin counting the payments.

      She watched everything that we did, and the men slowly drifted out as we went through the accounts until only the mayor’s was left.  I viewed the small pile of gold coins on the table before me and eyed her wearily.

      “Where is the rest?”

      She stared at the floor in response, and my eyes trailed over her trembling rosy lips.  “Hmm?  Is this all he sent?”  When she didn’t respond, I ordered the rest of his men away, and they scrambled towards the door.  Only one turned to look at her, concerned, but Rowan led him away, until we were alone in the foyer.

      Several strigoi were in the dining room and I could hear the wispy voice of Lily.  So she was back.  Their laughter drifted down the hallway and I sensed that that was the reason for the girl’s sudden shyness.  I tipped her chin higher to look at me in the eyes, which was very dangerous for her.  “What’s your name, girl?”

      “Lula Belle.”  She swallowed the lump in her throat.  “Sir.”

      “How old are you, Lula Belle?”

      “I’m twenty-four.”

      I pretended to looked shocked.  “And unmarried, what a pity.  Are you still untouched?”  She did not answer, but folded her arms about her chest, staring into my eyes boldly.  Her blouse was thin, and it hugged her figure tight, the buttons fastened to her throat.  I watched a blond curl from her hair as it clung to her neck.  At my stare, her light green eyes dropped, but I shifted so that she was forced to look back into my eyes.

      “Do you love your father?”

      “I do.”

      “And do you realize that he does not love you?”

      Her eyes widened and her voice shook.  “Sir?”

      “He has not sent me the coins he promised.  Does he think me stupid?”

      She choked on her reply.  “Of course not.”

      I reached for the nape of her neck and pulled her close, my lips next to her ear.  She smelled of soap and innocence, and she trembled under my touch.  “If he cannot keep his promises, how can he expect me to keep my word to keep you safe?”

      She shook her head, fear pouring from her skin.  “I don’t-don’t know.  I’m sure he miscounted.  He was drunk.  I can order his accountant to send the rest tomorrow.”

      “But I did not request the money be sent tomorrow.  The deadline is tonight.”

      “Then I will run home.  I’m very fast.  I’ll have him send the rest immediately.”

      “That won’t be necessary.”  I stood back, releasing her and she released a shaky breath.  “I am a man of my word, even if your father is not.”  I turned to Rowan.  “Send word to her mother that she will not return to her home until two years has passed.”  She gasped, but I continued.  “Her father cares for her so little, he doesn’t deserve her presence.  But her mother will be allowed to visit her here.” I turned to her, gripping her chin until her eyes reached mine.  “You are not to return home until two years has passed.  And you are to tell no one of your time here.  You understand?”  She nodded, my compulsion taking full force.

      I turned back to Rowan.  “You may take the rest of the payment, as you wish, but do not kill her.”

      He grinned, and she shrieked, backing into the wall.  I walked away as Rowan descended on her.

      

      Ignoring the party that was moving into the foyer, the strigoi were always attracted to the shrieks of the living, I opened the door to my workshop.  I breathed deeply through my nose, smelling the wonderful aroma of aged oak.  It stood in sheets at the far end of the room, just as instructed.  I took off my shirt and lay it on the hook on the far wall.  Then I looked over the sheets of oak carefully, selecting one, and centered it on my worktable.  I ran my hands over it in fluid motions, feeling all the rough spots that would become smooth under my ministrations.  I took a step back to assess it, forming and shaping it in my mind.  Looking through my tools, I selected the perfect one and began my work.  I took my time, working as slowly as the living, and ignoring the moans and laughter coming from the other room until the wood began to bend to my will.

      As I bent over my table, a trickle of water dripped onto the wood.  I closed my eyes, my tool gripped tightly in my hand, and shook my head.  “The dead are never dead, unless they are forgotten.”

      A hand ran over my chest, and her breath was on my neck.

      “You are not forgotten, nor ever will be.”

      “I will be forgotten.”  Her voice was in my ear.

      I growled.  “Never.”

      She appeared in front of me, her rear on the wood and she wrapped her legs around my waist.  Her body shuddered and she tasted the droplets of water that beaded on her lips.  My fangs descended; she was as beautiful in death as she had been in life, and I longed for her warmth one more time.

      “To the day I die my final death, you will never be forgotten.  I will never forget your smile that brightened my day or the laughter that spilled from your lips.  Or the way your hand always found mine.”  I pulled my hand through her damp hair and she tilted her head towards me.  “I will never forget your body under mine, trembling and tender, or your moans into the night and early morning.”

      “You have another.”

      “They mean nothing to me, only a way to satisfy my strigoi.  And to forget my pain for a while.  You were the only one who could hold my heart.”

      She grinned and I pulled her face to mine, softly tasting her cold, dry lips.  “You are mine and always will be.”

      And then she was gone, her words a tickle in my ears.  “Come for me soon.”

      I sighed, and the desire to rip Sophie from her company and take her into my room and mark her as mine was so strong that I had to grip the oak under my hands to keep from doing so.  The wood bowed and snapped and I shoved it to the floor, frustrated that I would have to begin again.  After calming my strigoi, I pulled another sheet of wood and started over.  After some hours, I glanced towards the window.  It would be light soon.

      Walking past the sitting room, I glanced inside to find Sophie retired to her room and most of the guests sleeping lazily, spread out across the room.  Lula Belle slept soundly on the couch.  Her head was in Rowan’s lap, her skirts to her knees and blood dripping from her neck.  The collar of her shirt was open, his hand on her breast.  I eyed him wearily, but he didn’t look drunk.  He stared at her, a note of admiration on his face.

      “And you drunk your fill?”

      His head shifted to look at me, the pockmarks on his face gleaming in the candlelight.  He raised his eyebrow.  “I have.”

      “And was she satisfied as well?”

      He grinned.  “She was.”

      “Good.”  I went to the closet, pulled out my coat and hat, and opened the front door.

      “Where are you off to?”

      I breathed in the smells of the street, and felt for the knife tucked in my pocket.  I released my strigoi, allowing the hunters instincts to come over me.  I shut the door and strode towards the mayor’s mansion.
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      I knew she was here before she knocked.  My need rushed through my veins and I flew to the door, throwing it open.  It was the dark-haired woman from the streets.  She was as beautiful as she was deadly, and I hardly noticed the glass of gin that shattered in my hand.

      It took me a moment to gather my senses and push down my blood lust.  “What do you want?”  My voice came out a growl.  This woman must leave immediately, or I would kill her in the doorway.

      She had no idea of the danger that held her.

      “I’m Adelade.  My father sent me.”

      Relief flooded my body; she had a mistaken address.  “I know of no such thing.  Go home.”

      She stepped closer and my strigoi purred with desire.  I almost reached out to her, just to feel her hair, or to breathe in the smell of her addictive claret, the one that would be my undoing.

      “My father is Bennett.  He said I was to serve you.”

      I was jolted into stillness.  Bennett had a daughter?  That alone was enough to make me pause.  He was dying, and she needed protection.  That’s why he sent her to me.  This…  This was his payment.  The one I never required, nor desired.  And now it was my punishment.

      No.  He would take her back.

      I slammed the door in her face.
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      I practically marched down to Bennett’s house, willing my feet not to turn back to the woman on my doorstep.  The feeling of my feet on the earth grounded me as I drew away from her.  My strigoi was very angry, and he growled at me for leaving her without taking a taste, even as he threatened to emerge.  I pushed him down, only barely, as I whisked myself to Bennett’s door.

      Standing on the doorstep, I could smell her and for a moment, I was dizzy and confused.  I gipped the doorknob to keep my balance and it crumbled under my fist.

      Finally able to get a hold on my mind, I banged on the door.  The wood bowed under my fist as I pounded into it.  “Bennett, you did not tell me you had a daughter.  You must take her back.  I cannot have her.”

      Realizing that I was knocking on his door, instead of merely entering, I determined that the call for her blood could disorient me, making me weak, and that could be dangerous.  I shoved the door open, knocking it off its hinges.

      “Bennett.”  I advanced through the downstairs and, when I couldn’t find him, I moved to the second floor.  He was lying in his bed, asleep.  I shook him roughly, trying to control my strength so that I wouldn’t break him.  “I cannot take your payment; she must return home.  I will pay you so that she will have a living after you have passed, but I do not want her.”

      Bennett was as still as death, his face shined in the moonlight that streamed through the window.  I paused, looking for the pulse that should be at his throat and, finding none, my eyes settled on the bottle by his bedside, alongside a note.  ‘I trust you will care for her,’ was all it said and the rage bust from me; I was unable to contain it any longer.  I threw his chair and every other piece of furniture I could place my hands on, except for his bed which I would gladly throw if he wasn’t lying dead in it.  I wished he was alive so that I could throttle him with my bare hands.  When I had destroyed everything possible in his room, I moved to the rest of the house like a tornado.  I had the sense enough to pass over her room, but everything else was destruction in my hands, until I came to the vanity of her mother’s.  I found that I couldn’t touch it and it halted my outburst.

      As soon as I stopped, I was overcome with a sudden sense of shame, because now I had destroyed everything he had to pass down to his daughter.  The furniture could be replaced with the highest quality I could offer her, but I couldn’t replace the happiness and love that she’d acquired in this home.  Every time I entered, I felt a stifling sense of love and acceptance experienced in no other place, even my own home, and I had destroyed it all.  Everything that could remind her that she was loved dearly by her parents.  It had been his, it had been theirs, and I had destroyed it all.

      I ran my hand through my hair, allowing my shame to pull me into a sordid sense of misery, and I circled the room, unsure what to do.  I could set fire to it, only to cover my humiliation, but I would never defile his body in that way.  I couldn’t bring his body out and then set fire to it, she would see through me instantly.

      And so I determined to hire workers to set right what they could, or to replace the things that could be replaced.  I would arrange to bring her mother’s armoire to her room, so that she could have it.

      And then a dreaded sense of my predicament overcame me.  How could I possibly be in my own house with her living there, a thin wall between us?  I could leave the house as soon as I rose, every damn night.  Or I could immediately leave the city, as soon as I arranged to have her house repaired.  I would leave her with a stipend, and she could return home and be a free woman.

      But what if others tried to take advantage of her?  There were many beasts in the city, and only some of them the creatures that hid in the dark. What if they hurt her?

      And yet, I couldn’t trust the other strigoi to allow her to stay in my home without me.

      I swiveled, pacing the room.  What did it matter to me?  It was only her blood that called to me, and as soon as I was gone from this continent, provided I kept my strigoi completely satisfied for months after I left, the call for her blood would slip away and I would be safe.  What happened to her while I was gone was of no concern to me.

      But she was her daughter.  And didn’t I have a responsibility to protect her?

      The  image of her trembling body under mine came to my mind, and of all the brazen noises I’d heard in my lifetime, the memory of her sigh was the roar in my ears that brought me to my knees.
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      I advanced towards the docks, the darkness following me.  I found Stefano in his office, a man kneeling before him.  Stefano rose, fixing the buckle of his pants, and the man, who was gloriously built with solid muscles and a twinkle in his eyes, sat back as he peered at me from the floor.  I breathed in deeply and my strigoi bellowed.  He smelled delectable.

      Stefano growled, showing his teeth, and I grabbed him by his neck and held him to the back wall.  My eyes, flaming with my need, warned him.  I’d had enough desperation tonight, and would satisfy my strigoi, otherwise my blood lust would spread through my body and I would lose control.  Looking at the floor to submit to my dominance, Stefano managed to choke out, “He’s mine.”

      I growled.  “I will determine that.”  The boy’s smell lingered in my nose, threatening to overtake me, and Stefano recognized my need.

      “You can have him tonight.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him and tightened my hold on his neck.

      “As payment for my error.”  His eyes bulged out of his head, and his hand was on mine, not pulling, but tugging softly.  I felt my eyes go dark as my strigoi emerged.  “Please, take him as a gift.”

      I barely managed to choke out, “Stop me if I go too far,” and then I was on the man.  He was still on his knees and I grabbed him and bit into his neck.  He leaned against me, moaning softly as Stefano whimpered behind me.  His blood was exactly what I needed and the moment it hit my brain, an elation rushed over me.  I gripped him tighter to me, gulping down my need, and he clung to me, his hardened center pushing against me.  I lost a sense of time and only felt the burn as it clung to my throat and chest.  When Stefano yanked me from the man, I flew across the floor, crashing into his desk which splintered under my weight.

      Then I was on Stefano, my fangs out, ready to rip his throat out when I realized that my strigoi had control over me.  I stilled, fighting to control it, as Stefano quivered under me.  I pushed it down, willing it under my control.

      “Stefano, who killed Agosto?”

      His eyes, red with want, widened, surprised that I had managed to control myself.  He’d thought he would go to his final death.  “I don’t know.”

      I growled, pushing him higher off the ground.

      “All I know is that the fae requested a quarter of the city, they wanted to control a part of it in exchange for payment.”

      “And what was Agosto’s reply?”

      Stefano’s eyes shifted towards the man who was now on the floor, groaning.  I put Stefano down, but still held him tight.

      “He sent home the messenger’s heart in a box.  He never meant to give them control and they never meant to pay.”

      I tilted my head, acknowledging his answer.  “I need men.”

      “How many?”

      “About twenty.  I need them to enter Bennett’s home and repair it and to arrange for his funeral.”

      Stefano nodded.  “I will make the arrangements personally and you will have my best carpenters, another gift from me.”

      “I need them tonight.”

      “You will have it.”

      I released my grip on Stefano and he rushed to the other man, pulled him up, and led him to a chair.  “And the tax on the contracts will be raised by thirty percent.”

      Stefano gasped and turned to me but nodded his head once, and then his eyes grew dark as his need emerged with the smell of the man’s blood.  He sat in the man’s lap, gripping him tight and pulled his head back, exposing his throat.

      “It will remain so until I discover who killed Agosto.”  I went to the door of the warehouse and called over my shoulder.  “And send word to Bennett’s daughter that he is dead.”  Only the moans of Stefano answered my command.
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      I moved outside the city, rushing like the wind and feeling an incomprehensible high as my strigoi purred in satisfaction.  “Faerydae, komdu til min.”  I was in an open field, near the border of the shifter lands, and for a moment I remembered how other fields like these, long ago felt under my hands.  “Faerydae, don’t make me wait, or I will cut you open like a whale.”

      A buzzing noise moved across the field.  It zigzagged, moving in close and then spreading back out.  The wind picked up, softly at first until it was rushing at my face.  My hand snapped out, reaching for the bee, but I missed and it pricked at my cheek. I stumbled forward, reaching for it again but this time I caught the bee, put it in my mouth and swallowed it.

      The ground shook and the shuttering earth sprayed mud into the sky as vines crawled out the ground, evolving into a vast forest. Large flowers clung to vast trees, and butterflies floated around me. I stepped into it, and realized that my cheek was bleeding.  I wiped it, angry now.  I climbed over vines as thick as trunks that slithered around trees as big as giants.

      The bird song led me deeper into the woodland and suddenly I was in an open field with the sun blazing on my back.  Surprised, I ran towards the trees looking for shelter.  The sun’s golden rays hadn’t burned me to a crisp and I stood as still as death.  A ray touched my hand and I marveled at it.  I moved my hand so that it shimmered brightly.  I flung my clothes off and flitted in and out, living and breathing the sun on my skin.  Was this what it was like when I gave the strigoi back their memories, warmed their bodies and reminded them how it felt to be human again?  No wonder they stalked me, addicted to the intimacy I could provide.

      It grew dark, the sky blocked by the pressing trees and I dressed quickly, cursing the time it took to travel into Underhill.  At this rate I wouldn’t return to my home within a fortnight, the killer having long fled and the city ruled by another.

      Maybe this was their plan all along.

      The path under my feet hardened and a long scroll ran towards me.  I stepped over it, refusing to read it even though the letters on the ancient page glowed in the dark, calling to me.  As I drew nearer, drops of water dampened the scroll and I grinned; I knew my ghost was with me.

      Rushing my steps, I used the music of the fae to guide me closer.  They danced around me, wearing fine clothing and masks of gold about their face and found myself in an elegant ballroom.  The high-ceilinged room was adorned with roughly cut diamonds and ornate hanging chandeliers, carved from the tusks of exotic Afrikan animals, lighting the room with dripping candles.  I could blink my eyes and in an instant I would see the room as it really was.  However, I did not need to see the ugliness to know that it was there, as most did, and so I chose to see the glamour of the fae, instead of their reality.

      Couples embraced in corners sharing their secrets.  I turned my head, ignoring them to face Orin, the Fae King who had stepped before me.

      “Detrand.  You honor me with your presence.”

      I bowed, ignoring the scroll at my feet.  “The pleasure is mine.”  A silver platter was placed before me: venison dripping with grease and pickled grapes.  It smelled delicious and I was temped to taste it.

      “The fae food is purified against the sickness of the strigoi.  You may eat it, you will not develop any illness.”  The golden crown on his head shimmered in the light of the room, which was adorned with golden carvings that rose to the ceiling. The light of the room was absorbed by his eyes, which glowed a soft gold, and they stared at me curiously.

      “Pakka per.”  I bowed before him again, refusing the food.  The food of the fae was dangerous.  Delicious and delectable, and so intoxicating that you spent months in an inebriated state, becoming lost to the real world.  I knew this firsthand, and the agony felt afterwards was almost not worth it’s sensual pleasures.  But, I had business to conduct and didn’t have time for the euphoric experience.

      He nodded and the food was gone.  He gestured towards an ornately carved chair lined with gilded material; its carvings rivaled even my own.  It faced his throne, which sat high above it.

      I was in charge of the city, but he was King here in Underhill, so I sat in it.  He moved to his throne and, as he sat in it, a servant filled a glass with cherry wine and handed it to him.  He offered me a diamond-studded glass but I waved my hand.

      “How may I serve you, Detrand?”

      I leaned forward.  “Agosto was ruler over this city, and yet, you tried to buy a section of it.”

      Orin blinked pale blond eyelashes in response.  “Agosto made an offer, but I denied the proposal.  I have no need for such things.”  He spread his hand out.  “As you can see, I have enough.”  The room grew even more crowded, as people lined up in formal dances.  They held their hands out, touching each other in the center, as their feet followed the steps of a complicated dance.

      The fae cannot lie, but one doesn’t need to lie to mislead.

      I stood up and paced the room.  “As I remember, you and Orin had an agreeable contract, with the Fae controlling the land south of the city which consisted of the farms and the forest.  Just as you desire.”  I was behind Orin now, who had not moved from his position on his throne, and I came up to whisper in his ear.  “I’m out to discover who killed him.  What do you know of this?”

      Orin’s pulse throbbed and I was tempted to bite him just to remind him that even though he may be King over his pitiful little room, I was Agosto’s second, and I was not to sit in any chair lower than him.

      I breathed in deeply, smelling the rotting floral scent in his blood.  Too bad partaking of his blood would bind me to him.  I had no desire to serve a blood oath with any fae.  My closeness was enough of a warning, though.

      Putting his finger to his mouth, Orin tilted his head. “The shifters are suffering.  They need an Alpha, not a mere mate to control them.  Some of the wolves are clamoring for a new ruler, one that will live with the shifters and be their real Alpha.  But they could not do this unless they challenged Agosto head on.  Or killed him in his sleep.”  He turned to me, and his eyes glowed a soft purple now.  “They know of demon magic and how to enter the chambers of the strigoi.  Who else could’ve done it?”

      “The shifters have no dispute with the strigoi.  If they have any wants, they only need ask.”

      “They may have no dispute with the strigoi, but they have many disputes between themselves.  Some wish for a new leader, one who will rule them without any help from the strigoi.  They don’t believe that Salina is strong enough to rule them anymore.”  He paused to study the woman who was dancing before him, watching as her body slowly swayed to the music.  “And there is another.  One who wished Agosto dead, so that he may replace him.”

      A soft wind blew on my back, causing the hair on the back of my neck to stand up.  A finger ran up my hand and stopped on my shoulder.  The hand squeezed it tight and the ghost of the lost whispered in my ear.

      I walked around Orin’s throne and towered over him, blocking the dancing woman from his sight.  He shifted his attention back to me, his feet kicking his throne nervously - he wasn’t tall enough for them to reach the floor.

      “Agosto recently bought a couple of ships and sent them to Africa to obtain the riches and jewels there.  They say the land is dripping with diamonds and rubies; that you cannot walk up the streets without tripping over them.”

      Orin yawned, putting his delicate hand over his mouth, and that’s when I knew that this is what he desired the most.  Orin was too powerful to use my senses to determine his desires, so I had to use other means to discover them.

      “I have caves of rocks that shine when you rub them.” He leaned forward.  “What I don’t have, is any interest in Agosto, or any part of his empire.”

      Of course.  Now he didn’t.  Agosto had died the final death.

      “Then why did you try to buy a portion of the city?  Agosto may have offered to allow you to control a portion of the goods that came in, but you wanted more.”

      King Orin stood up and began to walk towards the dancers.  The music began to fade and then the scroll at my feet shuffled and the glowing letters on it began to grow brighter.  They flew off the page and surrounded me, singing of returning to a peaceful life.

      If I signed the scroll, I would worry no more of the businesses of Agosto.  I would be free to return to Italy and enjoy the pleasures that resided there and not have a care in the world.  I could take Sophie, and we could renew old bonds.  I looked around and the room was empty.  It was just me and the paper, a feathered pen in my hands.  I closed my eyes, imagining the possibilities.  Orin wasn’t a completely evil fae, unless you were one of his subjects.  He could rule the city with a fair hand, and the shifters would take care of themselves, most certainly better than I could myself.

      It was a fair trade, and I would certainly be happy.

      I raised my hand, and the ink dripped from the pen onto the paper, marking it.

      Suddenly cold lips were on mine and I was blasted from the paper with a fierceness that could only rival my own and I flew across the room.  The pull of the dead called me.  The sun was rising, the darkness overcame me, and I slept.
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      I awoke with a start, just before the sun set, and was surprised to be back in my bed, the smell of Stefano’s person still lingered in my clothing, instead of in the Fae city.  How long had it been since I rested here last?

      Rowan was just inside my door.  “Master!”

      I blinked at him.  “How long have I been gone?”

      “Seven nights.  I’ve been trying to enter your room since I heard you stir, but the door wouldn’t open.”

      I growled.  “What has happened in my absence?”

      “The shifters have sent their intelligence, as well as the contracts, and have paid the additional tax.”

      And then I smelled her, and my fangs slid out.

      “Some say they have information in the hopes of avoiding paying the higher tax.”

      “Where is she?”

      Rowan raised his eyebrows.  “Who, Lord?”

      “Where is the daughter, Bennett’s child?”

      “She’s with Lula, in the sitting room.”

      I moved towards the front entrance, not bothering to change or clean myself.  I had to get away, I was too weakened from my time spent with the Fae, and the desire to pounce on her was too strong.

      “Where are you going?”  Rowan followed me to the front door.

      My strigoi spilled out, and I grabbed onto the door.  “I have to go.”

      “Oh dear.”  Rowan saw that my eyes had darkened; they were almost black now.  I opened the door and a man stood in front of me.  His eyes were wide and he exuded the fear of the dead.

      I grasped at Rowan, afraid that I would rip this man’s throat out and suck him dry, and Rowan held me still.

      “What do you want?”

      He grunted, and then I noticed that he had stabbed me with a wooden stake.  I stared at it in a stupor and the man ran off.  I fell to the ground as Rowan pursued the man.  The man tripped, and as he fell, twisted his ankle.  He cried out and I watched in glee as Rowan stalked the man.

      Staring up at Rowan from the ground, the man fumbled at his chest and pulled out a cross tied to his throat.  Rowan laughed.  Religious relics can ward us off but this man didn’t have the faith.  He smelled of despair and, as he cried out his prayer, Rowan pounced on him.  He didn’t bother to be kind to the man, who was screaming in terror.

      I struggled to get back into the house as Rowan’s slurping became background noise.  I didn’t remove the stake, I would do it when I was back in the safety of my protected home.  It scraped against my nerves, and I cried out.  The noise attracted the attention of all who were in the house.

      Sophie was at my side first, and her eyes betrayed the severity of the wound.

      “I’ll be okay.” I patted her hand.  She gripped me and helped me the rest of the way inside.  Then the smell of Bennett’s daughter overcame all of my senses.  My nails dug into Sophie as I tried to control my strigoi.  That’s all I would need to heal from this wound.  A taste of this woman and I would be as new as the day I was born.  Her blood called to me and my fangs lowered.

      I managed to spit out the words.  “Get her from me.”

      She was next to me on the floor, tearing a strip off the bottom of her dress.

      I clasped at Sophie’s dress and pulled her close, so that she was inches from my face.  “Get that woman from me.  Take her out of this house.”

      Sophie’s eyes widened.  “Which one.”

      “Bennett’s daughter.”  My eyes darkened, and I gripped Sophie tight.  My whole body shook with my need and my hands were clamped onto Sophie, unable to move.

      Sophie called out behind her.  “Get her out of here.”

      The daughter’s hands were already on the stake, ready to pull it out.

      “Get out of here!”  Sophie pushed her, and she stumbled to the ground, confused.  “Lula, take Adelade to the docks, and don’t return tonight.”

      Lula pulled Adelade off the ground and they moved away.

      “Shut the door.”

      As soon as the door was shut, I took in a deep breath, trying to clear my nose of her smell.  I had to breathe in and out several times to clear it, as it still lingered in the air around me.

      Rowan entered, blood dripping from his chin, and he dragged the man inside.  His throat had been ripped open, but blood was still dripping from his neck.  Sophie called for one of her thralls.  Then she yanked the stake from my stomach and, using Adelade’s torn dress, applied pressure to my stomach.

      The smell of her torn dress drifted through my nose, and I groaned.  Sophie chided me.  “Don’t be such a child.”  The thrall leaned over me and I bit into her neck, gulping down her blood as I healed.  Her blood was rich, and it soothed me.  She moaned as I drank, and began rubbing herself against me.

      Rowan kicked the man, who was now very dead.  “Idiot.”

      Sophie put her hand on my shoulder, and I reluctantly slurped my last drops of the thrall, and licked her neck.

      Her skirts were up now and she tried to straddle me, but Sophie pulled her away, sighing.  “If I’d never had you at my neck, I would never understand your allure.”

      I smiled at her, fully healed now, and licked my lips.  She stared at them, and I took my time with my tongue, teasing her.  I laughed and she turned away, then stood and pulled her thrall towards the back room, rolling her eyes.

      Rowan turned to me.  “There’s still time left, do you want to turn him?”  Rowan grinned.  “Then we could torture him in the cellar.”

      I frowned.  “No.  He’s not likely to remember who sent him here anyway.”  I stood up and pulled my shirt off,  throwing it to the floor.  “It would take him too long to turn anyway.  Let me see that cross.”

      Rowan yanked it from the man’s neck and handed it to me.  I studied its crude design and my eyes darkened.  “Father.”

      Rowan nodded.  I threw it to the ground.  “Burn them both.”

      Rowan grabbed the necklace, put the man over his shoulder, and headed out the door to the back corner of the garden where we held a continual fire for cases like these.  I followed him out and disappeared into the darkness.
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      As I strode to the priest’s home, I pushed away the thoughts of Adelade and how she didn’t hesitate to minister unto my wounds even though I could've ripped her head off.   When she was by my side, I could smell a mixture of her fear and lust, and I wondered if she felt that way towards me.  Did she want me, as I wanted her?

      I growled.  I only wanted her blood, and I was playing a dangerous game to keep her in my home.  It had already proven deadly.  If I hadn’t been so consumed with my blood lust, I would’ve smelled that man before I opened the door.  If I wasn’t careful, someone could easily kill me, as they had my Master.  I stopped short, wondering if Agosto had been killed over his blood lust.  Or for a woman.

      I moved towards the church again, considering the man who was now dead, instead of me.  It was a good thing he was misinformed and aimed for my stomach instead of my heart.

      My strigoi growled, and I entered the church and made myself invisible.

      The priest was at the back of the building, crouched on the floor.  He was shaking and reading from his bible out loud.  His voice trembled as he read, and he held out his cross towards the door.  The cross burned me and I scattered to the wall.

      He did have the faith to burn me to dust, and I would have to be very careful.  I slithered slowly, pressing my back against the wall to avoid the burn of his cross.  When I was next to him, I appeared so quickly, that he jumped up and dropped his cross.  I kicked it across the room and swiveled towards him.

      “You sent me a present.”

      He stared at me, looking at my mouth.  He knew how dangerous it was to look me in the eyes, and avoided it unless he was feeling especially brave.

      “I send all my parishioners gifts.  It is part of the calling.”

      “I haven’t been one of your parishioners in a long time.”

      “I’d hoped you would return to me, since you decided to stay.”

      I grinned, leaning in towards him so that he could get a good look at my teeth.  He was old and had poor vision, plus he placed a certain amount of trust in his faith, which was just plain stupidity.  He needed a reminder of what I was capable of.

      “Is that what you would like me to do?  Visit you on Sundays?  Pray with you?”

      “I have hope for even the soulless.”

      I sneered.  “Your faith is in vain.  And it couldn’t save your man.”

      He sighed.  “I feared as much when he didn’t return.”

      I reached out and touched his chin with my finger, pulling it up.  He glanced into my eyes and then closed them quickly.

      “Don’t worry, Father.  I have no desire to compel you because I have no fear that you will hurt me.  Otherwise that stake would’ve landed in my chest, near my heart, instead of my stomach.”

      The priest opened his eyes, staring into mine.  “I warned him that he must have sufficient faith.”

      I smiled.  “Apparently, he underestimated his belief.”

      “Apparently, it wasn’t enough.  But no matter, he goes to God anyway.”

      I growled.  “Only because I allowed it, instead of turning him.”  I leaned in, and could smell his fear grow stronger.  He knew that death was the better option than living with my disease.  “Why did you send him?”

      He was quiet and I could hear the raven call to its mate outside.  Its song was bitter and melancholic.  Finally the priest spoke.  “If I could offer you your heart’s desire, would you return to Italy, to live out your days?”

      “What do you know of my heart’s desire?  According to what you preach to your congregation, I have no heart.”

      “I may not have the talent to read one’s desires.” I grinned as I thought of the nun who cleaned the church, and he avoided my eyes.  “But what I do know, is that Sophie prays outside my doors nightly.”

      I gripped his arm.  “And what of it?”

      “She still comes to me for advice, and I could slip in a word that it would be best to return to you.  Things would be different in Italy.”

      I shook my head.  “Why are you so intent to drive me away?  What plans do you have for my city?”

      He leaned closer and his breath was on my cheek.  “She still longs for you, even after what you did to her.”

      I touched his face, and his shoulders jerked.  “The days when Sophie and I were content are over.”

      “She told me that you still talk to her ghost.”

      “She chose to bask in the protection of Agosto, and for that I can never forget that she felt safer with him, than with me.”

      “And do you blame her?”

      I shook my head.  “I do not.  Sophie will never lay in my arms again, and only her soul that wanders through my darkness will touch my heart.”  I growled, tired of his games.  “The only threat to my body has been your man.  What have I to fear, that you would send someone to their death?”

      He gripped my arm now, his eyes alight with passion as he leaned into me.  “They are coming.  They are almost to the door, and they will knock it over.”  Then he stood and walked towards the rooms reserved for the priests.  “Go now, at your own peril.  I have warned you sufficiently.”
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      I stood at the window, staring into the city as I considered my options very carefully.

      What had Agosto gotten himself into, that even Father would risk the life of one of his parishioners in an attempt to scare me away?

      Sighing, I began to pace up and down the room.  My life in Italy was good.  It had taken some time to find the perfect city: large enough to have plenty of fresh blood without drawing attention, but without infringing on another supernatural being’s city.  I had no desire to align myself with another powerful fae or vampire, the most common rulers of the cities in Italy.

      I grinned.  It also had plenty of women who were willing to satisfy me when my strigoi needed it; the morals of the women in the city were far loser than those in the country.  I frowned.  Plus, Sophie was absent in Italy, and I could easily forget her among the willing partners in Italy.

      But, Agosto’s power over this city was great and it would be easy for me to slip into his role, if it was something that I desired.  Which I did not.  However, I knew that if I left, the power struggle that ensued would end up killing a lot of the shifters, and possibly even Sophie.  I gripped the window pane.  Also, there was Agosto’s killer to be reckoned with.  I would destroy him, as he destroyed my Maker.

      Making up my mind to stay, I went to the desk and rifled through it, trying to find the shipping logs.  If the Fae King wanted the goods we were bringing in from Africa, then there would be information in the logs.  I heard Sophie’s lilting voice from down the hall, and then Lily’s, as I stood up and went to the shelves.  I wondered at Lily, curious that she would dare return and thought about bringing her to my room again, just to teach her a lesson.

      I grinned.  This time I wouldn’t be so kind.

      Frustrated, I went back to the desk and pulled out all the drawers again.  I cried out to Sophie.  “Where are the shipping logs?”  The conversation in the sitting room did not pause, so I called out again.  “Sophie?”

      Her laugher down the hallway grew louder, and I stood up.  I strode to the sitting room and, ignoring the stares that were now on me, I grabbed her by the arm and drug her from the room.  She grasped my hand on her arm as she followed me, and after we entered Agosto’s office, I threw her into the room.  As she fell to the floor, her skirts flew up, showing me her thighs and my eyes traveled up them.

      Forgetting the logs for a moment, I knelt to the floor and crawled towards her.  She was as still as death, and stared at the wall.  “Don’t touch me, Detrand.”  But her body betrayed her; she smelled warm and inviting, and the blood in her veins called to me.

      “Why do you stay here, Sophie?  Agosto is gone, your binding to him is complete.  And yet, you stay.”

      Her chest heaved as she tried to control her feelings.  “I have no other home.”

      I crept closer until I was kneeling over her.  “You have coins to go where you please.  And yet you stay, to tempt me with the fire that runs through your veins and calls to me.  I hear it in the day, even as my body lies in my bed as still as death, and I hear it in the night as I wake.  It sings to me, reminding me of the days when we could run about under the sun, feeling its golden rays on our skin.  When our children bounced on our knees, laughing.  It sings to me, and I feel its call.”  I pulled down the strap to her dress, exposing her shoulder, and ran my nose up it.  “If you stay much longer, I might give in to it.”

      “If I go, you will release me then?”

      I shook my head.  “I will not.”

      She cried out, almost a sob.  “How can I leave then?”

      I smelled her skin, which was sweaty and leaking her fear and lust.  “You could try.  And yet, you don’t.”  My nose traveled from her shoulder, up her neck.  “Where are the shipping logs, Sophie?”

      She looked at me, fire in her eyes.  “Why would I know anything about his shipping logs?”

      “You were his mate.  You should know everything he ever did, and everything he planned.”

      She shrugged.  “He never spoke to me about his business.”

      “I don’t believe you, Sophie.  You were always pecking about my papers, wanting to know every last detail.”  I watched her quiver as I leaned on her neck, breathing in deeply.  “From where I bought the seed, to the pricing of each bushel.  Like a little bird, you pecked and pecked, digging yourself into my business.”

      She gripped my shirt as my hand traveled up her thigh to her rear.  It was smooth and inviting and I was so tempted to give in to her pull.  I could tell by the way that she writhed under me that she wanted me to give in to my temptation and take her right there on the floor.

      “Where are the shipping logs?”  My voice was a whisper over her body, my teeth scraping her skin.

      “If I tell you, then you will stay.”

      I rubbed my chin on her neck and she pulled me closer.  “Maybe I will, maybe I won’t.”

      She sighed, giving in.  “They’re in the third drawer, in the book with the blue binding.”

      I was silent for a moment, torn about giving in to my desire.  Then I stood and went to the desk, leaving her on the floor.

      Finding the book, I began at the ending, looking at the dates that corresponded to the last shipment of supplies from Africa.  I moved my finger down the listed materials, then followed it to the day that Agosto was killed.  “I want you to send Lily to my room.”

      She got up, nodding, and pulled her dress straight.

      Finding what I wanted, I got off the chair.  “And when I’m done with Lily, send Rowan to me.  He should be in the back garden.”
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      I left Lily naked and dozing in my bed, and called for Rowan.  He followed me out the door as we moved towards the docks.

      “Rowan, were there any problems with the first shipment we received from Africa?”

      He straightened his coat.  “No, everything went according to plan.”

      “Did the fae ever try to enter any of the ships?”

      He eyed me.  “Ever?”

      I nodded.

      “Of course.  We do business with the Fae.  Sometimes they inspect the goods before we load them onto the dock.”

      “And did they ever complain about any of the goods?”

      He shrugged.  “Not any more than the usual.  You know how the fae can be.”

      I bit my lip, making it bleed.  “Is Stefano in charge of security tonight?”

      Rowan eyed the woman walking towards us; her hips swaying seductively.  He didn’t stop her, but let her pass.  “Yes, as usual.”

      I licked the blood on my lip.  “Are they coming to meet Stefano tonight?”

      “No.  They aren’t expected tonight.”

      “Do we ever employ anyone else to greet them?”

      “Never.  Stefano covers the docks and employs as many as are necessary.”

      I stopped, and Rowan was still beside me.  I put my hand on his shoulder and met his eyes.  “Do you trust him?”

      He studied me, and fiddled with the button on his coat.  “He’s a strigoi.  Can we ever be trusted?”

      I frowned, his response revealing something new about him.  “And Agosto, could he be trusted?”

      Unwilling to meet my eyes, Rowan stared at the ship that was coming into the bay.  Sweat began to run down the side of his face, and he swiped at it.  “Agosto could always be trusted.”

      I nudged him with my senses, and he jerked his face to me, his eyes wide.  “Don’t you dare.”

      I growled.  “Don’t give me a reason.”

      “I’ve always served you faithfully, and never given you a reason to mistrust me.  And yet, you haven’t fulfilled your word.”

      I raised my eyebrow.  “And what promise is that?”

      “You’ve not given me my freedom.”

      “If I ever decide to free you, it will be because of my grace, not because you’ve earned it.  If there is anyone in this city that I trust, it is you.  But don’t give me a reason to test you.”

      “I will never give you a reason.  I serve you willingly.”

      I nodded, appeased, and we turned towards the wharf.  “I want you to direct Stefano to take the Shifter’s goods off first, and then burn the rest, including the ship.”

      He stared at me, his eyes wide.  “Why?”

      Ignoring him, I turned away and marched towards the alley behind the wharf.
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      As the darkness surrounded me, I took in a deep breath, feeling the roll of mist coming from the bay.  I unleashed my strigoi senses and stalked the streets, unseen.  As soon as the fire was lit, people spilled from the streets into the bay.  The fire was large enough that no amount of water buckets would quell it, though many tried.  I didn’t care about them, I was waiting for something else.

      As I watched the crowd grow, my strigoi grew restless.  I would need to feed soon, but it must wait.  When magic first hit the air, I glided through the crowd, sucking the air through my teeth and watching for the Fae.

      King Orin himself came, and he stood in front of the crowd.  His hands clenched in fists and his face a bright red, he stared at it in fury.  He didn’t try to quench the fire.  He easily could’ve done it, of course.  With one swipe of his hand, all the fire would be extinguished, but he let everything burn.

      I grinned, watching as his wide eyes took in the orange and red flames.  Behind him stood several of his subjects.  Their eyes danced in merriment, though they tried to hide it.  He would punish them for my impertinence at burning the ship, and so they took pleasure in his unlucky circumstances.

      A man stood off to the side, bucket in hand, disheveled and sweaty from trying to put out the flames.  He was so close that his eyes glowed red, a reflection of the fire.  It was the same man from before, the one who sang in the streets with his comrade’s arms around him.  I now noticed they were just a few feet away from him.

      I moved behind him, so close that if he were to move an inch he would touch me, and took in a deep breath.  He was lucky.  He hadn’t contracted the disease from his seducer from the other night.  I softly released my senses over him, pulling him into the darkness so I could feed.
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      Footsteps sounded behind me as the man writhed under me, clasping me tight.  I sent my senses towards the approaching shifter, but felt no malevolence.  When I finished eating, I compelled the man quickly and he stumbled away with a smirk on his face.

      I swiveled to face the shifter.  “I sense you in the darkness.  You may approach me, I will not harm you.”

      The corner of my lip lifted in revulsion; she was unkempt, and reeked of her fear.  She took a small step forward, her eyes staring at the ground which was potholed and filled with muck and piss.  “I’m sorry, my Lord, I didn’t mean to disturb you.”

      I shrugged.  “What do you want?”

      She stuttered, and I was impatient for her to get out what she wanted to say.  Instead of showing my impatience, I took a small step towards her.  She stumbled backwards, but I slowly drew closer to her again and pulled her head up gently with my hand.  “I will do you no harm.”

      She didn’t look me in the eyes but continued to stare at my chin as she began again.  “I’m sorry, my Lord, I came to tell you…”  She paused, wringing her hands.

      I studied her closely; she didn’t look familiar.  “Do you live with the other shifters?”

      She shook her head.  “I u-used to, but I was cast out.”

      “And why is that?”

      “I was betrothed to Derek, but he broke off our engagement, and I was rejected in the pack.”

      “Who is Derek?”  What in hell’s name was this woman trying to tell me?

      “He is third in command, and in love with Salina.”

      “Dark hair, yellow eyes?”  I touched her cheek.  “He has a scar on his right cheek?”

      She nodded and I grew very still, intent on what she would tell me.  “And is that why he broke off his engagement with you?”

      She nodded.  “He desires to be head of the pack, but is afraid of our second.  So he wishes to woo Salina, and become her mate.”

      I studied her worn clothing and could tell by her smell that she hadn’t bathed in over a week.  “And how serious is he about becoming her mate?”

      Suddenly she grew bold, and looked me in the eyes.  “Very serious, my Lord.”

      “Enough to wish Agosto his final death?”

      On this she tittered, “Of that I cannot say.  I only know that he would risk manipulating the pack against me, so that he could cast me aside.  It takes a great deal to dismiss a member, and he spent a great deal of energy towards it.”

      I turned towards the docks, smelling the reek of dead fish and of the animal corpses that littered the bay.  “And what motivation have you, in approaching me?”  I swiveled back towards her.  “For revenge?”

      She sneered.  “I do wish revenge, my Lord.  But I have other matters to care to.  My family cannot afford to pay the higher tax, not even for a bit of soap or meat.  I wish to help you, so that you can release my family.”

      I frowned.  “And why would I believe you then?  You could lie to invoke pity, so that I would release the tax.”

      “I would never dare, sir.  It’s true, I implore you for pity.  I have a sister, who is not yet four.”  Tears sprung from her eyes now.  “She is hungry.  I came to you, even though I feared your very presence, not for my sake, but for hers.”  Her eyes steeled.  “And yet, I speak the truth.  Derek has a hard heart that he hides from those who would judge him, and only those he has destroyed have seen it.  He desires the heart of Salina, so that he may rule over her, and he is willing to do a great deal to achieve it.”  She looked away.  “I don’t know if he killed your Maker, but I do know that if he had the chance he would take it.”

      My mouth opened in astonishment.  “And he believes that he could overtake a strigoi?”

      She nodded.  “He does.  Especially if they were dead to the light of day.”

      I nodded, considering her, then took her by her arm.  She jumped at my touch but I moved her so swiftly up the street that she stumbled to keep up with me.

      “Tell me, what is your name?”

      “Myla.”

      “And are you so desperate that you would do anything to feed your family.”

      “I would, sir.”

      “Do you still speak to any of the shifters?”

      We reached the main street now, and I looked for a horse that could carry her away.  “I do have a friend who still speaks to me, she is kind and doesn’t believe the lies that Derek spoke.”

      I flagged down a man and put her in the carriage.  “I have a need for your services.”  I put her inside the back seat.  “Are you willing to do a work for me, hmm?”

      She nodded, her eyes wide open in fear, but her courage to help her family won over her fear.  I put a coin in her hand and folded her fingers over it.  “Go to your friend and tell her that you heard a rumor that I will soon come to the shifter household to announce my intentions.  Can you do that?”

      She nodded, and her shoulders relaxed, confident she could carry out my orders.  “There will be another coin if you do as I say.  And I will instruct them to reduce the taxes over your family.”

      Her eyes grew wide and she threw her arms around me.  I stiffened for a moment and then kissed her forehead.  After paying the porter, I urged them to rush to their errand, and then they were off.
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      As soon as I entered my house, my fangs slid out, and my strigoi spilled out as the smell of her blood entered my nostrils.  I growled, ready for the hunt.  Realizing that that woman was in my home, I pushed it back down.  Bloody hell.  I just ate.  I gripped the handle of the door, trying to determine if I should flee from my own damn home.  Why not just kill her and get it over with?

      I frowned, even as my eyes darkened.  I was not a newly turned strigoi.  I was master over my strigoi, and it my servant.  I growled and, gripping the wall, I moved towards my workshop.  Sophie watched me from the darkness.

      “What do you want?”

      She folded her arms across her stomach.  “You burned the ship.”

      I grunted, and continued down the hallway.  Suddenly she was next to me, her hand on my elbow.  “What’s the matter?”

      I gripped her dress and pulled her towards me, breathing heavily.  Adelade’s blood sang a song so sweet, I would suffer horribly if I did not taste it.  Her heartbeat thrummed in my ears, beat by beat, commanding me to partake.

      Sophie stared into my dark eyes.  “It’s Adelade.”

      I shrugged, and put my head on her shoulder.  She held my arms, noting my trembling, then she pulled me to her.  My fangs extracted and I breathed in deeply, my arms around her waist.  Even with Sophie by my side, the pull to go to Adelade was still stronger.  I scraped Sophie’s neck with my incisors, my need driving me to delve into the only woman who could give me peace.  But at a high cost.

      Gripping my arms tight, she pushed me back, her cheeks flushed.  “I will bring one of my thralls.”

      I shook my head.

      “Lily, then.”

      “She won’t be enough.”

      “Then we must expel Adelade from the house.  You cannot live like this.”

      “Where is she?  What is she doing?”

      “She tried to help with the fire, and returned exhausted; she’s sleeping.”

      I groaned and suddenly I was falling into Sophie’s arms.  She held me to her as I struggled to control my strigoi.  It would be so easy, Adelade would never need know.  I could slip in and out, and she could wake in the morning completely unaware that I had only taken a sip.  My hands gripped Sophie tighter.  But could I only take a sip?

      Exerting every ounce of will that I held in my body, I pulled back and cupped Sophie’s cheeks, staring into her eyes.  “I will go to my workshop.”

      She hesitated, but seeing that my control was greater than my strigoi, she nodded and took a step back.  I stumbled, and she made to hold me again but I straightened myself and disappeared into my workshop.
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      I gripped the worktable, trying to keep my control.  I mashed the shavings of wood with my finger, pulverizing them into little pieces of dust.  Breathing in the smell of freshly carved wood, I reminded my strigoi that I’d already eaten tonight.  A haze moved through the room, and I swiveled towards the door.  The Fae Queen sat before me on an ornate throne of carved wood, a crown of thistles on her head.  Her long golden locks curved and twisted down her half-naked body, giving me a glimpse of her breasts.  It disappeared into her lap, where a sheer skirt woven with palm leaves billowed from her throne.

      I grinned.  There were other ways I could settle my strigoi.

      She stared me down.  “You burned everything.”

      I stalked towards her.  “Your King shouldn’t have provoked me.”

      “He only tried to protect what is his.”

      “Everything in this city is mine.  I can do with it as I please.  I only burned what I didn’t want.”

      Then she smiled, surprising me, making me consider that the Fae King couldn’t have been that angry.  “Come, Detrand.  We have too much history to be enemies now.”

      Her voice was mesmerizing and it tickled my ear.  My whole body relaxed, my blood lust forgotten.  Maybe I could keep her here; she could keep me from tearing Adelade’s throat out.

      She held her hand to me and I walked towards her in a daze.  She smelled of roses, a smell that reminded me of happy days, and my fangs extended.

      “Words are whispered in dark corners about you Detrand.  I’m curious what is true.  And what isn’t.”

      I took her hand and bent over it, kissing the top of it lightly.  “Dulcina.  Your beauty never fails to seduce me.”

      She smiled, and the glory in her smile rivaled that of the sun.  She turned her hand, and my tongue licked the vein over her wrist in one long lazy stroke.

      She stared at me with half-hooded lids and her finger tickled my chin, gesturing me closer.  I leaned in and she tilted her head away from me to show me her neck, an invitation.  I closed my eyes, allowing my senses to flood through me.  Taking off my shirt, I straddled her lap, the core of my body so hot that the touch of her naked chest was a shock of cold.  She stared at my chest but I leaned down and gripped the nape of her neck.  She groaned as my fangs scraped her skin.  The smell of her blood was… intoxicating.

      I breathed in and out deeply, reveling in her call and trying to control my strigoi.  If I drank her blood, I would always be bound to her.  My fangs entered her skin and I paused, allowing my poison to run through her body, and she convulsed under me.  My fingers trailed down to her bosom, hardening her nipples into little pebbles.  I trailed lower and teased her as she whimpered, her hands clinging to me, pressing me closer and urging me to drink from her.

      Then suddenly she exploded under my delicate hands and she opened herself to me.  My senses were ready and I thoroughly explored her every desire, her every motive.  I paused in shock.  She’d gotten involved with Agosto.

      She was a greedy bitch, and I withdrew my fangs.

      She protested, angry that I hadn’t drunk her blood and she moved me so that she was on top.  Then she leaned over me, pressing her perky little breasts into my mouth and I tasted them, groaning, as she tried to seduce me into consuming her.  I suckled them and my hands continued to roam her graceful body.  She grew tight under my ministrations and she whimpered and groaned, as my hands explored her body.  Giving in to her temptation, she tore off my clothes and threw them on the floor and then she was raising and lowering herself over my hardened center.  She threw back her head and the vein in her neck pulsed in front of my eyes, begging me to taste her sweet claret.  I clasped her tighter, my hands traveling over her bare back as the pressure built inside me, uncertain I could control myself for much longer.

      My whole body shook, as my strigoi threatened to overtake me.  Then she was inside my head, my defenses weakened, and she knew what I wanted.

      She laughed, pulling back and then stood before me, attempting to disappear into the darkness.  The slit in her skirt showed her juices leaking down her thighs and I grabbed her and kneeled, giving into the temptation as I parted it and caressed her thighs with my tongue.  She stopped and, moaning her pleasure, gripped my head. I looked up, my eyes raked her body and my strigoi growled, unsatisfied.  I stood up, yanking her back into the chair and was on top of her, slamming myself into her.

      No woman ever abandoned me, until I was satisfied.

      She clenched her fists in my hair, moving with me as I gripped her hips, holding on tightly as our sweat-licked bodies slipped over each other.  She howled, urging me on; she wanted it as much as I did.  So I sat back, pulling on the back of her neck as I moved, my hardened muscles rippling down my stomach as I pounded faster, using my fingers to please her.  We both cried out at the same time as we peaked.

      And then she gasped and vanished, along with her throne, and I stumbled to the floor.  Instead of rising, I stretched out on the floor, feeling the shavings and dust under my naked body. I smiled, knowing that she had allowed herself more than she intended, and that the King would punish her for her indulgence.

      My eyebrows furrowed.  Somehow she’d involved herself with Agosto; he was never as good as I at controlling his blood lust.  Did they exchange blood?  I shivered at the thought.

      Now she knew my innermost desire, the one thing I wanted above all others, and even I didn’t know what that was.  I would never allow her to tempt me again.

      But she slipped up.  Not only did I know her innermost desires, I knew everything she ever wanted and more.  She’d revealed her lust and desire for Agosto, and everything he had.  But nothing deadlier than that.

      I touched my cheek, realizing that it was bleeding again.  I wiped it and dressed, then left the room.
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      As I entered the sitting room, all eyes turned to me.  I could still smell Adelade, but being with the Fae Queen calmed my strigoi somewhat.  Besides, I would control it, or she or I would die, and it would probably not be me.  I owed it to Bennett to dominate my strigoi.

      I sat next to Lula, who looked radiant in her tight-fitting dress even though she smelled of perspiration and the mill next to the docks.  Noting the threatening lift of Rowan’s lip, I stared him down silently.  Sighing, he fell back into the settee, almost crashing into Lily who sat at the end of it, her back straight and was breathing heavily.  I looked towards Sophie, who was lounging on the chaise across from me, her eyebrows raised.

      I smiled.  “And how are you tonight?”

      The room was silent, unaccustomed to my presence at their fêtes.  Sophie ruffled the skirts of her dress, which was a velvet green and complimented her dark green eyes.  “I think the question, my dear, is whether your mood is acceptable this evening.”  Her comment was light but her eyes held me.

      I folded my long legs and I sensed that Lily was taking note of my every movement, so I leaned towards her, just slightly.  Her mouth parted.

      Contemplating my romp with the Fae Queen, I smiled, showing my teeth in answer to her question.  “What a lovely night for a fire.”

      The whole room expelled a breath, and the thralls standing behind the settee continued their discourse over the items that must have burned with the ship.  Trying her best to ignore me, Lily struck up a conversation with Rowan who was still eyeing me cautiously.

      Treveti, a strigoi who worked for several years under Agosto, leaned over to whisper to a young, and delicious, woman named Tasha.  Treveti met Tasha when she was a child.  Her youthful innocence had enthralled him and he immediately bought her and raised her under his household.  I’d tasted her several times, and I must admit I can understand his obsession for her.

      His hand traveled down her neck and over to her breast, and then his thumb circled the tip as her hand gripped his thigh.  She leaned into him and giggled when his hand traveled lower.

      I turned to Lula.  “Have you been treated well in your time spent here?”

      She looked at Rowan, who stood to fill his glass.  “I have, thank you.”

      I reached for her chin and turned it so that she was facing me.  “I’m curious, have you ever visited the mansion up the bay, the one surrounded by the forest?”

      She answered, not willing to look me in the eyes but stared at my chin.  She was learning quickly.  “I have, once actually, with my Father.”

      I sat back, causing her to turn her body to face me.  “And what did you think of it?”

      Sophie raised an eyebrow at me but I kept my eyes on Lula.

      “It’s lovely.  The forests are green year-round for some unimaginable reason.  And the house is so large.  Although I don’t imagine I would like to live there, I would have to have an excessive amount of servants.”  At this, Dominique, one of the servants we employed, offered me a glass.  I took it, offered it to Lula, and accepted the next glass.

      Sipping the chardonnay, I watched the movement of her neck as the wine traveled down.  The thralls in the room began to sing and dance, and Sophie clapped her hands, encouraging them.

      “And what do you think of the people who live there?”

      She frowned.  “Well, I don’t expect I know much about them, except that there does seem to be a great deal of them.  I couldn’t keep track of who was what, they were all running to and fro, and all those children…”  She put her hand to her chest.  “They ran through the house as if it they never saw a spot of soap in their life!  I had a mind to run a bath for the whole lot and dump them all in it.”  Grinning, she looked at Treveti, whose fangs were now deeply embedded into the base of Tasha’s neck.  Her head was thrown to the side, and her moans were getting louder.  “Although,” Lula continued, “I don’t think I would mind growing up in a place like that.”

      She swallowed hard as Treveti straddled Tasha, who began to unbutton his pants, then she looked at Rowan, who was staring at her with darkened eyes.

      “And how do you think you would control that many children, yourself?”

      Lula blinked and turned back to me.  “Well, a lot like that, you’d have to rule with a firm hand.  Show them kindness, of course, but you would have to keep a stiff grip on their necks to show them that they are not a pack of rats, but live in a civilized world, even though they are so far out.”

      I nodded, considering her words and ignoring the thrumming noise from Rowan.

      “And if one of them tried to rebel?”

      “Well, I expect you’d have to make an example of him, wouldn’t you?”  She blinked her eyelashes at me.  “And then show him mercy and compassion, so that he understands that he’s still a valued part of the community, if he behaves himself.”

      Rowan stood up now and Lula pushed herself away from me.  I frowned at Rowan but he sat between us, eyeing her hungrily.  I clicked my tongue and stood up; he was already pulling down the top of her gown.  I watched her as she stared at him, her eyes hungry, and he leaned towards her neck while his hands fondled her softly.  When she took his hand and lowered it, I turned towards Sophie who was seated next to her favorite thrall, drinking freely.  One of her other thralls lay across her lap and, giving in to the temptation to eat again, I straddled her.  She smiled and bared her neck, but I opened her gown to reveal the biggest pair of breasts I ever saw.  Growling, I lowered myself to them.  Lily sighed behind me and turned to leave, but I grabbed her hand and looked up at her with darkened eyes.  “Later.”

      She smiled coyly and I let go of her wrist.  “Wait for me in my room.”  I looked towards the window and noted that dawn would be here soon.  “I’ll be there shortly, but you won’t sleep in my bed.”
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      As soon as I entered the hallway, the smell of Adelade pulled at me so strong, that instead of going to Lily, I went for Adelade’s room.  I could hear the throbbing of her heart, feel the vibration as it tumbled down the hallway to run up my feet and throughout my whole body.  I stalked her slowly, making myself unseen as I descended down the hallway.  I stood outside her door, my ear to the soft wood, my trembling hand on the knob.

      It didn’t make a sound as I opened it and I stood for a moment, catching my breath, as I stared at her sleeping form.  She was so innocent, her face childlike and trusting as she slept in the house of the ultimate predator.

      I could see the stake tucked under her pillow, likely given her by Bennett.  Good.  He had warned her sufficiently.

      And yet, the side of my mouth lifted at her naïveté.  As if she could conquer the strigoi with a stroke of her stake.  I could kill her with my pinky finger, her puny little arm held no strength against one such as I.

      Her heartbeat picked up as if it knew that I was near, even though I was not visible to the eye.  Her instincts were spot on.  Her breathing increased and she even cried out, which drew me to the back end of the room for fear of scaring her further.  I was worse than anything in her worst nightmare, my cursed living and the powers that I held, she was child’s play under my ministrations.  As her blood called to me, I trembled against the back wall, willing my control over my strigoi.  The fact that I had already eaten twice tonight wasn’t sufficient for her siren’s call, and I imagined the second it would take to mount her and partake of the most delicious claret known to strigoi.  Blood lust: the kind kings went to war for, the real reason women were enslaved, and it bade me taste as she slept helplessly before me.  It beaconed to me like I was the slave and it, my master.

      I crept closer, step by step, until I could feel her breath on my face and see the trickle of sweat that sprinkled her lips.  She moaned again, and I clasped the sheets of the bed.  My senses reached out, uncontrollably, to feel her, to know her.  I wanted to know what was in her mind, her heart.  What caused her to sweat and to cry out, even though she lay unconscious?

      She cared for her father, and hid her grief by working to the bone to clean my house.  My house.  Anger flooded through my body.  My servants were given instructions that she was not to work, but to be served like royalty.  She cared for Sophie and Lula, and even held a touch of concern for the people who served me, even though they treated her with disdain.  She worried about them and their safety and felt that they treated her unfairly because of the rumors about her mother.  I growled softly.  They would be thoroughly punished, and made to bow at her feet for treating her such.  I rarely lay a hand on my servants, but disobedience wouldn’t be tolerated, especially for one such as the daughter of Colleen.

      She also held a secret, so deep and dark that I could not pull it from her.  Intrigued, I touched her hand and a warmth traveled up my arm so quickly that I yanked my hand away.  What demon magic was this?

      She turned, suddenly facing me and my incisors descended as I watched the pulse at her neck beat.  I breathed in deeply; it held the sweetest smell.  I leaned closer and my nose was on her neck.  Just a little taste would satisfy me, I only needed a thimble of her vitality.  I brushed her hair away from her face and she mumbled in response.  I rubbed her neck with my nose.  Just a small taste, that’s all it would require to satisfy my strigoi, and she never need know.

      “Detrand.”

      I fell back onto the floor, revealing myself.  I hadn’t even heard Sophie enter.

      “What are you doing here?”

      My annoyance spilled out, and my strigoi burst out of me.  “Never get in between me and my prey.”  I growled, low and menacing, and pounced on her.

      “Detrand, you mustn’t taste her.”

      “What do you know of it?  Who are you to command me?”  I was on top of her and she gripped my arms tightly, her back pressed to the floor.  I leaned down, showing her my teeth, and I could feel her tremble in fear under me.

      “You cannot yet control yourself.  You would kill her.”

      I fell upon her, choking, the realization that she was right flowing over me.  My misgiving for killing Colleen’s daughter would rival only my betrayal to Sophie, and I forced my will over my strigoi.  It fought me, and I turned to the only being who could help me.  “Help,” the only words I could manage, as my strigoi threatened to overtake me again.

      Suddenly I was being pulled into my room.

      “Leave us.”  Sophie motioned to Lily, who was gone in an instant, and then we were on the bed and she was straddling me and pulling off her nightgown.  Before I knew it, I was inside her, tearing from her neck and gulping down the mercy she was offering to me.  As I began to gather my mind, I realized the terrible situation that I’d put myself in; knew that this moment would forever change my relationship with Sophie, and that I’d betrayed her once again.  And yet, I clasped her to me, pulling her blood deeper into my throat to chase away the demons as she cried out over me.
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      I avoided Sophie for a fortnight, unable to thank her for saving me, and she went about business as usual, even though I could see the way her breathing trembled and the way her eyes lit up as I passed by her.

      I avoided her in shame.  I shouldn’t have gotten so close to Adelade and shouldn’t have used Sophie to control my strigoi.  I was master of my own body, and would bend my strigoi to my will if it killed me.  And so, I left the house as soon as the day waned, ignoring the call of Adelade’s blood, and I hunted throughout the night.  I stalked the streets, consumed with controlling my strigoi.  I ate when I wanted to eat, and I ate often, ignoring my strigoi, training it to follow my command.

      I was always sick when I awoke in the evenings, but I hid away in the garden and cleaned it out before anyone else awoke.

      Rowen kept me appraised of everything happening with the beings we controlled and the goings on in the household.  He assured me that the servants were treating Adelade the way I’d instructed, or they would fall under his wrath, which wasn’t necessary, yet.

      After practically throwing up from my third human of the night, I lay against the wall of the old tavern, his blood still on my face.  Rowan knelt next to me and handed me his handkerchief.

      “You can’t live like this, or you may as well be underground again.”

      I grabbed his throat, pulling him close.  “I’d rather taste the final death than live off rats and worms.”

      “I agree.”  He choked this out and I released him.  He rubbed his neck as I dabbed at my lips.

      “But you’re right.  I can’t continue like this, and I haven’t yet discovered Agosto’s killer.”  I got up and, giving him a moment for his throat to heal, I held my hand to him.  “Do any of the Fae owe us a favor?”

      He nodded, as I pulled him up.  “Find them, and bring them to me when I return tonight.”

      He nodded again.  “Yes, sir.”

      I made to move away but he cleared his throat.

      “Yes, Rowan?”

      “It’s just that, it’s been too long since you’ve arrived, and have yet to take over Agosto’s businesses.  I’ve held them off for a while, but they grow restless.  They don’t like paying the higher taxes and complain that it is an injustice.  You need to attend to them, or the people will rebel and you will have a war on your hands.  You must attend to this before you find his killer.”

      My thoughts grew deep as I considered his words.  “Finding Agosto’s killer is my priority.  Tell them I will lower the tax when his killer is in my hands.”

      I walked away, and could feel his eyes on me as I left.  I turned back to him once more.  “Tell Lula to meet me at the shifter’s home.”

      Suddenly he was next to me.  “I will not.”

      “She is to meet me there, or I will return her to her mother.”

      “Her mother hasn’t even come to visit her at the house, her fear keeps her at bay.”

      I raised my eyebrow at him, and when he didn’t explain further I barked at him.  “What of it, Rowan?  Spit it out.”

      “I don’t trust her in the shifter home.  They’re unpredictable and careless, and she is weak compared to them.”

      “So what?”

      His hands fumbled with the buckle of his coat, but his eyes grew darker.  “I won’t send her into that madhouse.”

      I reached forward and pulled him closer to me so that my breath was on his face.  “You will do as I command.  Do not test me Rowan, or everything that you ever held dear will be ripped from your hands.  I can control the shifters, and will protect her.  But only because I hold an affection for Lula, who seems to actually long for your touch.  I desire your happiness and so I allow you to hold her, but if you displease me, I will take her from you.”

      The anger that rippled from his body affected my senses, even though I hadn’t released them, even as his eyes lowered to me.  “Sir, she is mine.”

      “As I allow it.  Now go tell her to meet me at the shifter’s, or I will rip out your throat and hang your tongue from a pole on one of my ships.  And then I will take Lula, and she will please me all the days of her father’s penance.  After, she will beg me to keep her, but I will not, I will send her to the streets to beg her mother to let her return.  Do you understand?”

      He gagged, as his inability to defy me choked him, even as he wanted to tear out my throat.

      “Go now.”
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      I paced outside the gate to the shifter mansion, waiting for Lula.  When she arrived by one of our carriages, she rushed out and I commanded my driver to wait for our return.

      I frowned.  “Is that Adelade’s dress?” It was soft blue and plain, covering her from her neck to her toes.  She nodded and I turned away from her and headed towards the gate.  I would burn every single one of Adelade’s dresses.  She deserved only the finest cut of cloth, not these rags, and I would instruct Sophie to train her how to dress properly.

      I put my hand on the gate and turned to Lula.  “I have a use for you.  Are you willing?”

      She nodded slowly and I opened the gate.  I walked hastily towards the house.  “I need you to keep your eyes on a shifter here.”

      She gasped, and I grabbed her hand to keep up with me.  “Did you think that there were only strigoi in this dark world?  That other beings didn’t hide in the darkness?”

      Her feet slipped and I pulled her to help her maintain her balance.

      “I supposed there could be, but didn’t let myself think on it too much.”

      “There is one, a scar next to his eye, looks like he’s never run a brush through his hair.  I need you to watch him.”  We were outside the door now and I paused before I knocked.  There was a madness behind the door as shifters scrambled to prepare for my presence.  “Can you do that?  And report back to me once we leave.”

      “What am I looking for?”

      I knocked once.  “His reaction.”

      She nodded.

      I grabbed her shoulder.  “Anything that happens here, you stay far back, you understand?”
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      As soon as the door opened, Salina was on my arm.  Her dress was cut low, and the tips of her small breasts showed through the thin material.  “Welcome, Detrand.  We’d been expecting you sooner.  Why did you wait to come to me?”  She reached up to kiss me but I turned my face away and walked into the house.

      Several of the shifters had gathered in the open hallway, although some of the children were still being rounded up by their nursemaids in the upper halls.

      The women curtsied to me, and a few of the men gave a low bow.  One of them gave me a sly look and winked, while many of the other men stared at me stonily.  My eyes passed on Derek only briefly.  He contained his anger well, and although his hand was pressed tightly against the wall, his face was open and welcoming.

      I turned towards Salina and my eyes followed the shape of her body.  “How did you know that I would visit?”

      She shrugged, and ran her hand up my chest as she circled me.  “One hears things, Detrand, and we have the ears of the wolves.”

      I turned towards the dining room and everyone followed behind me.  The children, finally captured by their nannies, rushed under my feet playing tag.  I led Salina to the table where we sat the last time.  The room was large, warmed by a newly renewed fire, and the shifters filled it, staring at me with expectant looks.  I yanked her up on the table and stood in between her legs.

      She grinned, and pressed herself to me.  “How can I be of service, Detrand?”

      “I’ve come to announce that I will not be your alpha mate.”

      She clicked her tongue and twirled her red hair around her finger.  “I already knew that.  It doesn’t mean that we can’t enjoy certain benefits.”  She bit her lip.  “We could come to an arrangement, just like Agosto.”

      I furrowed my eyebrows.  “Were you intimate with Agosto?”

      She frowned.  “Of course not.”  Her hands traveled down my shirt and to the buckle of my pants.  “But our arrangement doesn’t have to be exactly the same.”

      I grabbed her hand and held it tight.  “We are not to make any arrangements.  I will be your leader.”  I  looked her in the eyes.  “Unequaled in the pack.”

      As this revelation descended over them, several in the pack began to growl.  I’d just announced that I would be their leader, but wouldn’t join the pack, or allow Salina to continue to lead them.  It was the ultimate abasement.

      I grabbed her shirt and drew her to me.  “Do I make myself clear?”

      She shuddered.  “You can’t be serious.”

      I’m as serious as the being who killed Agosto.”  The room fell silent until a shifter stepped forward.

      “We need an Alpha who can lead us, who can bond with us.  And it won’t be no strigoi.”  He spit out the last word.  He had tussled brown hair, with dark brown eyes, and his hands were clinched in fists.  He was prepared to fight me.

      “Jessiah, your leader hasn’t taken care of the pack as she should, only I can control your people.  And I will have no rebelliousness among your pack.”

      I turned back to Salina.  “Now, I need you to bow before me, and then partake of my blood.  So that you can always be at my beck and call.”

      She was breathing heavily, and I watched as her chest rose up and down; I waited to see what she would do.  She slid off of her chair to my feet and the pack began to murmur behind her.  Several of the men growled as she kneeled down and pressed her forehead to my shoes.  They were filled with the muck from the streets and I hadn’t bothered to clean them off.

      “I need you to lick them.”

      She looked up at me, disgust shown clearly on her face.  “Excuse me?”

      I kneeled over.  “You heard me, lick my boots.”

      She gripped my pants leg and I was afraid for a moment that she would yank me off my feet.  I put my hand on her back to steady myself and to maintain a stance of control over her.

      Her tongue slipped out and she licked my boot.

      Jessiah stepped forward.  “I will not have the packmaster’s mate bend at your feet and clean your boots with her spit.”

      “I’m the packmaster now.”

      He drew closer to me, his face red and sweaty.  “You are not a shifter, but a disease that walks the street to feed on the filth.”

      I stepped forward to meet him.  “I do feed on the darkness that lies in the streets and my hunger is like no other.  My power and control is like no other.  I will do as I please in this city, and there will be none who dare challenge me and win.”

      “I challenge you.”  He looked down at Salina who was still on her knees.  “I challenge you on behalf of Salina, my true packmaster’s mate.  I challenge you to a fight, and if I win, I will lead the shifters and pick a mate of my choosing.”

      I smiled, anticipating his threat.  “I accept the challenge.”
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      We faced each other across the open field behind the house.  After a swift glance at Lula to make sure that she was far away from us, I took off my jacket.  The shifters formed a circle around us, and the sounds of their animalistic natures roared through the clearing.

      As soon as his jacket was off, I blasted Jessiah with my senses and he fell to his knees.  I kicked him in the throat and he fell back, yelping, with his hand to his neck.  I circled him, waiting for him to recover, and as soon as he was on his feet, I punched him in his ear and he fell to the ground again.  The speed with which I was able to move was no match for his human body.

      The circle around us began to close in, and growls emerged among them as their instincts to protect their own began to take over.  He crawled to his knees, shaking his head, and I sent my senses out to try to calm the pack.  Once they shifted, they would attack as a group, and have no mercy.

      Crying out from the pain, Jessiah began to shift, and in a moment he was growling before me.  He jumped at me, and I shifted to the right and grabbed hold of him.  We both fell to the ground and tumbled in the grass.  He landed on top and bit down on my arm, which was over my head.

      I growled and grabbed his snout, which was slick from my blood and held it tight so that he couldn’t take a chunk out of it.  Then I swung my feet up, wrapping them around him and I squeezed him tight.  The noise of his ribs cracking began to rile up the shifters again, but Jessiah couldn’t move, or I would crush him.  The rumble coming deep from within his throat was deadly; he was ready to kill me.

      I shifted to move on top of him, letting go of his snout and he slipped out from under me.  Pain shot through my side as he latched on and shook, tearing into my muscles.  I hit him with my elbow, but he held tight and my stomach muscles began to rip from my side.  Grimacing in pain, I wrapped my arm around his neck, and began to squeeze.

      He let go of my stomach and tried to slip out of my arms but I rolled over and pinned him under me.  The other shifters were beginning to change and I couldn’t calm them with my senses, or I would lose Jessiah.  The quickest shifters jumped on me first and began to bite at my body.  I kept my hold on Jessiah, while simultaneously trying kick them off.

      I held up my arms and caught a glimpse of Lula in the middle of the pack, trying to pull them off me.  Using all the power I could, I blasted her away with my senses.  She slammed against a crate, causing it to explode under her.  Then there were eight of them all at once, all nipping and tearing at my flesh.  I kicked at them, and Jessiah slipped from my hold.

      Suddenly, a wolf with reddish hair joined the fray; she was bigger than the others and fought them with an indomitable force.  At her intervention, they began to slip away, bowed low with their tails tucked under them.  I flipped Jessiah onto his back, pressing him down with my senses, and, baring my teeth, I sunk them into his neck.

      As soon as it was obvious that I could tear his throat out in a moment, the wolves began to whine and pace before me.  The red-haired wolf growled at them, her back to me as she stared them down.  So great was the force of her power, that they bowed to the ground, their paws on their nozzles.  One of them snapped at her, and she tore after him.  He fell to his back, his paws tucked in, and he showed his throat to her.

      Baring her teeth, she growled at his throat and then nipped his nozzle, causing him to whine.  Content that her pack was subdued, Salina faced me, and waited for me to kill Jessiah.

      I glanced at Lula, who had risen and was holding her hands tightly in front of her, her face tilted towards me in agony.

      I growled and released Jessiah, who lay panting, his tail tucked in between his legs.  “You do not deserve mercy, but I will give it, as long as you don’t challenge me again.  Next time, you will not recover.”

      I stood up and Jessiah began to change back which created a wave of magic in the air as the rest of the wolves began the change.  My side burned in pain, but I stood proudly over them.  A movement from the trees caught my eyes and I turned to see Rowan, his eyes glowing in the night as he watched us.  I growled at him, a warning, and then he was gone.

      As soon as Salina was dressed, she kneeled at my feet and the rest of the shifters quickly followed suit.  I took in a deep breath, focusing on the crow who sat on a tree branch over me, eyeing me carefully and ignoring my pain.

      “Stand.”

      Salina stood up.

      “Pledge your allegiance to me.”

      She bowed and mumbled the words that would bind her to me.  “I swear under the God above,” the wind picked up, swirling her hair as the magic began to flow around us, “to follow the path that you walk before me, to bow to your judgment at all times, and to serve you willingly and faithfully.”

      A bright obit of light surrounded us, and she gripped my wrist.  “I swear to fulfill, to the best of my ability and judgment, this oath, and put it above all else, excepting my commitment to my God.”

      I turned my hand over and exposed my wrist.  She swallowed hard, staring at me with eyes that glowed blue from the magic of her oath.  I shook my hand, impatient, and she bowed over it, and then bit out a piece of flesh.  I winced, sucking the air through my teeth as she pulled my flesh into her mouth.  My fangs retracted but I controlled my strigoi, otherwise I would be bound to her as she was to me under the magic that sealed our pact.

      When she was done, the wind died down, the magic complete, and I yanked on her arm, pulling her to me.  I bit into her neck and she trembled under me as I drew from her.  She moaned and I pulled back, licking her neck softly.  I could hear her breath shorten and held her tight as tears sparked in her eyes, then I pulled back and presented her to her pack.

      “Salina has proven to me to be an effective leader of your pack and she will rule over you unless I am needed.”

      Her neck twisted as she looked towards me and I nodded once in acknowledgement.  I knew that they weren’t happy with this announcement, that they needed a true Alpha to effectively control their wild natures.  But this was a temporary solution that would keep them from killing each other until the situation could be dealt with effectively.  They wouldn’t dare defy me now.  Not after I’d effectively taken down their most dominant wolf, and held the support of their leader.

      “I will leave you to attend to pack business now.”  Salina nodded and I held my hand towards Lula.  She scrambled to my side and I held her under my arm, as the growls from the pack centered on Jessiah.

      “What are they going to do to him?”  The tremble in her voice betrayed her fear.

      “Shh…”
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      We were at the gate now, and the driver stumbled from his seat to open the door for us.  I leaned against the side of the carriage, breathing heavily.  Pain shot from my side and I gripped the seat in agony, closing my eyes to focus on something else.  Adelade came to my mind, and I growled, shutting down the memory of her sleeping in her bed, so warm and sweet, and so close to me.

      Suddenly, Lula was next to me, pulling up my shirt.  She gasped when she saw the bloody pulp that was left of the side of my stomach.

      “You need blood.”

      I grunted and then grit my teeth as she pulled the pieces of my shirt out of my wound.  “Holy hell, woman!”

      “It has to be cleaned if you won’t drink, or it will get infected.”

      “I don’t like to drink from the people who work for me, it isn’t good business to eat where you piss.”

      She huffed.  “I do not work for you.”

      I opened my eyes.  “I was speaking of my driver.”

      She stopped pulling at my wound to stare at my chin.  “I was talking about me.”

      I clicked my tongue.  “Rowan would stake me, and then my wounds would be worse than a little bite.”

      “It’s not a little bite, and Rowan isn’t my master.”

      “I am not your master, either.”

      “Then let me return home, to comfort my mother in her grief.”

      I gripped her chin.  “I cannot.  You must serve in the stead of your father, or others would defy me.  I can’t afford the rebellion of the whole city, not when Agosto’s death has left a gap in the control of it.”

      Suddenly she looked me in the eyes.  “And is that what is most important to you?  To trample under the feet of others, in order to dominate them?”

      I sighed.  “Actually, no.  What is important to me is that hundreds of lives are saved by avoiding a war among the beasts that stalk the city.  Many of the living would die, and then hundreds more would be slaughtered to keep the talk of magical beings from leaving the city.”

      I closed my eyes again and leaned against the carriage, but the sound of her beating heart was in my ears and I opened my eyes.  Her wrist was under my nose, and the smell of her blood was making me dizzy.  I gripped her wrist and slowly lowered it.  “I can manage.”  I gasped this out, even as her blood called to my strigoi, and the pain from the bites in my leg began to throb.

      Then she was sitting on my lap, making sure to avoid my wound, and I held her hips in an attempt to keep her jostling body from pressing on the bite on my thigh.  She put her head on mine and I could hear the throb in her neck, beating a lullaby to my trembling strigoi.  I gripped her shoulders to move her back, but was unable to do so.

      “I do… like Rowan.  But I serve you willingly.  You’ve protected me in ways that my father never did, and you only took your vengeance out on him and allowed the rest of my family to live.”  I heard her saliva travel down her throat.  “I know you could’ve killed them all, and made me become one of your thralls, or tied me to a hungrier strigoi.  Rowan is kind, and is as willing to give me as much pleasure as he takes.  I want you to drink, as payment for your kindness.”

      I raised my head to look at her now and her earnest eyes hooked into my chest.

      “I give it to you gladly, with a sincere heart.”

      “If I do not use my venom, it will hurt.”  I wasn’t willing to break her bond with Rowan, to give her the gift of my erotic poison that would bind her to me, a deadly addiction.

      She bared her neck to me, and the call was so sweet and willingly given that I bit into it.  She cried out, gripping my arms tight, and I pulled her blood into my mouth.  It lit my whole body on fire, and I moaned as her healing powers flooded my body, intoxicating my mind and spirit.  Gripping her shoulders tight as her sweet claret rolled over my tongue and down my throat, my side mended, as well as the holes that studded my body.

      Licking her wounds closed, I allowed her to lay against me and she began to sleep until we arrived home. Rowan stood outside, pacing near the door, and as soon as we came into view he swiveled to face the carriage, a furious look on his face.
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      I got out and put her into his hands.  He gave me a scathing look, but carried her inside.  I began to walk towards the river, throwing the rest of my shirt off as I descended towards it.  Then Rowan was beside me.

      “I told you she wasn’t safe.”

      I frowned.  “She may be a human, but don’t treat her like a china doll.  She held herself well.”

      “What if they had turned on you, and attacked her?  The shifters don’t always have control over their wolf minds.”

      I clicked my tongue.  “I protected her, as I said I would.”

      He gripped my arm.  “I know you drank from her.”  His eyes were a dark obsidian and his hand was so tight on my arm that it actually hurt.

      I raised my eyebrow.  “What of it?”

      He pulled me close.  “She’s mine.”

      I showed him my teeth, warning him.  “She offered it to me, and I partook because I was wounded.”

      “That is not up to you, you should’ve asked me first.”

      I growled, and blasted him with my senses.  He crashed against one of the trees that lined the bank and slid to the ground.  “Go to the docks and find another to drink from tonight.  She will be weak for the night and needs to rest.”  I towered over him.  “You forget who is Master.  Don’t ever question me again.”

      He groaned, his back injured from the blast.  “You will be the death of me, Detrand.  I have stalked her since she became a woman, and she haunted me in my dreams.  It has been my only desire to have her withering under me, to become united as one, even as her blood ran through my veins.  And with one sting from you, it has all slipped away.”  His voice caught and he stared towards the river, unwilling to look at me.

      “I used no venom.”

      He looked at me now, his eyes wide.  “You allowed her to suffer so?  No wonder she slept.”

      I rolled my eyes.  “You can never be satisfied.”  I held my hand to help him up, he was fully recovered now.  “Come, and let her rest tonight, and then tomorrow you will take her into your bed and give her, her every desire.  And then you shall have your fantasy, or nightmare, as you see it, and be content.”

      He glared at me, and when he didn’t take my hand, I laughed.  “Oh, Rowan, you are such a child.”  When he stood up, using the tree for support instead of my offered hand, I sighed.  “You would think that after you have been given permission to give in to your deepest desire, you would be a lot more enthusiastic.  And grateful.”

      I began to unbuckle my pants.  “Have it your way.  But as for me, I’m going to cleanse my body, and my soul, in the river.”  He began to walk away.   “Whatever happened to the fae I requested?”

      “She arrived earlier today.”

      I nodded.  “Send her outside to me as soon as I arrive home, even if she is sleeping.  I also need you to instruct Sophie to order new clothes for Adelade, and burn all of her old rags.  She is to receive the finest in town, is that clear?”

      Only his back answered my instructions, but I knew that he would follow my command.  I turned to him again.  “Rowan.”  My voice was a command and his feet turned to me even though his will was against it.  His face held the scorn and anger that he felt.

      “If you lose control with Lula, I will kill you myself.”
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      The fae, clutching my clothes to her chest, stared at my naked body as I walked up the path to the house.  Her hair was woven in golden strands, with a vine of soft flowers arranged around her head.

      I held my hand out and she stared at me in awe.

      “My clothes?”

      She jumped and shoved them into my hands.  “Of course.”

      I took them and began to dress.  “What is your name?  How old are you?”

      She jerked her head back.  It was impolite to ask an old being their age, and most of the fae in this area was very old, but I was tired and didn’t bother with niceties.

      “My name is Raisa.  I’m unaware in the times of man, but many moons have passed.  Too many to count.”

      I touched her elbow, and felt the calming presence of her powers.  Satisfied that she could help me, I nodded, and led her towards the garden.  “I have a use for you.  Are you willing?”

      She nodded.  “Of course, sir.  Agosto saved us from the wrath of King Orin, and I would gladly return the favor, even if I suffer for it.  For your suffering will only be kindness compared to his wrath, which would last as many moons as I have lived.”

      I chuckled.  “I don’t think that you will suffer, but that depends on your magic.”

      We’d reached the garden wall now, and I boosted her up on it so that I could see her better.  Her body was small, and tiny iridescent scales ran from her cheekbones to her hairline, as well as along her eyelids.  It gave her a shimmering look, and I took in a deep breath.  She smelled sweet, of flowers and appetite.  Her bright blue eyes stared into mine, our powers of compulsion having no affect.

      “I have a problem, and I need the help of the fae.”

      “Your wish is my command, I will serve you as instructed.”

      “There is a woman under my household whose blood lust calls to me with such power that I cannot resist.  I need the powers of the Fae to compel my strigoi to follow my command, or I will slowly descend into madness.”

      “Why do you not give in to your desires?”

      I looked away.  “Because I would kill her, I don’t have the required control.”

      She tilted her head towards me.  “And that is a problem?”

      I chuckled.  “She is under my protection.”

      She bat her long eyelashes.  “I see.”

      I bit my lip, and trailed my tongue over it.  “Will you help me?”

      “Of course.  But magic requires payment.”

      “I can give you all the coins you desire.”

      Now she laughed.  “I have no need for coins, and neither does my magic.  You must give something else, something of yourself to renew my powers, or they will wane.”

      My hand traveled up her arms, causing her cheeks to flush, and I raised my eyebrow.  “What kind of payment?”

      Her eyes studied the house behind me, and I felt a tingle of magic move up my arm.  “You have dark powers that protect the home, and have several visitors who know how to use these powers.  Allow me to feed from their energy, and this will renew my powers.”

      I turned towards the home.  “I will allow you to feed from one, and it will be one of my choosing.”  I would choose one who knew nothing of the magic that protected our home, so that we would be in no danger.

      Her eyes were on me now, and she nodded slowly.

      I smiled, though it didn’t reach my eyes.  “Begin your spell now, that I may enter my home in peace.”

      She grinned. “I already have.”

      I raised my eyes in surprise.  “How did you know I would agree to feed your powers?”

      “Because your reputation precedes you.”

      I smiled back at her; I liked this fae.  “Come,” I held my hand out to guide her.  “I will introduce you to Lily.”
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      I couldn’t stop the grin that stretched out my face, making my lips tight and unfamiliar.  I felt an absolute control over my blood lust.  Willing to test it, for it was better to be prepared than to wait for an inopportune moment, I stalked down the hallway towards her room.  The hair on the back of my neck stood on end as I recognized Treveti’s voice rumbling from inside her room.  My sense of smell became sharper: I could smell Adelade’s fear and Treveti’s sense of anticipation of her blood.  My ears could hear even the ants as they crawled down the wall beside me.  I focused my hearing on their words as I slipped into her room, invisible.

      “It only takes an understanding of knowing how to please each woman to keep them happy.”  Treveti was pacing Adelade’s room, pretending that he was relaxed, but the truth was that his eyes took in every shift of her body; she moved with him, unwilling to let him face her back.  Treveti loved the hunt, and he loved to play with his food before he killed it, so he baited her, sneering.

      Her eyes were wide open, her body tense and her hand clutched a wooden stake.  She stood on top of her mattress ready to defend her life.

      Rage flooded my veins.  He dared come in here and threaten a living under my charge?  To threaten Adelade was certain death.  A growl almost escaped my mouth but I held it in.

      Treveti would die tonight.  I would provide for Tasha, if she was found innocent of any involvement.

      Adelade gripped the stake tighter.  “Rowan will never let you have her.”

      Her was Lula.  Treveti wanted Lula and would kill Adelade to have her.

      “That is where you are mistaken.  I know things about Rowan, the secrets he hides from his master.  He will allow me to have her.”

      This made me pause.  I probed him softly enough not to alert him to my presence, but his desires were focused solely on how Adelade’s blood would taste.  His moves became predatory and he stalked closer to her bed.  I moved behind him, pausing only to discover anything else about Rowan.

      His fangs extended, and I knew that he would pounce at any moment.  “The only question is, what will Detrand do if he discovers that I’ve drained your body of its life-giving gift.”

      I grinned as the thrill of my kill washed over my body, and then revealed myself.  “Yes, tell me.  What would Detrand do if he discovered that you had killed the girl?”

      Absolute fear washed over Treveti and its intensity seeped into my senses.  The fear was soon replaced by a fierce desire for survival and he struck out at me, trying to kill me before I killed him.  I barely felt the swipe of his claws, except for the sting from the cut, then I grabbed his face.  I grinned, wishing him a silent farewell as I twisted his head and pulled it from the rest of his body.  It made a satisfying pop, and a shiver went down my body as my pleasure rolled through it.

      Adelade flew through the air, her hair flowing behind her as she landed on top of him.  I heard the dull thud as her stake sliced through his heart and this time, the shiver that ran up my body was filled with alarm.  I stared at her intently; how had she learned to kill a strigoi?

      She looked up at me, a look of triumph on her face which quickly disappeared and was replaced to one of concern.  “You’re hurt.”

      And then Tasha was in the room, screaming and clutching at the remains of her beloved Treveti.
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      My first thought when I awoke was Adelade’s face, and her look of horror when I snapped Treveti’s neck.  And then her determination as she flew through the air to stake him.  I grinned.  I had no idea she had the ability to kill a strigoi.  And yet, she could have turned her stake on me, for such was my stupor when she managed to actually deliver the final death on Treveti that she could’ve easily managed to harm me.

      Then I grinned at my own naïveté.  Of course the daughter of Colleen would kill a strigoi with one swift blow of her stake and look up in concern to another.  She had been taught that, just like the living, we were as different as the sands of the sea.

      And then I thought of the look on her face when she took notice that I was hurt.

      Scowling, I sat up.  She shouldn’t have looked at me that way, like she actually cared.  She shouldn’t consider my feelings.  I was no good for her, and she should fear me appropriately.  It only took one moment to give in to my blood lust, and she would be a carcass for the ravens.  If it hadn’t been for the fae’s enhancement, I would’ve drunk her to my dead heart’s content after the death of Treveti.

      “Lula!”  I stood up and threw off my shift.

      After a second, she burst in my room and yelped.  “Sir!”  She covered her eyes with her hands.

      I went to my closet and she peeked through her slim fingers.  “I hope you’ve rested sufficiently, because we have work to do.”

      “I have, sir.”

      “Good.”  I came out fully dressed and pulled my chair up to my bed, and pat the mattress.  “Sit.”

      She moved slowly and, noting that I wasn’t angry, she jumped onto the bed.  It moved under her, and she jumped again, grinning, as she bounced.

      I sighed.  “Woman, quit playing, we have work to do.”

      She forced her mouth into a straight line and looked up at me, a look of seriousness on her face.

      I tried not to smile as I sat in the chair facing her.  “I must ask you, what are your feelings for Rowan?”

      Any amusement she still held slipped from her face.  “He is acceptable.”

      I ran my fingers through my hair and tried to remind myself that the living, by their very instinct, held back their true emotions if they felt at all threatened.  So I slouched in my chair and crossed my legs, in order to tell her instincts to back off.

      I took her hand in mine and tried to look her in the eyes, but she only stared at my chin.  “I have given him permission to take you tonight.”

      She gasped, but said nothing.  I saw the slight tick at her neck and wondered what that meant, so I softly released my senses, probing her.

      “Lula.”  The command in my voice made her look into my eyes.

      “Are you willing to go to him?”

      She nodded slowly, and I used my senses to pull her true thoughts from her.  He made her feel pleasure, but she was scared that he would lose control of himself.  A valid concern.

      “If I promise you that he will not harm you, would you desire this, for yourself?”

      Her face was unreadable as she searched her desires, but I felt a lightness to her feelings.  Finally she spoke, and she released her breath as she said it.  “Yes.”

      I nodded.  “Good.  Now,” I pulled my hand away and she tucked it under her thigh, “tell me about last night.  How did the shifter react?”

      She shuddered, and I imagined she was thinking of something she’d seen last night.

      “He held himself aloof during the whole thing, but managed to stay near Salina and even stood in between her and the fight.”

      I raised my eyebrows.  “And how did she react?”

      Lula laughed.  “She shooed him away.”

      “And what about when they changed?  Did he change with him?”

      She stared off for a moment, trying to remember.  “I think so.”

      “Lula.”  My voice was deep, a reprimand.

      “I was worried for you, and I was trying to help—”

      “Your concern was to watch for the shifter, not to take care of me.”  She looked at the floor now.  “And then what?”

      “He disappeared.  After the fight was over, I looked for him, but he was gone.”

      I sighed and tapped my foot.  “He will be second in command now.”

      Her eyes were wide and they stared at me intently.  “Did they kill the shifter you fought?”

      “Jessiah?”  I frowned.  “No, but he will no longer be a part of the pack, which will be very difficult for him.  A shifter longs to be part of the pack, especially if they have no family of their own, occasionally a lone shifter may starve themselves to death.”

      Her face fell.  “So you baited him into a challenge so that you could see how the other wolf would react?”

      “I needled him, yes.  But I had to prove myself to the pack, or they would challenge Salina.  I don’t have time to clean up after a shifter war, or find another leader if Salina lost.”  I shrugged my shoulders.  “I would rather one wolf suffer than half the pack.”  My eyes darkened.  “And if Derek killed Agosto, then he will suffer a thousand deaths, as well as Salina, for not controlling her pack.”

      She nodded in agreement and I stood up.  “I have business to attend to.  Is Rowan awake?”  I knew that he wouldn’t be up, but I didn’t tell her that.

      She shook her head and jumped off the bed.  “He won’t be up for some time.”

      “Would you like to travel with me?  I need to discover the whereabouts of the shifter.”  She hesitated, and I held her arm.  “If you have other plans then I won’t be offended.”

      “Adelade and I have a previous engagement, if that is okay with you.”

      At the mention of her name, I frowned.  “Lula, you must discourage her from making contact with me.”

      The side of her lip lifted.  “Are you not the king of this castle?  Can you not wish her away yourself?”

      I turned away and growled.  “Just leave for your engagement.”  Then I turned back to her and gripped her hand as she turned away.  “Lula, I promise you that Rowan will not harm you.”

      She swallowed hard and nodded, even as her cheeks tinged pink.  “Thank you, sir.”
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      I moved towards the city to find the shifter who could tell me Derek’s most hidden places and I found her brushing down a horse that was waiting at the docks.  Her face was sweaty, even in the evening air, but her clothes were cleaner and she smelled of cheap soap.

      “Myla.”

      She dropped the brush and swiveled towards me, her hands held high, then she smiled.  “Hello, Detrand.”

      I frowned.  I was becoming too soft, that even those below me felt they need not fear me.  I stepped into her personal space and she backed into her horse, even as I released my strigoi senses to allow me to influence her.

      “I need to know where Derek is.”

      “I don’t know where he is.”  She put her hand on my chest to create some space between us, but her attempts were weak as I stroked her softly with my senses.  I stepped even closer, so close that she could see my fangs.

      “I need you to find him for me.”  Her desire to help me began to leek into my senses, and my strigoi purred, content at the deception my powers gave me.

      “What are his hiding spots?  Where does he go when he plots and schemes?  He’s second in command now.  Where will he go to plan his ultimate demise, though he does not know it?”  My breath was on her neck now and goose flesh ran down her arm.  I gripped her shoulder and extended my fangs.

      Her fear blew into my senses, making me pause, but I lowered my teeth into her neck and she began to moan as she clutched herself to me.  I pulled on her neck, feeding on her as my hands held her tight.  She went for my pants but I gripped her hand and pulled it behind her, so that her chest was pressed into me, her hand held tight behind her.

      I drank her blood, not bothering to be gentle and even though my poison made her shudder against me, her instincts warned her to bolt.  Torn between her desire and her instincts, she gripped my arm tight.  Her body was alight with passion, and she rubbed against me, even as her nails clawed at my skin.

      When I had drunk enough to make her faint, I pulled my fangs out and put my lips against her ear.  “I am not your friend, Myla.  I can fulfill your most savage desires, or empty your body of its life source so quickly, that you won’t feel the soft knock of death at your door until it is too late.”

      She clasped my neck, unable to stand, but I pulled away and she fell to the ground.  “Find him.  Or I will kill you, and bring your sister to my home to serve my kind.”

      Anger sparking her shifter powers, she growled, even as she knelt at my feet.  “Your sort will never touch my sister.”

      I turned my back to her and walked away.  “You’d better find him quickly then.”

      [image: ]

      I stalked the streets invisible, looking for Derek myself.  Block after block of nothing made my strigoi restless.  I searched the taverns, the fine dining establishments, and even the whorehouses, but he was not to be seen.  My instincts told me he was not at the mansion in the forest but as my choices became more limited, I headed towards the warehouses near the docks before I went to the forest on the hill.

      As I moved towards Stefano’s warehouse, the voices of Adelade and Lula drifted through the air, along with another male.  I growled, feeling an utter sense of protectiveness and possessiveness.  I slipped in quietly and noticed that it was Stefano’s man, the one with the glorious muscles and the twinkle in his eye.  I watched them closely, looking for any sign that Adelade was attracted to him and then decided to slash my eyes out because all I ever wanted from that woman was a taste of her blood and nothing else.

      His arm reached around her, showing her how to position her thumb on the stake and I felt a low growl in my throat.  I slipped away and, making myself visible, reentered the warehouse.

      As soon as my presence was felt, the three of them fell silent and stared at me, their mouths open, and Lula even dropped her stake.  She opened her mouth to speak to me, but no sound came out.  Eventually she found herself and moved to approach me.  “Sir, we were practicing, in case it was necessary.  For our life only.”

      I looked at Adelade, who was eyeing me and nothing else.  The handsome man was slowly backing away and I looked back to Lula.

      “Of course, you must learn to protect yourself.  Even though you are under my protection, and I would kill anyone who dared try to harm you,” I looked at Adelade as I said this, “there are others who cannot contain their blood lust, or other beings, human or otherwise, who could attack you.”

      I reached into my inner pocket and pulled out an ornately carved stake with a sharpened end that glimmered with silver.  “That sliver of wood you have would just break into two.” I handed the carved stake to Lula.  “Use this.”

      She grasped it, noting the way it fit her grip perfectly and the fineness of the carving.  “Did you make this?”

      I glimpsed at Adelade who was studying her own.  Looking back at Lula, I nodded.

      She clasped it to her chest and a tear sprung to her eyes.  “Thank you!”

      I waved her away.  “Stop it, woman.” And I couldn’t help the smile that slipped up my face, but I moved to approach Adelade, who began to nervously fidget with her stake.  “I could make one for you, if you like.”  Damnit, I felt like a lover on a first dance, and reprimanded myself.  “If I can find the time.”

      She looked at me with a strange look on her face, and I wished to know what she was thinking.  I nudged her gently, so softly that she wouldn’t notice the way my senses invaded her mind.  She didn’t want to offend, but this gift was the last thing her father had given her.  I growled, upset that she would consider giving up the last gift from her father.  Her eyes widened and I realized that she had no clue what I was thinking about, and probably thought I was upset she hadn’t accepted my gift immediately.  I snatched the stake from her, my movements as fast as a viper snake, and she cried out, surprised.  Her hand reached out to take it back, a natural instinct, and then she snatched her hand back and tucked it under her arm.

      I weighed it in my hand.  It was heavy and solid, and still held traces of Treveti’s blood.  I remembered the way it cracked through his ribs, the memory of the sound causing a shiver up my spine.  I should pray that she would never turn this on me.  I gave it back to her.  “This one is better.  Keep it.”

      She snatched it from me and then her face tinged pink as she realized how she appeared.  I turned away from her, if only to give her a moment to recover, and looked at Lula.

      “Where is the man who was training you?”

      She pointed to the corner, and I turned towards him.  He stood, feet a length apart, his hand gripped tightly to a knife.  He held it towards the floor, noting that I didn’t attack Adelade or Lula, but it was ready, in case I turned on him.

      I wanted to laugh at him, I could be on him in a second and he wouldn’t even have a chance to stab me.  And unless that knife was dipped in the ashes of an oak, it wouldn’t kill me.  Furrowing my brow, I breathed in deeply.  It was dipped in the ashes of an oak and I determined to speak with Stefano.  He was obviously seriously infatuated with this man, and was giving away the secrets of the strigoi.

      I turned my back on him.  “Here,” I indicated to Adelade.  “This man can continue to help Lula, and you can practice on me.”  I grinned at her, showing her my teeth.

      Her eyebrows shot up.  “I could never.”

      Moving cautiously at first, the man gave me a wide berth as he approached Lula.  She took his hand gently, assuring him that I wouldn’t harm them.  Taking in a deep breath, he moved behind Lula.  She stood still as he took her hand in his, and moved her whole arm, showing her how to move it so that it wouldn’t break if she hit something hard.

      Lula seemed slow to pick up on how to make the movements, and the man was patient with her.  Although the way her heart picked up as his chest pressed against hers made me believe there was another reason why she was so slow to understand.  I bit my lip and licked my blood.  Rowan would kill this human if he knew what they were doing at the docks, and, unwilling to have a war between Stefano and Rowan, I determined to put any flirtation to a stop immediately, for the man’s sake.

      “His name is Landon.”

      “Hmm?” I looked at Adelade and felt the blood rush to my head as I realized that she was wearing something new, and she was beautiful even though her attire was completely unconventional.

      “You called him ‘the man’.  His name is Landon.”  Her emotions simmered under the surface, still unnerved from our exchange at her house.

      I grunted and turned all my attention to her.  “When I instructed Sophie to buy you new clothes, I didn’t intend for you to wear men’s clothing.”

      Suddenly, an explosion of emotion burst from her.  She frowned and was grasping her shirt tightly, her face twisted in sorrow.  “You sent the maids into my room.  They took all of my clothes, the ones my mother made by her own hands.  Is there anything at all that is precious to you?  Do you have to have your way with everything?”

      I took a step back, alarmed by her sudden burst of fervor.  “You are under my protection, and as such, will wear clothing appropriate for a woman under my charge.”

      She frowned and stepped closer to me.  “I was sent by my father to pay off his debts.  To cook and clean, to scrub your floors and light your fires.  And yet, you allow me no penance, no way to pay off his debt.”  Her face scrunched up and alarm bells rung in my mind.  “Will I ever have a way to be free?  To be free to choose what I wish to wear and how I wish to wear it?”

      “Is my household so shameful, the clothing that I purchase for you so horrible, that you wish to flee from my house and never return?”  My heart was beating wildly and I held my breath, for such was my desire to know the answer in her heart.  Would she ever see me as a man and not for the wild untamed beast that was always ready to unleash itself upon the world?

      As soon as I realized that this was the true desire of my heart, I grew angry.  She was a human, to eat and to tame, not to hold or caress with loving kisses.  I would not fall for this beautiful creature who had managed to tempt me with her sweetness.

      I looked away, growling, but still holding my breath in anticipation of her answer, when I realized that her mood had swung again and an intense sadness overcame my senses.

      “You took everything from me.  My only home that held such great memories, of times with my dear sweet mother, and my kind and loving father.  Lily has taken over my mother’s bed and vanity, and the clothes on my back were the only materials that I owned that my mother touched.  You took that from me.”  Salty tears pooled in her eyes, but she held them in, unwilling to show her weakness and an immense shame overcame me.

      I opened my mouth but there was nothing I could do now.  Angry at Lily’s boldness, I determined to recover the vanity and ban her from my house.  But the clothes were now gone, destroyed.  I probed her gently, unable to determine what to say.  She missed her mother, the one woman she thought could guide her through her new life that was filled with the constant anticipation of the many dangers that befell women of this time.

      Instead of apologizing I stepped closer to her.  “I loved your mother also, and wish that there was something I could do to bring her back.”

      She blinked, surprised at my answer.  “You loved her?”

      Now I was surprised.  “She never told you?”

      She shook her head.  “Why?  How?”

      I looked away, not wanting to reveal the truth of my defenselessness because I never desired to appear weak.  However, she had shown me her weakness and I felt obligated to give her something in return.

      “Your mother found me once.”  I looked off towards the water, remembering.  “I was grieving one night and drank too much, which weakened me.  Someone attacked me and they caught me unawares.”  I remembered the way it felt, the stake that broke me.  How it burned, so close to my heart that it tore through me.  “Your mother, she found me, and chased off my attacker.”  I laughed and looked at her.  “You reminded me of her, that night I met you for the first time.  Though you won’t remember.”

      “I do remember.”

      My mouth dropped.  “How is that possible?  I entranced you.”

      She shrugged.  “What happened next?”

      “She ran for your father and they drug me home, nurturing me back to health.”  I looked away again.  “Your mother gave me her blood, and it saved me.  Even after that, I visited them from time to time, and I grew to love their kindness, which they allowed me to demonstrate, even though I knew they were also afraid.”

      Adelade was silent and I turned back to her, curious.

      “They never told you?”

      She shook her head.  “I think they wanted to protect me.  Is that why my mother could never forget you?  Why she called for you in her sleep?”

      I frowned.  “No.  When your mother fell ill, the only way I could heal her was to give her my blood.”  I swallowed hard.   “When I partake of someone, they become a part of me in a sense.  I can feel them if necessary, even across great distances.  But if I have partaken of someone, and then they, in return, partake of me, they also can feel me.  As strigoi, our powers reduce the effect that this has, but your mother, she was human and therefore,” I looked into Adelade’s eyes as they stared intently into mine, “she would always struggle to block me.  My feelings and emotions, and even my hunger.”

      Anger sparked in Adelade’s eyes.  “How could you do that to her?”

      I lifted my eyebrow.  “It was her choice, Adelade.  And your father agreed.  In fact, they begged me to help so that she could live, even though I had no desire to curse her so.”

      Adelade grew silent and I suddenly realized that Lula and Landon’s fighting had grown silent and I turned towards them.  Lula’s face and armpits were sweaty and she grabbed some water to clean her body.  Landon watched her out of the corner of his eye and I made a noise to get his attention.

      “Are you leaving?” I faced Lula but my question was directed at Landon.

      “I must return home.”  Lula smiled shyly, and by the pink tinging of her cheeks, I knew that she was returning home to Rowan.  That she could hold an interest in both Rowan and Landon, I was not surprised, but I knew that if she gave herself fully to Rowan, she must never act on her feelings for Landon, or he would die.  Or worse, be turned.

      Landon bade her farewell and Adelade hugged her tightly, kissing her cheek and gripping her hand tight for a moment before Lula walked towards the door, pausing only for a moment to give me a knowing smile.  When she was gone, Landon turned towards us and shifted uncomfortably.

      “Should I stay to continue your lesson?”  He looked at us expectantly.

      “No.”

      “Of course you should.”

      I turned towards Adelade and grunted.  “You will practice with me from now on.”

      She folded her arms.  “He’s done a perfectly acceptable job.  I’ve killed one already, remember?”

      I frowned and pulled her close to me, my lip turned up.  “That doesn’t count.  He was unconscious and lying still on your floor.”

      She faced me stubbornly.  “It counts because I could’ve easily missed, but I staked him just where he needed it.”

      I growled.  “I will teach you.  I can teach you moves that no man or being could teach you.  I am swifter, smarter and—”

      “Completely full of yourself,” she completed my sentence.  “Landon can teach me as well as any other person, can’t you Landon?”

      She turned and realized what I already knew, that Landon had quietly slipped away, unwilling to get in between us.
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      “Looks like your partner has abandoned you.”

      She took a step back.  “And who’s fault is that?”

      I grinned and swung around her, gripping her neck softly as my voice breathed in her ear.  “The one who will teach you from now on.”

      The sweetness of her blood called to me and, pleased that the Fae’s renewed magic was keeping me from ripping her throat out, I ran my nose up her neck.

      She moved forward, determined, and turned, pulling the stake between us.  “Teach me then, to defeat the strigoi.”

      I pulled her close again and swiveled her so that her back was to me.  Her chest rose and lowered as she breathed rapidly.

      “Landon taught you how to strike downward.”  I took her hand and pulled it up and downward in an arc.  She followed my motion as I imitated Landon.

      “That works perfectly if you are facing their backside.”  I shifted her so that she was looking at me now.  “But if you are facing your attacker, there is too much room for the strigoi to take your stake from you.” I bid her to strike me.  As her hand came down I caught it easily.

      She nodded, understanding.  I took her hand and, starting from her chest, I swung it forward.  “If you move from here,” I put my hand on her, and the vibration of her heart beat through my hand, “there is little room for error, or for the strigoi to disarm you.”

      She stared at me with wide eyes, and I realized that my hand on her chest was causing her heart to beat faster.  I moved my hand away from her.  “Practice.”

      As soon as I moved my hand, my sway over her broke, and, with her lips in a set line, she attempted to stab me.  I allowed her no room for mistake and, moving quickly to disarm her, I slapped the stake to the ground.  If a strigoi, or any other beast attacked her, they wouldn’t give her mercy, and I gave her the same favor.

      She shook her hand as she bent to retrieve her stake, and the sight of the swell of her breasts made me feel as if my useless heart was beating faster.  I closed my eyes against the temptation and focused on the lesson.

      “Again.”

      She rose and began to move.  At first, she moved slowly and I turned with her to keep her in my sight.  And then she was suddenly beside me, aiming for my chest.  I still moved fast to disarm her, but this time I gripped her close to me, the stake on the floor again, and she breathed heavily.  She was good; she’d almost caught me by surprise.

      “Is this what Landon has been teaching you?”

      She grinned, happy that it had worked so well, and shrugged.

      I pulled her away from me.  “Again.”

      We worked tirelessly, and her movements became a graceful dance as she tried to attack me.  Again and again I disarmed her but she didn’t give up, and soon we were both drenched in perspiration.  As she moved, I noticed the way her body swayed rhythmically, the way her hair flowed behind her like a graceful lion and I had to push down my strigoi to keep my emotions at bay.  I couldn’t entirely compel her as I could with the others.  She was beauty and she was danger, a siren call for my strigoi.

      I should run from her as fast as my feet could take me, but I found myself waiting for something, although I knew not what.

      After several attempts, I gripped her hand and moved her fingers so that they were held loosely on the stake.  “If you hold it too tight, it will break your hand when you pierce one.”

      The look on her face betrayed that indeed, it was hurting from when she’d staked Treveti and a feeling of such tenderness overcame me that before I knew it, I was kissing her fingers one by one.  She stared at me, eyes wide, and unsure how to react.  Her chest rose in quick breaths and the desire to have her under me came upon me so quickly that my fangs slid out.  She gripped my shirt as I tasted the tips of her fingers, placing small kisses on them.

      I placed my hand on her back, pulling her closer and she dropped the stake.  It clattered to the ground forgotten, as she stared at me so intently that every intention to flee from her was abandoned.  I couldn’t leave her, for she had bewitched me with a powerful magic, and I was under her spell.

      I breathed in and growled; she smelled faintly of the dianthus from the garden, and the smell was so sweet, that I wanted to take her here in the filthy workshop.

      But it was too dirty for my sweet Firewitch, as the dianthus was commonly called, and so I gently pulled her chin towards me and kissed her soft and tenderly, exactly the way she should be kissed.  Her reaction was so strong that it took me a second to realize that her arms were around my neck and she was kissing me back with such feeling that I made a guttural noise as my passion poured over me.  I gripped her tight, trying to rein in my desire to rip off her clothing and mark her as mine.

      Then there were was the sound of quickened footsteps and I pushed her behind me to face the man who appeared in the doorway.
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      Dominique, my loyal servant, clasped the edge of the doorway breathlessly.  I moved towards him, pulling Adelade with me.

      “Sir,” he managed to gasp out, and I pulled him up.

      “Speak quickly.”

      “Your house.  It’s been lit on fire.”

      Adelade gasped. “Lula and Sophie.”

      The Fae.  Those nasty things.  The king must’ve exacted revenge for burning his wares and for taking the Queen into my arms.

      I pressed Adelade’s hand into Dominque’s.  “Take her somewhere safe.”

      She pulled her hand from his and ran for her stake.  “I’m going with you.”

      I growled.  “You will do as I command, or I will tie you to the mast of my ship to keep you from harm.”

      Suddenly she was beside me, the tip of her stake centered over my heart, scowling.  I stepped back, surprised.  “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “I’m coming with you, that’s what.”

      I put my arm around her back, pulling her to me.  Her face held a scowl and I ran my hands through my hair.  When did I become so weak?  Her chest rose and fell against mine and I frowned.  “You are slow, and will only delay my coming.  I’ve already lost precious time arguing with you.”

      She took a step back, dancing out of my arms.  “Go swiftly, and I will meet you there.”

      Rolling my eyes, I gripped her arms and marched with her towards the house.  Dominique ran ahead of us to summon men from the city streets to help us.

      Agitated over my impediment, I pushed her further and soon she was running to keep up with me.  Spotting a leashed horse, I pulled its reins loose and pushed her upon it.  A man came running out, and I reached in my jacket and pulled out a stash of coins.  Throwing them on the ground, I mounted behind her and we raced towards the house.

      I leaned forward, clasping her to me, and she gasped when she saw the house.  Before I could stop her, she slipped from my arms and tumbled towards the ground.

      “Stupid Firewitch.”

      I jumped gracefully to the ground, but she was already up and running towards the flames.  I ran swiftly to stop her, and grasped her arm tight.  “Don’t be an idiot.  You’ll burn to the death if you go in there.”

      She turned towards me, a look of desperation on her face.  “No.  You’ll burn to death in there.”

      In a temporary madness, I released her and she was gone.
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      I faced the smoldering house, searching the windows for any sign of my strigoi.  The flames licked the east side of the house where the servants generally slept alongside the kitchen, but they were moving quickly towards the rest of the house.  It was hell opened up.

      I clenched my fists, feeling helpless and cursing the flammability of the strigoi.  The King Fae would pay for this and I imagined all the things I would do to him as I ran towards the line of men now bringing buckets of water from the bay.  Growling, I took one and splashed it against the wall.  It splashed feebly against it and I threw it to the side.  This was useless.

      The front door was thrown open and Rowan carried Lula out of it.  I flew towards them and a wave of joy washed over me as I gathered them into my arms.  I held them tight, crushing them close as I breathed in their scent.

      Then I pulled back.  “Sophie and Adelade?”

      Lula looked at Rowan and he turned from her, unwilling to look her in the eyes.  “They’re still inside, sir.  Adelade went to find her.”

      I raised my eyebrow at him, and an uneasiness came over me.  I pushed them aside and went towards the front door, unable to stand by any longer.

      Suddenly, my whole body was on fire and I fell to the ground in pain.  Confused for a moment, I realized the flames were inside me.  One of my strigoi was on fire.  I moaned, gripping the ground tightly.  I tried to crawl towards the door but it began to rain burning bits of roof  around me.  One of them caught my arm on fire and then Rowan was there with a bucket, pouring it over me.  “Don’t go in, sir.  Or you’ll burn for certain.”

      I was completely useless and wanted to stake myself in the heart, so great was my apprehension burning through me.  I cried out, threatening the fae King Orin with every curse I could think of, knowing that I would kill him as soon as I was able.

      The fire burning inside me dulled briefly and then became a throb of pain.  I stood up and paced the lawn, waiting for anyone to flee from the house.  And then one of Sophie’s thralls ran from the door, followed by my Firewitch.  She appeared in the doorway like a ray of light, with Sophie leaning heavily on her arm.

      As I moved towards them, a hand clasped my arm and I growled, swirling towards the offender.  It was King Orin, and his eyes were wide as he stared at my house.

      A deep snarl started in my throat.  I was going to tear him apart.

      He let me go and backed away swiftly, his hands held in front of him.  “This fire is not of my making.”

      Undeterred, I advanced on him, my fangs extended, and my strigoi senses alight.  I could already taste the bitterness of his blood in my mouth, as saliva dribbled down my chin.  I jumped and knocked him to the ground, growling.

      I bit into his arm harshly and tore a chunk of his flesh from it.

      “Detrand, I swear on the life of my Queen, I didn’t do this!”  He pushed out a magical wave and I flew back and tumbled into the grass.  Recovering quickly, I moved to my knees, crawling slowly, a hunter ready for the kill, until he was a meter from me.

      He stood and waved his arms, quickly mumbling his spell and I pounced, pushing him to the ground.  A blue flash burst from him and shot towards the house.  I turned to stare at it, feeling my rage burn deep inside.  When I was done with him, I would stalk his whole kingdom, and they would pay for his rashness.

      Suddenly, the fire which was only growing bigger as it consumed everything I owned, hissed and began to diminish.  We all turned to stare at it, and even the line of humans stopped what they were doing to stare openmouthed and in shock at it.  After a while, it dwindled into smoking flames, as did my anger as I stood up.

      He pulled himself up and, dusting off his clothes, he began to turn away.  “You’re welcome.”

      I gripped his arm tightly.  “Who did this, if you didn’t?”

      He yanked his arm away, his eyes glowing a bright red.  “That is your responsibility to discover, king.”  He bowed, a look of scorn on his face.  I was tempted to teach him how to treat me properly, but at that moment Rowan called to me.  I turned to see that the whole left side of Sophie was charred and I immediately turned my attention to her, ignoring the Fae’s insolence except to call after him to make sure the humans didn’t spread tales of magic.

      [image: ]

      I fell to her side, pushing the others aside so that I could inspect her properly.  Sucking the air through my teeth, I attempted to pull her crisp clothing off, the heat of it still melting her skin, but she cried out in pain.  Unable to cause her more pain I stopped, unsure what to do next.

      She was suffering and I knew that death would be a welcome guest.  I  remembered the past when I discovered her dead body, eyes staring wide at me in the stillness that only death can command.  Her hair, dripping wet, spread out and mixed with mud.

      “Detrand.”  I was ripped back into the present.  Her voice was a whispered plea and I was staring at her charred body.  Opening her eyes, she blinked at me.  “Please, Detrand.”

      I knew what she wanted and I shook my head, unwilling to give it.  I cried freely, in pain and grief at her suffering unable to bear.  “No.”

      Her hand, weak and unsteady, raised towards me and touched my knee.  I clasped it, remembering the pain of her first death, and how it ripped through my body, tearing me in two, and I shook my head.  “All you need is blood, you will heal quickly.”

      I placed my wrist in front of her lips.  Sophie placed her hand on my wrist, turned her face and pushed my hand away.

      “Sophie, you must.”

      She stared at Rowan’s feet, silent.

      Adelade leaned over me, using my shoulder to balance her, her concern for Sophie showed plainly on her face.  “Maybe I could—”

      “Adelade, go away.”  So close, her blood called to me and I breathed in slowly, my fangs extending.   I wanted to tear into her body, I was so weak from the pain of Sophie, one of mine, and needed the fae to renew her magic.

      She jerked up.  “I just think that—”

      I growled and gripped the edge of her pants, even as my strigoi threatened to emerge.

      “Rowan, go get the fae.  Take Adelade with you and attend to her arms.”  They were blistered and red and I knew that we kept salve that would dull the pain and heal it with incredible speed.

      Rowan dragged Adelade way who was stubbornly trying to offer her blood to heal Sophie.  As soon as they were gone, I looked up at Lula.

      “I need you to persuade Sophie to drink or she will suffer horribly, and die.”  I looked up into her face now and saw that tears were streaming down her face.  “Can you do this for me?”

      She hesitated, but nodded.  “I can try.”

      “Don’t try, Lula.  Do.”  I stood up and, determined that my presence would only make things worse, I backed away slowly to give her space.  Watching from a distance, I mentally willed Lula to convince her.  As she spoke softly in Sophie’s ear, Rowan’s large shirt slipped from her shoulder, revealing her bare back spotted with his bites.

      “Sophie,” Lula’s voice caught.  “You know I can’t do this without you.  I need you.”

      I closed my eyes now, not wishing to hear her words, and the images of my life with Sophie filled my mind.  I rarely called upon these memories for they were painful: the death of my children was still so raw and fresh even after all these years, that the guilt I felt for being unable to help them was a constant throb in my chest.  But I opened myself to them now and my daughter’s bright smile entered my mind.  My sob caught in my throat and I pushed the memories roughly away; they were still too agonizing.

      I couldn’t let go of Sophie, not yet.  She was my only connection to that gilded age, of when we were happy and so innocent of the beasts that lurked in the night.  And she hated me for it even as she still loved me,  even though my betrayal was so thoroughly selfish.  I couldn’t give her up, even after all these years, and longed for the only woman I ever loved to remain by my side.

      Then her lost soul appeared by my side.  Still drenched from death’s ocean waters all those years ago, she stood silently watching Sophie and Lula.  The ghost gripped my arm tight in anticipation as we waited wordlessly for Sophie to make her decision, and then she slowly began to fade as Sophie gripped Lula’s wrist to her mouth, drinking.
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      I felt a tingle of magic spread over my body and I turned towards the fae Raisa.

      She bowed deeply until she touched my feet.  “I’m sorry, my Lord.  I was busy helping the line.”

      I leaned to whisper in her ear so that Adelade who was giving Sophie her wrist now in order to keep Lula from fainting from a loss of blood, couldn’t hear me.

      “I could’ve killed her.”

      She looked up and faced her.  “But you didn’t.  And you won’t.”

      I raised my eyebrow.  “I almost did.”

      She smirked.  “As I said, but you didn’t.”

      Sighing, I gave in to her game.  “And why is that?”

      She smiled brightly, and I felt her calming presence wash over me.  “I cannot answer that because your love for her is yet to be determined.”

      She got up to move away and I growled, pushing away the calm her magic afforded me.  “I do not love her.  She is a curse upon my blood.”

      She turned back to me to call out before she moved away.  “Funny, she thinks the same about you.”

      I looked at Adelade, noting the smears of char on her face and clothing and a strange sense of admiration for her courage to enter the blazing home washed over me.  She saved Sophie.  “She would be right.”

      I looked to Sophie and could see that she was sitting up, and the women were buzzing around her, trying to make her comfortable.

      I turned away.  Sophie wouldn’t wish to see me now.

      A carriage drove up the path and Lily tumbled out staring at the house, her mouth wide open in shock.  I made to go to her.  I was tired, and my strigoi needed strength.  She would do nicely for now.  As soon as I began in her direction, Raisa stepped to her and pulled her back into the carriage.

      Sighing at the realization that Lily would no longer be at my beck and call, I called for Rowan.

      He turned towards me.  “Go for Stefano, tell him to bring workers to repair the house.  Tell him we’ll pay him double if they complete it within a fortnight.”

      He nodded, his body stiff at my direction.  As I turned towards the house, I saw Adelade turn to stare at me.  I growled and turned away quickly.  I held no spark of love for that woman, only a curiosity for her blood that called to me like a siren.  I entered the house and, after noting that we would have to throw much of the furniture out, I went down the hallway towards my workshop.
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      I opened the door and, smelling only the faint whiff of smoke, I closed it behind me.  I went to my project and ran my hands over it, content that it did not burn with the house.  It was almost done, and I admired its design.

      My thoughts tumbled around me as I determined who set the fire.  I believed the Fae King, that he didn’t set the blaze, and even though many of the humans were unhappy with their burdensome tax, I doubted that they would dare set the blaze.  If they did, they would suffer as no human had suffered in this town.

      My mind grew darker; it must be the shifter.  He dared enter my own home and set fire to it.  With my family inside.  I would reach down his throat, pull out his stomach, and eat it in front of his convulsing body.

      He must’ve killed Agosto as well; he could have an evil witch at his command for him to enter Agosto’s room in the night.  He would suffer, even as Agosto, with his head torn off by my hands.  My strigoi purred at this thought as it emerged, and I planned all the things I would do to punish him for his wickedness.

      I had a mind to storm down to the shifter home now but I knew if I did, I may destroy the whole house.  No.  Myla would bring him to me, I had no doubts of her abilities.  But I stared at my creation, feeling the curves of the wood as the darkness of my strigoi took over my body.  I would kill the shifter.

      Magic burst through the air and I swiveled towards the Fae Queen, overcome with a desire to release my emotions.

      “I swear that the Fae had no hand in this.”

      I grabbed her and pushed her atop my desk, pinning her down.  Her eyes smoldered and she leaned towards me.  “I can’t stop thinking of you, ever since I saw you last.”

      “Did you return for more?”  I ripped her clothing from her and dropped them to the ground, and then I was naked and plunged inside her.

      She ran her hands down my body and, even though she was dry, I pushed through and began to pump my hips.  I gripped her breasts harshly, pinching and pulling her nipples and she wrapped her legs around me, moving to my rhythm and urging me on with her cries.  I leaned over and bit her neck.  She withered under me, her nails scratching my back as I bit her body over and over.  Giving in to all feeling, I grasped her breast with my hand, bit the tip and pulled her blood into me, even as I released myself into her.

      The touch of her blood made me feel warm and fuzzy, and only then did I realize that I’d just bonded myself to her.  I yanked her off the desk.  “Witch.” I spat her blood to the floor, even though it was too late.

      She grinned.  “I did so enjoy it, though.”  She tilted her head.  “And I think you did, too.”  She turned quickly towards the door and then disappeared with a whip of her hair against my bare chest.
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      I had my clothes on just in time for Myla to crash through the door.  “My Lord, I found him.”

      I growled and pulled her arm out the door.  “Took you long enough.”

      “I’ve been searching for him all evening, since you came to me.   He wasn’t in his usual places, Lord, and I had to bribe his cousin to reveal his location.”

      “You did well then.”  I rushed outside with her by my side and commanded my driver to bring out my carriage.  I left the driver behind, and took the reins with Myla by my side on the buggy bench.

      “Show me where he is.”

      She directed me, fiddling with her hands as we went along the road.  I kept getting distracted by them but moved forward with swiftness until we came upon an ancient forest, with trees so aged and entwined, that their spirits whispered of long-ceased elf wars that raged the land.

      I jumped down and Myla landed silently next to me.

      “He’s in there?”

      She nodded and pointed towards a small opening in the woods.  “We follow the path to a small cabin.”

      I gripped her arm, preventing her from moving forward.  “Did he burn my house?”

      She looked up to me, eyes wide and shaking under my touch.  She stuttered her answer, but nodded her head.  “His cousin admitted to it.  He tried to use witch magic, but it wouldn’t catch, so he had to use the oil from his lamps.”

      I nodded.  Our house held protections against malevolent magic, preventing the fire that would’ve burned the house in minutes.  I growled.  If the magic had worked, everyone inside the fire would’ve burned.

      I looked at Myla, probing her softly with my senses.  She still loved that bastard, and when it came down to it, she would prevent me from my revenge.

      I pushed her back into the carriage and locked her inside.  “Stay here.”

      She cried out, banging against the door, but I turned away from her and went for the trail.
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      I entered the cabin in a rage and he was ready for me, springing from the corner, already changed into his wolf form.  I grappled with him as we fell against the ground.  Then he was on top of me, clamping down on my arm.

      I cried out in pain and, using my powerful legs, I pushed him off of me.  His teeth ripped through my forearm as he flew back into the bed behind him.  Yelping, he fell to the floor and I jumped on him, my hands at his neck.

      “You almost killed my whole family, and for that you will suffer.”  I pulled him up and threw him against the wall.  He slid down to the floor but rebounded quickly and was on his feet.  He jumped against me, his jaws aiming for my neck and he managed to grip it tight before I peeled him off and slammed him against the drawers.  It shattered as soon as he hit it and splinters flew through the air, spraying me.  He fell to the ground, panting under me.

      I called on my senses to torture his mind, to feel the burn of the fire that Sophie felt and he withered across the floor, howling.  I built up the pressure and even though not a singe of his hair was on fire, he felt as if he was burning to death.

      I released him and attacked.  Panting, he rolled out from under me and then bit me.  Pain shot up my leg and into my groin.  He shook his head and I crashed to the ground.  Gripping the floor with his deadly clawed feet, he pulled, trying to rip the calf from my leg.  I growled, and it came from deep inside me.  He would die this day!

      Grappling with my calf, I kicked him in the head with my other foot.

      He yelped and let go, giving me a moment to tackle him to the floor.  I straddled him and he pushed against me, his wolf legs too weak in comparison to my strength.  I wrapped my hands around his furry neck.

      “You killed Agosto, and for that you will die.”

      Choking noises erupted from his throat and he began to transform back into a human, but I didn’t release my hold on his neck.  Just then, Myla burst through the room and cried out.  She tackled me, but I elbowed her as she made contact, and she flew against the back wall.  I leaned in, increasing the pressure on his neck.  “You will never feel the sun on your back or run wild in the woods; you’ll never have another lover under you, or know what it’s like to be a father.  The woods may take your body, but I will take hold of your soul and keep it with me, so that I may call on it when I please.”  His eyes grew wide, and he choked out, trying to speak.  I whispered in his ear.  “You should’ve been content to be with Myla, instead of aspiring to defeat the strongest vampire hold in the country.”

      Myla was at my side again, trying to push me off him, and he grasped at her.  Suddenly she threw herself on me and the force of her desperation to save the wolf she still loved pushed me to the side.

      He inhaled sharply and blurted out, his voice a deep rasp.  “I didn’t kill your Master.  I swear it.”

      In a blur I broke his neck and it hung limply to the floor.  He was dead.

      “No!” Myla clenched his body tight, and I stood up.  My neck and leg burned, I was certain I would need blood to heal.

      I stared down at her, straightening my clothes, and considered taking her blood for her interference but decided against it.  No, I would regain my strength from my own family.

      She cried now, tears streaming down her face, but I held no compassion for her.  Maybe her life would be better, maybe they would allow her back in the pack.

      I began to walk away, allowing her to keep his body so that they could bury him in the way they deemed respectable.  I esteemed the shifters enough to allow them his body in death.

      “He didn’t kill your Master,” she cried out to me.

      I turned to her.  “He meant to burn my whole family in an attempt to weaken me as the leader of your pack.  For that, I dealt him death.  I recommend you warn your pack that any who dare harm me or my family will receive the same punishment.”  And then I left, taking the carriage with me.  The shifters would feel his death through their bond, and would be here shortly.

      [image: ]

      I dropped from the carriage and handed the reins to my driver to take care of the horses.  He stared at the blood dripping from my neck but I pushed past him.  My neck throbbed and my leg shook under me as I limped towards the house.  I wanted to collapse in the driveway but I pushed myself towards the smoking house, unwilling to show my weakness.  Several humans and supernatural beings milled about, busy with the repairs to my home, and if they caught a whiff that I was vulnerable in any way, it may embolden any of them to attack.

      I entered the front door and called for Rowan, then went to my room.  Opening the door, I discovered that one of the walls to my room had collapsed, and the floor was halfway blackened.  I fell to my bed, and the ashes floated through the air.

      Rowan appeared at my door, his hair a jumble and his eyes glazed over.

      “It is finished.”

      “You caught the man who lit the house on fire?”

      “Yes.  That and killed Agosto.”

      “Was it the shifter?”

      “Uhmmm.”

      He gripped the edge of my bed.  “And he admitted to it?”

      I grunted.  “He is finished.”

      He sighed and turned to leave.

      “Rowan, I need you to renew the wards over the house.  The Fae have been able to enter the home too easily and we need to put up a barrier against that.”

      He nodded his head and moved towards the door.

      “I also need you to send for Lula.  I need to heal from this horrible bite.”  I was already beginning to heal, but my blood was still dripping at my neck and it itched.

      He swiveled around. “I will not.  She has already lost enough blood tonight.”

      I raised my eyebrows.  “She should’ve recovered enough by this time.”

      “Why not call for one of Sophie’s humans?”

      I shook my head.  “They are needed now more than ever to help Sophie to recover.”

      He huffed.  “Adelade then.”

      I grew impatient.  “Rowan.”  My voice was a warning.  “Send Lula to me, I need her.  I cannot drink of Adelade.”

      “Why not?”

      “If you aren’t aware at this point why I cannot drink from Adelade, then you have no need to know the answer.  Lula has healed me before, she will do it again.  I only require enough to heal the wound on my neck and leg.”

      His eyes darkened.  “She is not your toy.”

      I sat up, using the post of the bed to help me.  “And she is not yours either.  You will send her to me, and I will ask her, to see if she is willing.”  He stared at me defiantly and I took in his appearance.  I inhaled a deep breath, knowing that his actions were becoming more and more emboldened, and that I must face the truth of who really killed Agosto.  An ache grew in my chest, but it must be done.

      “Have you been drinking tonight Rowan?”

      He snarled.  “Only from the staff.”

      “We don’t drink from the staff, Rowan.  You know that.”  I pulled myself to the edge of the bed and leaned towards him.

      His hands shook as he began to back away from the bed, but his face was stoic.  “Lula is not yours to command, you gave her to me as a gift.  She is mine, and only I will drink from her.”

      “Where were you, Rowan?”

      “I was directing Stefano’s men on the repairs of the house, and before that I was with Lula, bedding her.”

      “Where were you that day Rowan, when someone managed to drive a stake through our Master’s heart, even while he slept?”

      Eyes wide, he took another step back.  “I was asleep sir, the sleep of the dead.  You know that I don’t have enough power to wake during the day.  You can barely rise before the sun sets yourself.”

      I stood, ignoring the pain shooting up my leg and advanced towards him.  “He wouldn’t give you Lula.  Is that it?  He wanted her for himself.  So you brought a witch into this home who would raise you during the day?”

      He backed towards the wall and hissed at me.  “I did no such thing.”

      “He had plans for her, didn’t he?  He was going to leverage the debt that the mayor owed in order to obtain her.  But he wasn’t going to give her to you, he was going to keep her for himself.  Is that what Treveti spoke of, before I snapped his neck?  What secrets do you keep from me Rowan?”

      Rowan’s breath came in short bursts and he held his hands behind his back, pressing against the wall.

      I kept at him.  “I know the kind of human Agosto likes to keep.”

      “No.”  His face betrayed his anguish.

      “Young and beautiful, with a mind to keep him entertained.  Her blood has a depth to it, the kind that he would be content to feed upon for several years.  But you had other intentions for her.  You wanted to corrupt her with your lust.”

      He pushed me back with one hand, while still gripping the wall with the other, and cried out, tears streaming down his face.  “We corrupt everything we touch.  All innocence is lost the moment it comes in contact with us.”

      “And yet we chase after it, longing for the times when we were innocent, do we not?  And did you think you could have that from her, then?  She would remind you of the days when our evil hadn’t polluted your heart.”

      His face was red and sweat drained down the side of his face, mixing with his tears.  “She was meant for me.  He promised her to me.  But when he discovered that not only was she beautiful but that she could help him with his plans, he went back on his word.  He was going to use her, and then throw her away.  I couldn’t let him do that.”

      I leaned forward, so close to him now and I could smell his fear and panic.  “What plans Rowan?”

      “I told you, he wouldn’t tell me.  But it didn't matter, I wouldn’t let him take her from me.  She was meant to be with me.”  Suddenly he pulled his hand from behind him and hit me in the chest. “I did call the witch Ameena into our home; she gave me the power to rise during the day so that I could take what was mine.  Agosto had no right to claim her, to take her from me.  And you won’t take her from me either.”

      Pain burst through me, shaking me to the core.  I looked down to see a dark wooden stake sticking out of my chest.  I looked at Rowan in shock, unwilling to believe that he would betray me, his Master.  I reached for him, scratching at his chest and fell to the floor.  The blood froze through my veins, making my whole body cold.  He’d missed the center of my heart by only a narrow bit, but I would need blood immediately to recover.

      He fell to his knees, leaning over me, sobbing.  “I’m sorry.” He reached towards my dresser and opened the bottom drawer.  “I’ve always loved you.  You were a good Master.”  He raised another stake over me, his face a mixture of grief and anger.  “But I can’t let you take her from me.”

      Then a piece of wood, sharp and deadly, shot through his chest, right into his heart.  He fell on me, revealing Adelade’s determined face behind him.

      [image: ]

      Rowan turned grey and I embraced him as he fell into my arms, succumbing to the final death.

      “No!” I cried out.  I loved him.  The pain of his death overwhelmed me, because he was mine, and it tore through my body.  He began to wane, his face sank in pockets like molten lava and his skin began to flake off.

      “I have to get this out of you, so you can heal.”  Adelade knelt beside me and ripped my shirt open.  Staring up at her was the silver cross my mother gave me as a child, and she stared at me, in shock.  “Even after every burden you’ve borne, you still believe?”

      I looked at her, releasing the barricade hidden in my eyes, showing the guilt of all the years of death I’d caused.  Showing my faith that there still lived and breathed a God who would turn His back on me when I died the final death, because of my sins.  Then I slowly nodded.

      She took that in and, noting the paleness of my face, she yanked the stake from my chest, tears streaming down her face.

      It tore through me and I cried out, the pain from the stake as agonizing as the death of my loyal servant.

      He was truly dead now and the dust of his body began to blow around me.

      “Adelade,” I cried, holding what remained of Rowan close, as his body transformed into the ashes of destruction, the final stage of death of our kind.

      And then she was holding me, his body now bits of sand between my fingers and I clutched at it, sobbing.  “He was so good to me.”

      “I know, I know.”  She held me close and even the smell of her blood couldn’t tempt me now.  The  coldness in my body began its course to my face, and I sagged in her arms.  Adelade pulled me back, and shoving me off her, she pushed her wrist to my mouth.

      I pushed her hand away, resisting; I would kill her now.

      She took her stake and pierced her wrist, then brought it to my mouth.  The call of her blood began to ring in my mind and my strigoi roared like a lion to take her.  I knew if I didn’t, I would die.  On instinct, my tongue licked her wrist and immediately it took over my body.  I leaped forward, pushing her to the floor and, not even using my fangs to make the experience pleasurable, I clamped into her neck.

      She cried out against the agony, but held me to her, wishing to heal me.

      I desperately sucked in her blood and it roared through my head.  The ecstasy was immediate, as energy poured through my body healing my wounds in a matter of seconds.  I could feel the sinews of my muscles as they knit together, tying into stronger bonds than ever before.  The pain that crippled my body was gone, replaced by an utter feeling of fearlessness and power.  My strigoi roared, dominant and controlling.

      I gripped her tighter, feeling her body under mine as I continued to feed, the taste of her blood bringing such a euphoria, that I couldn’t release her.

      A soft noise from Adelade awoke me to my senses, and a feeling of passion rushed through my body; it was soft and warm, and, for a moment, I remembered what it was like to be human again.  I struggled for control over my strigoi, and a battle of wills ensued as my desire to keep her safe struggled with my all consuming lust.

      Firm hands gripped my shoulders and pulled me from her.  Sophie held me back while Lula, who glanced briefly at the pile of sand on the floor, pulled Adelade’s head in her lap.

      I looked down to see that Adelade had lost all consciousness, her face pale and sickly and I knew that I had killed her.
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      I pushed Sophie away and took Adelade into my arms.  “What have I done?”  Guilt and torment racked my whole body and I cried out, unable to accept that I had taken another life.  Her life.  I bent over, the pain stabbing me in my chest, suffocating me.

      “Detrand, you must feed her your blood.”

      I looked up at Sophie, startled, then back at Adelade.  It was so soft, like a whisper, but I could hear her heart beating weakly.  A hope that I hadn’t felt in a few hundred years burst through me.  Then my mind darkened and I remembered her mother, who had shown love to me in a time when I only saw myself as a monster, and the constant struggle she had to contain my feelings.

      “No.”  I looked at Sophie.  “She wouldn’t want it.  To be permanently bonded to me, just like her mother.  To feel all my lust, agony, grief and misery.  You must do it.”

      She shook her head, the agony clear on her face.  “My pain is greater than yours, you know how I feel every moment of the day.  Would you want her to feel that way her every waking hour?”

      I stared down at Adelade, knowing Sophie was right, and heard the faltering of Adelade’s heart.  I would have to make the decision swiftly, before it stopped permanently.  Could I condemn her to live a life of eternal suffering, just like her mother?  To force her to be so in tune to my feelings and emotions that it could overcome her every thought, a never-ending onslaught of my lust and pain.  My presence could even weave through her dreams, like a mist coming in from the bay, to possess her wholly and completely.

      Sophie gripped my arm.  “It is better than turning her into a strigoi and cursing her life forever.  You know you would do it if she died in your arms.”

      My head jerked up, and I looked into Sophie’s eyes.  She was right.

      Adelade would probably hate me forever, but I ripped open my skin and put my wrist to her mouth.
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      When she didn’t move, I grew alarmed.  A buzzing rung in my ears and a realization dawned over me so forcefully that I dropped Adelade to the floor and flew backwards.  I pressed against the back wall, frightened by the woman before me.

      Sophie was urging me now, her face tight, and I recognized the look of passionate affliction on Lula’s face, but the noise of the air rushing through my mind was so loud that I could only press my hands against my ears.

      I thought of the first time Adelade smiled at me and how my world turned upside down.  The way her sway captivated me as she danced around the room, training to execute my kind.  The absolute desire to crush Treveti when he threatened to kill her and the tenderness I felt when I’d known that her hand suffered from staking him.

      From the moment I saw her, she’d brought something into my life that I hadn’t allowed any other being to touch me with.  Hope.

      Could I feel for this woman who gave everything to me?

      I’d felt human when I fed from her.  That alone, that small piece of humanity that could still exist within the realms of my living hell was enough to convince me that she was an absolute danger to my survival.

      There was no room for hope or adoration in my life.  I could only take, such was the very necessity of my existence.  I must take to survive.  And to love, or to be loved, to open myself to that kind of vulnerability, was death.

      I closed my eyes, unwilling to allow her to bring me to the light.  I was a monster, not a man, and I didn’t deserve to live with hope or happiness.  I didn’t deserve to fall in love with her.

      And yet.

      I’d taken everything from her.  Her mother and father, and all their possessions.  I took her from her home and demanded that she live as I chose; taking away her choice to live and dress as she wished.  And I took her very blood, in my desperation to exist in this world when I didn’t deserve it.

      I opened my eyes to look at her.  Her face was pale and waxing and wet from Lula’s tears.  Sophie was by my side, begging me to save her.

      In that moment, I realized that I wanted to.

      That I held the power to kill, and yet, I also held the power to revive.  Adelade deserved my ability to give.

      I drew closer to her and pulled her into my lap.  Looking at Sophie, I bit my wrist again and held it over Adelade’s mouth, letting it drip into her mouth.  Adelade didn’t move, and I looked up at Sophie, the panic in my eyes.  Sophie put her fingers to my wrist, wiping my blood on it and then rubbed it on Adelade’s tongue.  It took several tries when suddenly Adelade’s hands clasped on my wrist and she was pulling my blood into her mouth.

      In that moment it appeared as if I was saving Adelade, but the truth was, just as her mother, she was saving me from myself.
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      We stared at the ground, and the only sound heard through the cemetery was of the crow’s cry above us.  The silence surrounded us, wrapping us in its secrets, living and pulsing inside us.

      Agosto deserved better than he had received.

      Sophie opened the lid to his newly carved casket and a sob escaped her.  She had truly loved him, and he had devoted himself to her.  She leaned over and gently placed dried flowers in it, her tears marking them.

      Then she moved back and I came forward, placing our favorite bottle of spirits inside.  I bit my wrist and allowed the blood to drip into the smooth wood of the casket I’d crafted so carefully.  “With my own blood, I have avenged your death.” I paused, feeling the grief and loss of Agosto, my Master and friend, as well as for Rowan, but I pressed on.  “I seal this with the promise to protect your name henceforth, and pass it down through the legends of time.”

      Adelade and Lula stood to the side, showing their respect for our privacy.  Adelade held Lula close, who struggled with her grief at Rowan’s death, but then Adelade stepped forward and held her hand towards me.

      In it was Rowan’s stake, the mark of my blood still on the tip.

      Slowly, I took it in my hands and gripped it tight.  A bitterness rose in my throat.  “And a curse upon you, Rowan.”  I lay it in the casket, a final tribute to the blood suffered in revenge for Agosto’s death.

      I closed the lid and held my hand on it for a moment.  Then I looked up at Adelade and in an impromptu moment of madness, I offered her my wrist, which was still bleeding.

      Sophie gasped but I ignored her as I studied Adelade, trying to determine what she would do.  Would she voluntarily bond herself to me again?

      I waited patiently for what seemed like an indeterminate amount of time even though I wished to close my eyes instead.  The anticipation of her reaction was too much for me to bear.

      She was my redemption and my curse.

      Slowly, she took my hand and wiped my wrist with her dress.  Disappointment washed over me and I wished to jerk my hand from her grip, but then she brought my wrist to her mouth and, looking deep into my eyes, placed a tender kiss.

      Touched, I turned my face.  Emotions I had long since silenced threatened to choke me and, unwilling to show Adelade how she affected me, I turned my back on her.

      With one last meaningful look at Sophie, I noted with a glance the angry shifter who watched us from the shadows, and then strode into the darkness of the night.

      
        THE END
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      Thank you for reading Detrand's point of view in A Vampire's Revenge.  You can read additional scenes, including Adelade's point of view,  in A Vampire's Seduction.
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            Chapter One

          

          The Hand That Feeds

        

      

    

    
      
        London 1840

      

       Mordecai called for an airship, the kind that had been onyx when he’d first come into power. Unlike its predecessor, this iridescent silver, topped with Prussian blue, was a smoother version. The golden propellers indicated his position of wealth and influence. Slumbering clouds licked and enveloped the air vessel, curling around its windows, and blanketing the buildings of Graves End below.

      Mordecai had awakened to receive a summons; the arrival of the newest Perfect Vampire was imminent. He hoped the genetic alterations would not fail this time around, and a vampire would be born with both the physical perfection and the prophetic strengths of his clans.

      With high hopes, each mutation had been spliced, then remerged, at great expense to the Society’s genetics laboratory. Unfortunately, a successful birth had eluded them, and their attempts had rendered vampire women infertile.

      This child must not be a failure.

      Exiting the airship, he walked atop a two-story Gothic church in Northfleet. The twisted faces of ghouls and gargoyles lined the corners of St. Botolph’s Church, a long abandoned Anglican sanctuary. The building looked deserted, though Mordecai knew otherwise. Inside, a human woman lay on a wooden bed, her wrists tied to posts.

      She had been chosen as a human breeder for both her strength and sharp mental faculties. Unfortunately, her emotions had begun to interfere with her duties, and Mordecai was eager to be rid of her—after she delivered the Perfect Vampire, of course.

      Burgundy velvet curtains draped the lower part of her body and her pale face glowed in the candlelight. Her neck and shoulders were covered with small droplets of perspiration, as her veins pounded and bulged in her neck. Pain squinted her eyes into tiny slits, and she shook her head back and forth.

      One look at Mordecai stilled her movements. Long, dark waves of hair covered the pillow and stuck to her face. “Don’t take this one, Mordecai,” she begged between panting breaths. “The Society has taken enough from me.” Her lips curled into a feral snarl.

      “Constance, focus on your breathing. Think of the importance of this child, and be grateful you were chosen.” He bent down and whispered into her ear, “From that, take your comfort.”

      All around her stood tall men in long, black robes. They waited quietly, staring down without emotion as she struggled in pain. Her abdomen rose and fell as her back arched.

      The room’s candles dimmed in their sconces, as a sudden breeze teased the flames. In the corner of the room, behind a column against the north wall, appeared a little boy, barely ten years old.

      Luca was tall, almost five feet, and his long arms were crossed over his wide chest. He was a strange boy, one of the few vampires born with white hair. Mordecai studied him as he watched the human, face expressionless.

      “Luca?” Constance called out, craning her neck toward the young boy.

      Luca remained in place. He neither nodded nor spoke. Mordecai knew he’d never seen anybody give birth before, and the smell of the room—a mixture of blood, pain, and dampness—must have intrigued and repulsed him.

      “Bring me my son!” Constance demanded.

      “Silence,” hissed Mordecai. “He is merely here to greet his brother before we take possession of the new one. Don’t display such emotional wretchedness in front of your child, human. Is this how you would like him to remember you?”

      Pulling a small watch from the pocket of his robe, he tried to will Constance into silence. When that failed, he turned away from her in revulsion. Her sobs annoyed him. She sputtered out a choked scream as he walked toward Luca, a son she had never been allowed to raise.

      “You know your brother is being born, don’t you, Luca?” a small, hunched vampire asked. She waited by the window for the child to be born, to take him from his mother. She would be his nursemaid, in accordance to the Society’s laws. No human woman was qualified to handle such a gift.

      Luca looked into her clear, light-blue eyes. The vampire nursemaid bent into him, leaning upon a black parasol as brass goggles dangled from a belt loop on her waist, and he reached for the goggles with curiosity.

      “Yes, Luca. You are children of the same mother,” she smiled as she handed him her goggles. “Only human women can give birth now. Vampire women are sterile, an inadvertent and unfortunate side effect of the genetic enhancements.”

      Luca smiled, though his fingers fidgeted nervously around the eyepiece. He opened his mouth to speak but the loud whistle of the Graves End train cut him off. Luca had never known Constance, his birth mother. It was the accepted way of the Society to use breeders; select genetically superior, human women to carry and birth the children, then raise them under the tutelage of the Society.

      With a strained expression and a fierce cry, Constance cursed the Society while her next child was born. “Unnatural bastards. May you be destroyed by this new one!”

      The room fell silent except for a slow growl coming from Constance as she pushed a final time. A slippery grinding sound filled the air, and the new vampire emerged—another flawless boy. She strained against her ties to see her newborn, but the nursemaid ran over and quickly covered her eyes with a black blindfold.

      “Is he alive?” Mordecai ran behind the curtain and looked at the child, still covered in the sticky wetness of his mother. He recoiled at her post-partum state. The human looked like a wild animal, her naked body covered in dampness and bloody slime.

      The tall, silent vampire assisting the delivery pushed down on her abdomen to expel the last of the placenta, and as the mucus-like substance exited her body, he held the bloody mass in his hands and brought it to his nose to smell.

      “Discard the placenta immediately,” Mordecai snarled at the weak vampire. “We don’t eat medical waste.”

      The nurse wrapped the silent infant. “Alive and alert,” she answered.

      The human mother blindly grasped into the air for her newborn. Her fingers moved furiously, but impotently, with her wrists still bound above her. Her frantic screams filled the room, and her legs kicked the wooden bed as the vampires tried to clean her.

      “Draegan,” said Luca. “You will call him Draegan. I see it.”

      Mordecai spun to face the young vampire, as his mother continued to twist in her restraints, fighting for her freedom. “What did you see?”

      The vampire nurse shuffled by him, carrying the newborn in her arms.

      Constance softly mumbled as she collapsed with exhaustion. “Ten minutes. Please ten minutes with my sons.” Her words slurred together, in a heap of pain-drunken syllables.

      Mordecai sternly turned and emptied powder into a handkerchief from the side latch of his pocket watch. He held it over her mouth as she struggled against him, inadvertently breathing it in. “Quiet. You know the rules.”

      She became still on the bed, silenced by his pharmaceutical.

      Mordecai looked deeply into Luca’s eyes, but could not penetrate his visions. The boy’s mind was exceptionally strong.

      “Only his name,” Luca said. “I see only his name.”

      He knew it was a lie. What had the young vampire seen?

      [image: ]

      Astrid sat at a glass-top table, drinking her first cup of morning tea. Her wavy, chestnut hair was swept into an elegant bun at the nape of her neck, while a few strands carelessly rested on her bare shoulders. A violet sash accented her emerald-green dress, complimenting her green eyes. She wore pale-green lace slippers and supported her feet on the ornate, gold-plated legs of the adjacent chair.

      “Darling, which dress should I wear for the party at the Upton’s this evening?” Astrid’s sister, Miranda, interrupted the silence and held out two dresses, a few feet away from her slender frame. She stared at Astrid intently, as if this decision would influence world events.

      Astrid blinked back her thoughts, brushing them away like cobwebs. “That depends, dear sister. Do you want to look pretty and sweet, or gorgeous and womanly?”

      Miranda’s honey-colored eyes turned to the opened window. “Pretty. I want to enhance my virginal assets.” She giggled. “Considering Jasper will be there, and you know what a penchant he possesses for innocent young ladies.”

      Astrid nodded and smiled into her teacup. She realized, yet again, how different she was from her sister. Miranda’s world was filled with social events, eligible young men, and expensive accessories. Astrid’s interests were also social in nature, but only for social betterment and political changes in her beloved London. “Things are quite simple in your world, Miranda,” she sighed.

      “My world is your world, too,” she answered. “But you complicate it all with your grand illusions of saving it.”

      Astrid set down her teacup and took off her slippers. She pulled on a pair of bronze boots and tied them tightly, accentuating her small ankles. Their father, a member of the House of Lords, provided them with a typical upper class lifestyle. Yet, Astrid found her heart would sing most freely amongst the colorful people of London’s less savory areas.

      “Those boots are bloody awful,” said Miranda. “Worse than a man’s. Hideous, like old riding boots.”

      Astrid smiled as she opened the small desk drawer and pulled out a handful of brass cogs and levers, along with a small screwdriver. “The thought of it! Imagine, functional attire made for comfort.” Her sarcasm was lost on her sister, so she arranged the small gears according to size upon her desk.

      “Making more accessories for those funny goggles of yours?” teased Miranda.

      “My objective is to enhance the refraction and magnification,” she answered.

      “Oh, excuse me, Miss Inventor. Soon, you’ll be flying in one of those airships, by yourself no less.”

      “My goal is complete independence, certainly. And why not? Should women not command an airship? Are my skills not equal to a man’s?”

      “You won’t have your independence for quite a while,” said Miranda. “Not with the murders and desecrations happening in the East End.”

      “Indeed,” remarked Astrid in a neutral tone.

      Several women, all poor—mostly prostitutes—had been attacked and left for dead. The women all carried puncture marks in their necks. Most Londoners believed this to be the work of a vampire, yet it was inconceivable the Society would allow it.

      For decades, the Society laws decreed that peace would prevail between humans and the vampires. In this decree, humans agreed to donate blood in exchange for the superior healthcare the Society provided as guardians of science and genetics. Once in place, there had never been a breach by the vampires, even with their unrepentant desire for human blood.

      “Someone else must be trying to shatter the peace,” Astrid said aloud. “It’s too blatantly obvious. It must be a set-up.” She loved London, a city of power, burgeoning with scientific and industrial growth. She imagined the vampires felt the same and thought no one, not even a member of the powerful Society, dared to breach the peace.

      The sound of a zeppelin ripping through the air filled her ears.

      “It must be Father,” said Miranda. “Perhaps he has more information about the vampire murders.”

      “Miranda. Nothing has been proven. There is no evidence suggesting the murderers are vampires.”

      “No evidence? The women were bitten and drained of their blood! And who knows what other atrocities they suffered that are unfit for the papers. Don’t be naïve.”

      “Those rags exaggerate. I don’t believe a thing they print. Our greatest minds created these vampires using human DNA. I can’t imagine they would want to destroy us. They are an extension of us.”

      Astrid recalled her father’s story about the emergence of vampires and the beginning of the Society. He had told of scientists conducting experiments with their own genetic material, resulting in irreversible mutation—vampires. Some possessed both super-human speed and strength, while others possessed telepathy and psychic powers.

      “You live in a bubble,” said Miranda as she brushed her golden curls. The ivory handle, etched with a dozen octopuses caught Astrid’s eye. “I am not ignorant of the world. You are.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Under A Blood-Red Sky

        

      

    

    
      
        London 1860

        (20 years later)

      

      “This is the seventh woman killed, and we still haven’t found any clues linking the killer to the crime scene.” Mordecai’s icy voice filled the room. “The humans believe it is one of us. And with the evidence provided, I find it hard to refute their claims.”

      Castille, Mordecai’s assistant, wrinkled his face as his brow furrowed. “That is an outrage. I can’t believe we have a rogue vampire on our hands. In fifty years, nothing of this sort has happened. It must be contrived. A game!” The younger vampire boiled with anger. He had not yet been born when the Society had emerged, and only had memories of benevolent vampires. “Our Society is perfect. A rogue vampire is an impossibility.”

      “Peace, Castille! It does not serve us well to get riled at this juncture.” Mordecai’s robes danced behind him as he rushed to close all the windows in the room. It’d taken him decades to perfect his walking, making it appear as if he glided across the floor in fluid motion instead of ambulating like some common animal. “Rest assured, we will find the killer, be he human or vampire, and he will pay for his atrocities.”

      Mordecai was the largest and most skilled of the prophetic vampires. He knew the killings could be the turning point of both his governance and the Society.

      The stillness in the room weighed heavy on him, as the Society members quietly contemplated the possibilities. Using the silence, he tuned in telepathically to the site of the last murder. Able to enter thoughts and manipulate memory, he was also able to absorb the energy and aura of a location, in order to review past events.

      He closed his eyes and emitted a low hum. His mind’s eye wandered through space and time, to the slums of the East End.

      He caught a glimpse of a young woman exiting a carriage of the upperclass, clad in an emerald-green dress. She came upon a young street boy and spoke to him. Her chestnut hair swept neatly from her pale face.

      “Don’t be afraid.” Her voice was soft and lilting. Though her dress indicated her membership in London’s gentry, her expression had a sensitivity rarely found in such people.

      Mordecai entered her mind, feeling a warmth and yearning, as well as dissatisfaction and desire. Seeing nothing he could use, he quickly abandoned her thoughts.

      “Come with me.” Her soft hands clasped the boy’s, though his were calloused and darkened with grime. She was firm yet loving, as she led him down the cobbled street, gently guiding him away from loose stones and horse excrement with a maternal grace.

      Mordecai followed them, half-curious and half-enamored by the woman’s beauty. The boy acquiesced, even though his face twisted in confused pain.

      She led him into her horsedrawn carriage and sat across from him. As soon as the horses began to trot, Mordecai heard the boy speak.

      “It’s one of them, Lady Astrid.” His voice was particularly rough for such a young boy.

      Astrid laid her hand over the boy’s. “Are you quite certain?” The softness in her voice was in sharp contrast to her strong gaze.

      “Yes. Quite.” The boy nodded his head vigorously and began to cough. He looked behind him with fear. “He wore the robes. He had the ring.”

      Mordecai felt how the boy’s voice erased the doubt in Lady Astrid’s mind. Then he felt himself being pulled back to the moment the boy remembered. He breathed in deeply and continued to hum. 

      The boy held his head down in pain. His face contorted as Mordecai entered the recesses of his memory. His head still bowed, his eyes tightly shut, Mordecai raced through the child’s recent memories. 

      Mordecai knew he must make his way through the boy’s mind swiftly, for the woman had noticed the boy’s discomfort. Astrid was familiar with the telepathic powers of the Society, and the effects upon a young and undeveloped mind. She also knew no human could stop a telepathic vampire.

      “Timothy?” she spoke as she gently cupped his chin in her palm. “Timothy, it will be fine. Do you see anything now?”

      Timothy tried to speak, but only managed to shake his head.

      Mordecai quickly released the boy, as he’d found what he was looking for. It had been a long-robed, tall creature, jumping from a five-story roof onto a helpless woman below. Within moments, the creature had effortlessly jumped back to the roof in reverse flight. On the ground, the woman’s once round body was all skin and bones; her youthful face, shrunken to merely a flesh-covered skull. She had been drained of all fluids.

      Try as he might, Mordecai could not see the face of the assailant. One thing was for certain, the attacker was clever. Knowing the risk of telepathic tracking, the vampire had made himself invisible and faceless in memories. Mordecai and the boy could only see a hazy shape of a creature dressed in black robes with no decipherable face or body. 

      But the ring . . . there was no erasing the ring. 

      The attacker was one of them.

      Having seen enough, he disconnected mentally from their location.

      Mordecai’s humming ended as he slowly opened his eyes; the Society committee members stood before him, staring intently, waiting for what he would say.

      “I regret to inform you all that the killer is surely one of us. Of that, there can be no doubt.” Mordecai’s voice was as heavy as the fog outside, blanketing the other members with its abrasive truth.

      No one questioned him, instead, the committee stood with their gaze to the black-and-white checkered tile floor.

      Mordecai walked to the wall of books and sat at the table. An ornate, brass telephone rested on the gray marble, and a tense anticipation hung in the room as he picked up the receiver. “Hello. This is Mordecai of the Executive Branch of the Society. Give me the Chief of London Police.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Factory of Faith

        

      

    

    
      
        London 1860

      

      Astrid rode home in her carriage, heart racing under her corset. Her dress was crumpled and slightly splattered with mud, but her mind was with Timothy and the disturbing information he’d provided. She sat frozen in disbelief, still absorbing all that he’d witnessed—such a brutal murder by a rogue vampire.

      She’d felt the boy cling to her as she led him down the streets, stealthily toward her carriage, his trusting young hand in hers. Astrid now worried she should not have left him alone to protect himself. She suspected that a telepathic vampire had entered Timothy’s mind to probe into the night’s happenings. 

      Perhaps the prophetics pose a risk to Timothy’s life? Perhaps they want to protect their own kind?

       She knew she had no way to protect him. She could not take him home like a lost dog—her father had had enough of her philanthropy. Taking in a boy from the slums would have been the last straw. But, none of that mattered in the moment.

      “Stop! Turn back, William.”

      William, the driver, had known Astrid since she was a young girl, and knew better than to argue. Quickly, he turned the horses around. “Where to, Miss West?”

      “Back to the street, where we found the boy.” Astrid felt a peaceful contentment as she uttered the words, despite her heart pounding with anticipation.

      “I hope he hasn’t wandered far,” she muttered, trying to ignore her inner fear for his safety.

      Once they reached the area where Timothy was last seen, the streets had become quiet and empty. The boy had vanished also. Astrid alighted from her carriage and desperately looked for him along his usual streets, to no avail.

      “He’s gone home. Or he’s gone inside for supper, Lady Astrid,” William’s voice falsely reassured. They both knew the boy had no real home to go to. “I’m sure he’s safe,” he tried again.

      Astrid’s senses narrowed into the alleys around her, trying to spot the slightest trace of the young boy. Down a passageway on the east side of the road, the chirpy laugh of a woman resounded from behind the row houses. Astrid ran through the narrow alley, as the sharp smell of urine filled her nostrils. She squinted into the dark passage as William huffed behind her, jogging to keep up.

      Making her way over the puddles, she avoided the garbage and wild cats hissing from tiny window frames. The alley ended in a makeshift courtyard; dark, but still semi-lit from the setting sun. Five women sat together on benches, all dressed in gaudily bright, well-worn frocks, and rouge painting their weathered faces. They laughed in unison at a joke, sitting with their knees apart and dresses hiked over their ankles. 

      Prostitutes, she realized as she caught her breath.

      Timothy sat in the midst of the colorful women, a large smile on his face, and his dirty hands wrapped around a bowl of soup. A strong whiff of perfume assaulted Astrid as the wind changed direction, and her eyes watered from the sour stench.

      “Timothy?” Astrid couldn’t hide the frantic concern in her voice.

      The boy’s eyes flew toward the alley, a look of surprise overwhelming his face. As Astrid ran toward him, all five women rose up protectively, their smiles erased. But as she moved closer, their faces relaxed, for Astrid’s acts of charity were not unknown to them.

      “Lady Astrid, what brings you to our part of the world, tonight?” asked the youngest girl.

      “Good evening, ladies,” said Astrid, taken aback they knew her name. “Timothy . . . I was . . . worried for him.” She moved closer, and could now see the women’s faces as clearly as they could see hers. She realized she had seen most of them before, looking for work on the streets.

      “Timothy is safe with us, Lady Astrid,” the largest lady spoke as she placed her arms protectively around his shoulders. “You have nothing to worry about. We take good care of him. He has us all. Every one of us claims him as our own.”

      “I’m so sorry about Margaret.” Astrid knew the last woman to be murdered had associated with the women she now faced. As the words escaped her mouth, a veil of gloom descended upon the women.

      Finally, one of the older women spoke. “Margaret’s death was merciless. The Society had better reign in its rogue vampire. Or we will.” The woman’s eyes quivered with tears of anger.

      Astrid looked into the eyes of all five women. A rage brewed behind them, ignited by the atrocities committed against their friend. She knew these were not idle threats and that the woman meant every word she’d uttered. It would not be long before the women of the East End took matters into their own hands.

      Astrid nodded empathetically. In the strange blue glow of the darkening courtyard, she found herself drawn into an unspoken pact with the women. She felt their loss, and craved justice for them. A kinship filled the spaces between.
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      Luca had grown into a strapping young vampire, aloof and independent, a true member of his clan. After the birth of Draegan, he had never seen his mother again but had participated in the upbringing of his younger brother.

      Draegan was very unlike him. While Luca tended to be respectful and thoughtful, Draegan was rebellious and aggressive. Worse than that, Draegan hated what he called the weak and simpering human race.

      Luca read a letter he’d just received, and its contents made him wonder how he possibly shared a mother with Draegan. They had been brought up exactly in the same manner. Both had received the teachings of the Society, and had taken the Vow of Peace.

      Luca viewed the Society as a church-like entity. He also believed vampires were super human, and as such, had responsibilities toward the less fortunate human race.

      For Draegan, the reverence toward the Society was misplaced. He believed the power of the vampires should eliminate the weaker race and expunge them. Draegan believed the Vow of Peace weakened vampires to a subservient role, unworthy of their genetically enhanced greatness.

      In the letter Luca held from his brother, Draegan hinted of the killings.

      Humans are stupid and weak! They don’t deserve to share our world any longer. We are superior in mind and body, capable of erasing the small-minded humans. Besides, it’s fun, brother. A good hunt keeps the senses keen.

      A knot rose in his chest as the words spoke of Draegan’s tyrannical desires. Luca closed his eyes and began to hum in a low tone. He could see his brother pen the letter, blood fresh on his mouth. Luca could feel the euphoria his brother felt as he wiped his face, licking his fingers. 

      What has Draegan done?

      Luca flew from the room, the letter fluttering in his right hand as he ran. Mordecai appeared lost in thought when Luca entered unannounced, and threw the letter on his desk.

      “Read it,” he demanded.

      Mordecai placed his hand atop the black-penned missive. Without reading it, Luca knew he felt the aura of the letter. A vision would form, and he would know everything Luca knew.

      Mordecai would see the face behind the robes.
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      Luca reached London’s East End only to hear the sounds of sobbing nearby. Slowly, he inched forward, hiding in the shadows of the streetlights. A group of women sat huddled together in a courtyard, past a narrow alley, with a little boy. He saw gaudy clothes, torn and dirty, worn by heavily-painted women.

      Footsteps crashed through the damp alley, and Luca closed his eyes and began a low hum. He concentrated on each molecule of his body, changing his molecular frequency and wavelength to become invisible to the human eye. He stood there as part of the darkness, waiting for the footsteps to emerge.

      A young woman in green appeared, and Luca gasped at her elegant beauty. Her eyes probed the darkness in desperation, until finally, her gaze rested on the young boy. A look of relief washed over her, so strong that he felt it in his chest.

      He watched the strange women as they welcomed the beautiful creature into their fold. Luca soon felt the defiance and pain of the group. He felt a sense of oneness and partnership filling the courtyard, along with a magnetic force from the young woman in green. Her force was growing stronger.

      The angry voices of the women carried to him. “Margaret’s death was merciless. The Society had better reign in its rogue member. Or we will.”

      Luca stood in awe as they vowed to find the murderer of their friend. He saw the woman from the carriage nod, vowing her support. With a warm sensation filling his chest, he knew he’d found his ally.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          The Black Seam

        

      

    

    
      
        London 1860

      

      Astrid felt the stranger and looked over her shoulder as she walked along the exquisitely manicured gardens of her family’s estate. She didn’t spot anyone, but was certain of someone’s presence. Walking back to the west wing, she detected an imperceptible rustling of robes behind her. She stopped, calmly turning, fully prepared for whatever the sight behind her might be.

      A breeze blew against her cheek and she saw nothing still, but the rustling moved to her side. As she turned her head, she gasped. A young, male vampire stood next to her. His pale skin complemented his gray eyes, but what shocked her was his hair. Blond. So blond, it was almost white. His membership in the Society was apparent by his black robes and the large silver and agate ring he wore on his left hand.

      “I am sorry to interrupt your morning walk.” His voice was heavy and low.

      Astrid’s skin rose along her back and neck.

      “My name is Luca, I belong to the Society. Are you the lady of the house?”

      Astrid nodded. “This is my father’s house,” she stuttered, stunned by the sudden appearance of a vampire.

      “I believe the young boy with whom you’ve spoken to has a description of the vampire killer. After hearing his side of the story, I believe I know who it might be.”

      Astrid emerged from her frightened haze as he spoke. Her thoughts raced. This must be the vampire who intruded into Timothy’s memory. The instant attraction she felt for the vampire dropped into the ground and merged with the wet, cold earth beneath her feet.

      She stood tall, refusing to show any sign of fear. “Are you planning to hurt him? I won’t let you.”

      “No, of course not.” The vampire looked puzzled by her reaction. “I have taken the Vow of Peace. I have no desire to harm humans, especially the little ones.”

      “You said you know who the killer might be?” Her voice sounded doubtful, as Luca’s face paled even further.

      “I believe it could be . . . someone quite close to me,” he whispered. “It may be my brother.”

      “Are you quite sure?” She stepped back to study the handsome stranger in front of her.

      With a nod, he explained further. “He hinted of his hatred in a letter he wrote. I felt his crimes leap from the page. The heat of his bloodlust and sadism erupted with each curl of his script.”

      “And it was penned in your brother’s hand?”

      “Yes, I am a prophetic vampire, and a member of The High Table. My powers are clear, and proven to be without flaw. I need your help, along with the help of your women friends from the East End.”

      Astrid looked into his face, alarmed at first, wondering how he knew about her association with the women from the courtyard.

      He smiled down at her. “I was there to investigate yesterday. You forget, I can read your mind. I heard your conversation.”

      Astrid felt a tight knot in her chest. “There is nothing more for me to tell you then, is there? You seem to have been following me around and reading me long enough to know everything.” She felt her voice tighten and the pitch rise.

      Awash with a rush of emotions, she suddenly felt unstable; no longer tethered to her normally controlled self. She had always been deftly able to gauge her emotional reaction to every situation and keep impulsivity at bay. But this vampire, Luca, kept her on alert.

      “Please don’t misinterpret my intention.” Luca raised his hands in a forgiving gesture. “I was simply following you because I needed to know the truth—needed evidence. I apologize if you feel your privacy has been violated.” He sounded honest and sincere.

      Astrid felt herself soften, but could not understand the effect Luca had upon her. Is this part of his telepathic manipulation? She shrugged off her bewilderment and focused on the immediate problem. “How do you think I can help you?”

      “I want to trap Draegan. Then, perhaps I can rehabilitate him.” Luca moved closer, his voice barely over a whisper.

      Astrid tried to direct her attention to what he said, instead of the rich texture of his voice, or how he smelled of pine trees. “Rehabilitate?” she scoffed. “He should be punished to the fullest extent of your law. He broke the Vow of Peace, and should never see the light of day. I thought the Society killed its mutants.”

      “Perhaps you don’t understand the punitive nature of vampire rehabilitation.”
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      The figure roaming the streets of the East End like a black ghost, had footsteps that made no sound as he traveled, gliding a few inches above the ground. His heartbeat lowered to conserve his energy for the most opportune moment of his hunt. He closed his eyes and hummed, altering the frequency of his cell molecules to make himself invisible to the human eye. 

      It is a gift to be the perfect creature. The only proof of Draegan’s existence was the sound of the wind rustling through his satin robes. The next victim . . . so many choices. 

      Hunting for human blood was a sport, a boost to his ego, and a symbol of disregard of the Society. The Society had whispered about his mental state, how in creating the perfect creature they may have inadvertently added a viral strand to his DNA, a strand that might eventually manifest itself as mental instability. But Draegan believed he was stronger and smarter than all of the vampires, including Luca, for they only possessed one mutation. Draegan possessed both.

      He’d developed the genetic mutation for flight, gliding over the land instead of walking like a pathetic human might, making transportation quick and graceful.

      But his biggest genetic research project was still in experimental stages—he was developing a theory of how a mutation, a genetic alteration, could change the sex of a vampire within the mother’s womb.

      Draegan knew the alteration would intrigue the Society. Recent Prophetics believed a female vampire would end their reign and bring destruction to their species. Most members panicked, yet Draegan knew the solution—alter the sex chromosomal pair, removing part of the XX combination and changing it to an XY, thus ensuring no female vampires would be born.

      Though Draegan was much applauded for his thought and scientific innovation, Luca had been awarded a place at the High Table of the Society. Draegan’s rage knew no bounds as he’d watched his brother take a place at the High Table.

      Someone is hunting me. And I think I know who that might be . . .  A sinister smile curled his dead gray lips. Draegan was not as beautiful as Luca. In fact, it was as if their mother had chosen all the goodness and beauty to be distilled into her firstborn, leaving nothing but sinister intelligence and perversity for her second.

      He heard the singing voices of women, talking and laughing from a neighboring street. Within seconds, his sharp hearing narrowed down the exact location of the women.

      Without so much as a shake of a single strand of hair, Draegan glided stealthily toward them. He moved like an animal, stalking its prey, completely without noise. Soon, the dark shape of his body, covered by the robe, had vanished. He became invisible in the cool night air.

      As he turned the corner, he saw the women ahead. A celebration was occurring around a big, grotesque fountain in the center of the wide road. A mermaid with flaming red eyes stood at its center, with a thin spout of water spitting from her open mouth. The structure was blackened with age and soot, yet the women’s children enjoyed the waters.

      Draegan harbored doubts about it being a trap. To be safe, before he turned the corner, he held his breath and closed his eyes. He activated sensors attached to his night vision goggles by telepathically adding another lens and turning the refraction. With them, he could detect infrared movement and look for signs of Luca or any other vampire trying to find him.

      In short spurts, he covered the entire span of the grounds around him. No one.

      He slowly moved toward them, gliding invisibly and barely disturbing the air. His eyes traveled through the group, scanning each face, until he reached the one he fancied. A beautiful, elegant creature who stood like a swan.

      The girl’s chocolate hair fell like cascading water down her shoulders and over the lavender satin dress. She seemed innocent and devoid of the perversity that he smelled from the other women. He moved closer, drunken with her scent. His desire and hunger for her blood stirred within him. In jerky desperation, he wove through the crowd to his selected catch. His dark eyes focused on her pale features, and in a split second, he materialized next to her.

      The women’s shrieks filled the air as Astrid looked Draegan straight in the eyes. Her face remained calm and serene. She had no fear of him. 

      Something is out of place. The rustling in the air behind him confirmed his thoughts. Luca. Draegan wasted no time. He grabbed Astrid by her wrists and bit into her neck.

      The girl screamed. 

      Yes, bitch. You will fear me. Draegan felt his robes being pulled from behind as he was thrown over the building. He landed upon the roof as Luca materialized on the ground. His brother gave chase, then stopped, almost immediately.

      The action caused Draegan to laugh. Helping the human woman, are we? How pathetic.

      Outwitting his brother pleased him immensely. What’s more, judging by the look of pain in Luca’s eyes at the sight of the fallen woman, Draegan knew he’d somehow managed to hurt him, too. What a magnificent night.
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        London 1860

      

      In the second Astrid fell, Luca ran back and knelt by her. He took her in his arms and tried to suck the venom from her neck, but her blood flow was too weak from the attack. Astrid’s body was quickly turning a dull, bluish color as Draegan’s venom fought to disable her immune system.

      “Lady West, look at me.” Luca became riddle with guilt and anxiety. His plan to capture Draegan had failed, and he had risked the life of the beautiful creature, to no avail.

      “Lady Astrid, please try to wake up.” Luca’s voice sounded shrill and panicked, and the intensity of his feelings frightened him.

      The other women formed a circle around him, their sighs and gasps reverberating in his ears like a percussion band. Clatter and cackles assaulted his ears, and he looked at each of them, willing them to take their leave.

      His attention fell back to Astrid as he closed his eyes. He held her to his chest as it vibrated against hers with a low, growling hum. Awaken, Astrid. I will you to open your eyes.

      Her eyes slowly flickered to life, and he laid her on the cold stone of the curb. Her gaze landed on his face, but the rest of her body remained paralyzed.

      Luca grinned with joy. “A knife,” he yelled. “I need a blade!”

      A woman screamed, “You will not kill her! We won’t allow it.” Then they all ran at him, beating his back and shoulders. Some kicked at his legs, but failed to cause any damage, as his body was unyielding.

      “Women!” he shouted. “Time is wasting. Give me something with which to cut myself. I want to save Astrid from the venom.”

      The women stopped their attack, but remained immobile, either unwilling or too frightened to aid him. So Luca placed his forearm in his mouth and bit down, gnashing his teeth to break through the sinewy tissues of his muscular arm. He scowled, not from pain, but from a mysterious mix of desire and fear, until finally he punctured his own veins.

      To the shock of the women, he poured drops of thick blood, a syrupy blue liquid, onto Astrid’s lips.

      Astrid’s face shrunk back in disgust. Though she was weak, she tried to spit out the foreign substance.

      “No, Astrid,” whispered Luca. “Drink it. Just a few drops, it is the only antidote to the venom. You will be safe, I promise.”

      Astrid gazed into Luca’s eyes, and willingly choked back a few drops of his sticky blue blood. As soon as she was able to sit on her own, Luca leapt up from her side.

      “Take care of her,” he commanded.

      Grabbing an apron from one of the women, he ripped it into a tourniquet for his arm, and in a flash, darted off in the direction he’d last seen his brother.

      Though Luca had the powerful physical vision of prophetics, he reached for his goggles. Brass-plated over platinum, the lenses were coated with a blue film, which detected changes in molecular frequency. With them, Luca would find Draegan—even if he hid himself by changing his frequency.

      Cautiously, he removed a small ray gun from the folds of his robes and configured it to act as a tracking device to find his brother’s DNA. The ray gun also emitted a tranquilizing jolt—a stunning and disabling ray of paralysis.

      Luca bowed his head and made another strange humming sound, much like the drone of bees. At the same time, he flicked several droplets of blood from his slashed arm into the air. The blue blood hung for a moment, suspended immobile, floating and vibrating in rhythm with the hum.

      He stood still, watching as the drops slowly made their way to a small street on his left. He followed cautiously and silently, leaving no trace of his own scent or sound. From the corner of his eye, he saw the quick figure of a robed vampire gliding through the gates of the train station. Behind the figure were the droplets of blood. Luca held his breath, relieved they had found their closest genetic match.

      The train station was almost empty, and a large steam coach waited by the platform. As Luca maintained a safe distance between him and his brother, Draegan hopped onto the steam coach and climbed to the top.

      The coach whistled twice and started its way along the bumpy roadside. As it gathered speed, Luca ran, accelerating until he was able to reach the brass and wooden ladder on the right side of the carriage.

      “Draegan!” he yelled into the wind, alongside the steam vehicle.

      Draegan lurched over from the top of the coach, locks of his dark hair whipping around his face like serpents. Luca grabbed the brass siderail to pull himself up.

      “Go away, Luca,” Draegan yelled, his robes billowing behind him. “You are a worthless brother.” He pressed the heel of his black shoe against the fingers of Luca’s right hand, twisting back and forth across Luca’s knuckles.

      Luca kept steady and pulled out the ray gun with his left hand.

      “Fool!” yelled Draegan as he ducked to jump from the coach.

      But Luca’s accuracy and speed could not be foiled. The gun emitted its tranquilizing ray, grazing Draegan’s neck and temple. As Luca fell from the coach, Draegan disappeared into the cloak of night.
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      “Astrid, how many times have I warned you—no, instructed you—to not get involved in the slums of the East End? How many times?” Lord West’s voice boomed through the hospital’s sanitarium, even as Lady West’s fragile voice tried to shush him into lowering his decibel.

      Astrid’s sister, Miranda, sat by her side, eyes fixed upon the teeth marks dotting her neck.

      Her father’s portly chest rose in anger as he pointed toward her mother. “I won’t tolerate behavior of this sort,” he continued on his verbal rampage. “If word leaks out that Astrid is somehow involved with the prostitute and vampire murders, she will be ruined. We all will.”

      His choice of words bothered Astrid. “Father, they aren’t prostitutes.”

      “Don’t be naïve. Every victim of this rogue vampire has been a prostitute. For God’s sake, Astrid. People might think you have taken up the trade!”

      Astrid swayed, then fell back into her pillows. Her eyes filmed over and her vision tunneled into blackness—aware of those around her, but unable to speak or move.

      “Astrid,” Miranda cried. “Wake up!”

      “She needs her rest,” whispered her mother, as she smoothed Astrid’s fevered brow. “Stop upsetting her, dear husband, with your heinous outbursts. Today is not the time for your intemperance.”

      Astrid swam in and out of her mind’s darkness. Vivid images of a colorful and oversized butterfly, jetting over a garden, danced through her subconscious. The butterfly flew around her in circles as she walked down the streets of London. The day was bright and warm, illuminated by the sun and an unusual lack of fog and soot.

      The butterfly settled on an infant girl, wrapped in a blanket and laying on a step. The infant’s hair was a rich chocolate brown, curling around her ears. Her prismatic, gray eyes sparkled like two jewels. Astrid’s heart beat faster, as she was filled with a warm feeling.

      “Astrid!” Her father jogged her shoulders. His guttural shout filled the spaces in the room with discomfort. “Pay attention!”

      Her eyes opened slowly, eyelids fluttering and blinking furiously. Astrid saw her mother and sister on either side of her, while her father paced the room like a rabid madman.

      Her memory returned and her senses sharpened. “The vampire,” she gasped, her hand impulsively reaching for her neck.

      “Yes! The bloody vampire.” Her father’s resentment dripped from his eyes as he spat the words at her. “This is what happens to humans who are careless and overconfident.” The snarl in his voice shocked her.

      “Thank God she’s alive,” sobbed Miranda. “And not disemboweled on the streets.”

      “It’s a miracle.” Her mother’s hand still tightly clutched Astrid’s. She pulsed her grip painfully, not letting go.

      “You’re hurting me.” Astrid gently tried to pull her hand from her mother’s grasp, and that is when she saw the glare in her mother’s eye; she was as enraged as her father. She had no ally.

      “Lady Astrid, how are you healing?”

      Astrid’s eyes darted to the door as the familiar voice filled her ears. Luca stood in the doorway, his expression soft and worried.

      Lord West’s voice burst like a canon. “Vampire! Are you the reason for all this? Is this how you live your Vow of Peace?” He sputtered and spat as he spoke. “Do I even need to ask? You are all mutants, who should be destroyed. I pray for your extinction.”

      “Father, please. He’s the reason I am still alive.” Astrid’s words carried the weight of happiness, relief, and fear.

      “No. His mutant clan is the reason for your close encounter with a very gruesome death, or worse, a transformation into one of them.” Lord West’s eyes glowed with a perverse anger. “Leave this very instant, vampire. Leave my family alone forever.”

      Luca turned toward Astrid; the look on his face confirmed he felt the same warmth in his chest as she.

      Astrid smiled. He remained her ally.

      “Stay away from my daughter. You and the Society better remain far from her sight,” Lord West bellowed into the sanitarium’s corridor, shocking the doctors and patients.

      Luca nodded at Astrid, then departed without further response.

      “There was no need to speak to him in such a manner, Father. He saved my life, and we are working together. I am helping him to stop the vampire killer.”

      “You are helping him feed his brethren!”

      “I am helping reestablish the peace,” Astrid argued. “And as I’ve said, he saved my life. I would not be here, if not for him.”

      Miranda’s eyes widened with shock at her tone.

      “Saved your life? Indeed! He’s a blood-sucking vampire, a liar like the rest of them. He has more than likely manipulated your mind somehow. Perhaps lobotomized you into submission.” He paced the length of the room, muttering to himself. “It was only a matter of time before one would break the Vow of Peace.”

      Astrid turned away from her father, and remained silent.

      “I forbid you to associate with any of them, from this day forward. They are not our kind, Astrid. They think they are gods, but they are beasts!” Lord West’s salt and pepper whiskers trembled with rage.

      Astrid knew better than to argue with him any longer. Demurely, in an attitude more suited to her mother, she bowed her head in temporary submission.
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      Draegan felt the tranquilizing ray graze his temple. Jumping from the steam coach, he landed on the limb of an oak tree, mind buzzing from a low frequency of electric power. Luca will not enter my mind. Draegan had the power to seal his mind from telepathic vampires. But as the tranquilizer took effect, his defenses broke down, one by one.

      A piercing pain between his eyebrows flashed through his skull. Vulnerable, he looked for a place to hide. He ran through the underbrush, as white hot flashes of light blinded his eyes. Draegan began to hyperventilate and panic, forcing more blood into his brain, making it easier for Luca to gain access to his mind.

      Draegan’s feet stalled, tripping over one another, and his reflexes slowed. An empty train station stood one mile ahead. Running, then jogging, he felt as if his feet were in quicksand, as if he was fighting through gelatinous air. He closed his eyes in concentration. Keep going! 

      As he made it to the station, he could barely breathe. His lungs felt like they were squeezed inside a vice. He dragged himself forward and passed a room with a padlock. A quick plan entered his mind, but it would exhaust all of his energy to try.

      As a last resort, Draegan tumbled into the station house through its double wooden doors. He pulled himself along the floor to the corner of the room and nestled in the darkness. With his energy reserves exhausted, he felt his consciousness slipping from his hands like a fine, silken thread. He lowered his heart rate and forced his organs into a state of temporary hibernation, making him inaccessible to trackers.

      Hours passed.

      Exhausted, he sensed the presence of vampire trackers, and he forced himself to stay awake. He heard two of them outside the doors as they approached the room in which he hid.

      “What do you think the High Table will do to Draegan if he’s caught?”

      “You mean when he’s caught. We can’t fail in this task. Our coexistence with the humans depends on his capture.”

      “Yes,” said the first vampire. “It’s only a matter of time until we find him sprawled somewhere, tranquilized by the vampire venom.”

      So that’s what it is. A formula of plumeria mixed with human blood—a ration of two to one. The reactive mixture was lethal to vampires in high doses. In smaller quantities, as used in the ray gun, only temporary effects of paralysis and muteness were experienced.

      Draegan’s eyes involuntarily shut, and the rest of his body lay like a brick. The voices faded out of his earshot as the vampires slowly moved past the room. He could almost see them in his thoughts. Young, energetic, full of hope for the Society’s prospects, and brainwashed into believing that any other future was grim.

      The trackers passed his locked room as white, hot flashes continued to burn through Draegan’s brain. The tranquilizer had taken effect, and he could no longer fight it. He peacefully closed his eyes, slipping into a deep, serene slumber.
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          Spirits in the Material World

        

      

    

    
      Astrid lay between the silken sheets of her bed, dripping with feverish perspiration. Her visions continued, but their mood shifted. Unlike the first tranquil dreams, these images enveloped her in dark and somber lethargy. As she lay in restless sleep, heart racing, her arms yearned for the young infant girl, but the slippery claw of fear raged in her psyche as the child slipped from her reach.

      The infant’s face looked blue. Her icy gray eyes appeared disconnected from her soul, with large, dilated black pupils. She floated in a vast ocean, her tiny body swallowed by one mighty wave after another. Her mouth opened, silently crying in an attempt for air, but Astrid saw the water pouring into the baby’s mouth and nose. Crushing pain and fear enveloped Astrid. She screamed, but no sound followed.

      Astrid jumped in her sleep, grabbing the air, her stomach tight with anxiety. “Luca!” Her voice broke through the silence of the night.

      Miranda ran to her side as she sat up, gasping for breath. Holding her knees to her chest, Astrid wept silently, and her sister crawled in the bed with her.

      “Why are you having such dreams?” asked Miranda gently. “Is it the vampire venom?”

      “You must never tell father,” whispered Astrid between sobs. “But Luca made me drink some of his blood. It was bitter . . . thick and blue. It’s the only antidote for the venom.”

      “I will never speak of it, of course,” reassured Miranda. “But what does his blood have to do with the dreams?”

      “Luca is a prophetic vampire. I think his blood has given me visions, a power that runs through the helix of his DNA.”

      “Really?” asked Miranda with excitement. “What do you see? Will I be married soon? Will I be rich?”

      “I see nothing but a baby girl,” answered Astrid in a clipped tone. “All alone and in danger.”
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      The Office of the Society sat under a fog of nervous anticipation. Three of the High Table members stood against the wall, their arms outstretched to the side, their faces raised to the ceiling, performing a ritual. Mordecai had seen to it that the doors to the room had been locked and latched from the inside; barred from the outside too, as an extra precaution. No one but the Society’s highest officers were allowed to witness the following event.

      Three other members sat alongside Mordecai at the thick, wooden table—the most senior and revered of the clans. The three vampires against the wall held their eyes tightly shut. An old crone vampire tied blindfolds around the eyes of the prophetics. Zeppelins hovered along the outside perimeter of the Society’s walls, patrolling for the rogue vampire, so the crone closed the thick glass of the windows to drown out the sound of the midnight drill.

      Each of the three vampires hummed in a low monotone groan. Within each of their minds, they saw the same images—Draegan as he was born to Constance. Mordecai hummed his own tune, accessing their visions. They felt her hysteria build with each push as she delivered him to life. They saw Luca in the shadows of the room, unmoving as he looked upon his new brother.

      Time fast-forwarded in a spiral, and the prophetics shifted to another level of time. They saw Draegan attending school and learning his first lessons. Next time shift, they observed his adolescence and his odd personality growing darker and more disturbed.

      Draegan became cruel. The prophetics saw him overpower a weaker vampire in a classroom with mental force, squeezing his mind with powerful brainwaves. Next, he demanded sexual favors from a woman as she left the Society’s Blood Donation Center. Draegan manipulated her thoughts into acquiescence, then mounted her. His mouth gently nibbled her neck as she lay paralyzed underneath him.

      The vampires gasped in unison as they saw Draegan performing skillful lobotomies on women he had seduced and overpowered. His long finger would reach behind the socket of their right eye. They watched in silence, as he inserted a curved, brass needle with bristles on the end, gently brushing away the frontal lobe’s short-term memory.

      Mordecai was shaken. “We’ve seen enough debased behavior.”

      “But we’ve not yet seen what we are searching for,” answered the oldest prophetic. “We must continue.”

      The vampires hummed in deeper tones, harmonizing with each other. The sound echoed ominously in the room as another level of time shifted—present day.

      Each vision played behind them. Each of the killings, in bold color, splashed against the wall as if from a film projector. As the vampires of the High Table witnessed each atrocity, a montage of blood lust flashed before them.

      The women lay half-dressed. Draegan ripped away their corsets and overcoats, shredding the fabric from their bodies. The Society witnessed the puncture wounds. Two wounds, both clean and directed to the jugular, draining the women of life. The more the women struggled, the more frenzied he became.

      The crimes stirred each of the vampire’s natural desires, and several Society officials began to hyperventilate, growl, and claw at the air.

      Mordecai ran to the windows and pulled open the curtains. “Enough,” he said, breaking the spell of the visions. His vampires were stirred at the sight of female anatomy, human blood, and the hunt of the prey. “Remember your vow.”

      The old crone brought red wine to subdue the vampires’ lust. As they drank, they focused on the goal—forcing their way into Draegan’s mind.
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      Draegan woke up in the dark room. His head throbbed from the after effects of his brother’s tranquilizing ray gun. He tried to move his hands and legs, but they were motionless. It didn’t matter. He remained free and untouched by the long arm of the Society.

      “Draegan, you’d be wise to give yourself up.”

      The voice in his head surprised him. He knew better than to listen, because it was not the words of his own conscience or of a higher sentient being, but actually Mordecai, urging him to submit.

      “No. Absolutely not. Never!” Draegan shouted into the empty dark room.

      “You have no way out. You cannot outwit the High Table’s Prophetics.”

      “My powers are stronger than your weak little Table. You know that. You had me designed. Besides, you may find me,” laughed Draegan, “but I won’t surrender.”

      “You’ll be killed,” warned Mordecai. “Killed on sight.”

      “You’d never kill me. You need me.”

      “Yes, you are needed. And for that reason, I ask you to return to us safely and without incident.”

      The pain in Draegan’s head had sunk so deep, he felt his skull would shatter at any moment, and that his bones would shear back from his brain and rain in shards across the room. He refused to give into the paralysis. Closing his eyes, he emitted a low snarling hum, willing his legs to move. The muscles in his calves and thighs quivered as they obeyed. Unsteadily, Draegan rose from the floor of the tiny, dark room that had been his haven.

      He stumbled into the light of day, unable to walk straight, as his legs had not yet regained their strength and balance. As he grasped the stair rail to the train station platform, he began to glide. He closed his eyes and willed his body to levitate, his robes waving like a flag of defiance.

      As he decided to shed his robes, to deny the assigned wardrobe of the Society, a strange, bitter scent surrounded him in a hazy fog. A pungent odor of fresh garlic mixed with peat entered his nostrils. Draegan flinched, partly in disgust, partly in pain and fear; he knew what the odor meant. Capsules! Mordecai was sending capsules because he was too weak to catch him.

      Each capsule was a small, marble-sized projectile that consisted of behavior-enhancing or behavior-modifying substrates. The capsules were transported telepathically and would restructure the recipient’s manner of thought and action.

      Draegan had witnessed the powerful effects of the capsules when he was younger. As a small boy, filled with the energy and curiosity of any human child, he’d been galloping through the Society’s halls, playing hide and seek. It was then, in one of the side rooms, he’d stumbled into one of the first medical trials.

      In his memory, a tall vampire whose hair swept back from his high forehead, sat strapped in a chair in the middle of the room. He appeared desperate and unkempt, unlike the general population of vampires who kept themselves meticulously groomed.

      Draegan knew at first sight, he was no ordinary vampire; there was something very unusual and maybe extraordinary about him.

      “Mordecai,” the rough vampire’s voice was smooth and deep. “You know what you are doing is wrong. It’s unnatural.” His words sprouted from a conviction of right and wrong, rooted at the deepest part of the vampire’s psyche.

      “It is not I who has done wrong, Leander,” Mordecai responded. “It is you who has violated the code. It’s you who has violated natural law.”

      Draegan was quite familiar with Mordecai’s tone. That voice had soothed him in times of childish distress, and laughed with him in discovery and excitement. To hear Mordecai’s voice steeped in rage made him shiver as he hid. Draegan sunk deeper in the shadows, continuing to eavesdrop.

      “The law is not natural,” argued Leander.

      “To fall in love with a woman? A human woman?” Mordecai shouted. His thick voice carried through the empty hallway. “You have no control. You should never have followed your base emotions. Your actions are wrong and punishable.”

      The vampire sitting before the High Table darkened visibly with barely controlled anger. “All I did was seek happiness and peace. I hurt no one. I did not break the Vow of Peace.”

      “Yes, you did,” contradicted Mordecai. “No vampire may enter into the bond that unites him or her with another for life, commonly known as the bond of marriage, particularly with a human.”

      The defendant vampire laughed. “There is no reason for a life of celibacy. Even if it is a vow we take, we are all guilty of violating it. I merely ‘enhanced’ my human relations.”

      “You not only entered into a bond,” shouted Mordecai, “you entered into a vow of marriage. Vows that you cannot, as a vampire, possibly keep.”

      “I don’t see why I cannot keep my vow to her.”

      “Leander, you cannot live in her human house! If it were not for the Society’s timely interference, you would have proceeded to procreate or set up a family. Where would that lead? You cannot live amongst the humans. Your place is here, with the Society.”

      Leander laughed at Mordecai’s words. Draegan could see the red anger in Mordecai’s face and neck spread to his shaking hands and feet. It was then, seeing Leander’s resolve in the face of the High Table’s Inquisition, Draegan felt his first desire to defy power.

      “Set up a family?” Leander continued to laugh. “If that is how you refer to sexual intercourse, then I’m pleased to tell you we’ve already set up a family, many times, before your rats invaded our home.”

      “Enough!” shouted Mordecai.

      “No. I am not through. We procreate with the breeders, who are human women. And why? Because you destroyed our females.”

      Draegan saw the fire behind Mordecai’s eyes flicker. With one glance at the vampire guards by the door behind Leander, Mordecai set in motion an unseen force that lifted Leander’s arms, which had hung loose off the sides of the chair. Leander’s arms were forcibly compressed, as if by a massive change in air pressure, against the oak arms of the chair.

      Draegan curled into a fetal position, as something tore through the skin of the defiant vampire. Leander stared at his arms, aghast as small, root-like structures crawled from his flesh. The vampire screamed as he saw that they were his own veins tearing through his skin. He strained against the ties, but he could not budge. Urine ran down his legs as his veins wrapped around his limbs, further tying him in place. His skin peeled back from the bone as a strange smell filled the room.

      Leander’s shrieks turned to pleas to be let loose. “Free me, you sadist!” Blue, sticky blood oozed to the floor, coagulating in a gelatinous soup around his feet.

      Draegan felt a knot of fear clutch his throat, along with a stirring of desire to participate. He had never known Mordecai or any vampire to resort to such violence, and he was entranced by the power of those in control. The pain they administered inspired his imagination. 

      I want this power . . . this power to control . . . to punish the weak.

      Draegan smelled the garlic mixed with peat as the capsule had invaded Leander’s olfactory system. Within moments, the vampire became still, as if hypnotized. Images from his thoughts flew through the air, like a movie would be at a theatre.

      Stills of Leander with his human wife, laughing and embracing, covered the walls. Hand in hand, images of their love filled the room. Each image was a critical memory or event.

      Then Draegan watched as Mordecai selected memories to destroy. He walked along the projections, popping any image involving the human woman with his talon-like fingernail, as if it was a bubble in the air. The dust of the projections fell like glitter to the floor.

      “We must change all images of his past that led him to this woman,” charged Mordecai. “A crucial act, if we are to control the future.”

      After destroying Leander’s memories of his human wife, Mordecai emitted another low hum. The veins that had wrapped around Leander’s limbs retreated to their natural state, his skin unfolded back to place, and the ties binding Leander to the chair unraveled.

      A small suction device—a brass tube on wheels, with a clock timer—rolled into the room to sweep up the discarded memories that had fallen to the floor. When the vampires’ humming changed melodic keys, Leander stirred.

      “Mordecai, my friend,” he said, opening his eyes instantly. “What are we doing in this private library?”

      Draegan was shocked at his change of demeanor. Every molecule of Leander’s being now lay in submission. He behaved as a loyal member of the Society.

      “What happened to my robes?” Leander continued, looking at his human garb—a black suit with a white buttoned down coat.

      “You had mentioned a holiday . . . ” Mordecai suggested gently.

      “A holiday?” Leander laughed. “I don’t need a holiday. No one takes a holiday from the Society.”

      “Ah, Leander,” Mordecai continued, a strange look playing in his eyes. “A lady named Nicola came to the Society this morning. Do you know her?”

      A thick cloak of anticipation covered the room as they waited for Leander’s response.

      “Nicola? I don’t believe I know anyone by that name. Did she ask for me?” asked Leander.

      Mordecai maintained a straight face, but Draegan saw victory dancing in his eyes. Nicola was Leander’s human wife. The Society had erased her from his life. They had won. The capsules were a success.

      “No, she did not,” answered Mordecai. “She was wandering about like a mental patient. Typical human woman.” Mordecai sounded calm and compassionate, a strange juxtaposition to moments ago. “Unstable and clinging.”

      Draegan stood, enraptured. He knew vampires were powerful, but he was just beginning to understand how powerful. Most of all, he understood how much he wanted to possess this highest level of power and control.
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      Living his memories behind, Draegan picked up speed and hovered over the train station, moving in excess of twenty-five miles per hour, hoping to evade the capsules that had been sent after him. Visions of Leander’s transformation filled his mind as he made his way from one platform to another.

      Behind him, he heard the gentle buzz of a capsule as it flew invisibly toward him.

      “Give in,” he heard the voice inside his head resonate. “Accept surrender.”

      Draegan picked up speed, trying to outrun the voice as it chased him. “Go away. I have seen you use these capsules,” he hissed into the wind. “I will overpower the Society. I am stronger!”

      “You have seen nothing,” replied the voices of the High Table.

      “Go away!” Draegan yelled to the sky. “I know what you did to Leander. I will not suffer the same loss.”

      “Leander? Nothing happened to Leander,” spoke the voice.

      “Lies,” he hissed. “ I saw!”

      “Merely a figment of a childish dream . . . ”

      Draegan felt the wind rush through his clothes and hair. Self-doubt engulfed him. He reminded himself it was the Society taking over his mind. Ignore the doubts. You know the truth. But was it a dream? Could it have happened as he slept? No. He had been awake, had smelled the capsule. Hold onto the truth!

      “It was the day I scolded you,” Mordecai said in a soothing voice. “You were playing in the rain with your wooden cart. It crashed on the slippery pavement, and you came into my office, soaking wet. You fell asleep, crying. Capsules? You dreamt it all.”

      The voice sounded very convincing. Draegan remembered the rain and the wooden cart. His cart had crashed into the Headmaster’s house due to the wet slick roads. He remembered crying in Mordecai’s office. But maybe that was a planted memory? Be on your guard, believe nothing.

      Draegan stopped at the gate. “I will believe nothing I hear from you. Nothing. The Society is a ship of lies.”

      From behind the trees lining the iron gates, two shadowy vampires emerged. “Hello, Draegan.” Mordecai’s voice shattered the darkness.

      “Hello, Mordecai.” Draegan spoke as if it was quite natural to see Mordecai materialize as the day broke.

      “You are needed, my son. We need our boy genius back in the flock.”

      Draegan was unsure which sentence seemed stranger. Mordecai calling him his son in a fond manner, or openly insinuating he was needed? Was the Society in trouble? He felt an uncomfortable shiver on the back of his neck. He knew he must safeguard himself against something, so he slowly drew his retractable laser guns from his wrists.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you, my son,” said Mordecai as he walked cautiously toward Draegan. “You can trust me. I brought you into this world. I planned you, created you.”

      As Mordecai reached out, his eyes closed, and the sleeves of his robe stretched, as if to wrap Draegan within their folds.

      Draegan jumped before Mordecai could complete his embrace. Flying backward upon the roof of the station, he immediately crouched down and stretched out on the cold metal, feeling himself merge with the cold ceiling. Every cell of his body thinned, liquefying into the roof.

      In less than a second, Mordecai jumped to follow, merging his own essence into the metal after Draegan. Each was aware of the other, yet they both belonged to the same metallic sheet covering the ceiling. The unity enabled Mordecai to exert a different force on Draegan’s mind, trying to convince to give himself up. Draegan attempted to move away, stretching through the silvery tin roof, Mordecai following closely behind.

      When they reached the edge, Draegan leapt from the metal roof and hovered over the city. He was weakened from his bodily re-emergence from the metal, combined with the after effects of the tranquilizing ray.

      Turning windward, he tried floating. He looked back at the station house to see Mordecai, a weaker vampire, re-establishing his physical essence after leaving the metal. Draegan felt his own systems shutting down, as he drifted slowly toward the ground. 

      I will die before I give up. I will rule this world and all who remain in it. He closed his eyes and everything became dark and quiet. His body grew weaker as he descended, and just as he was about to hit the ground, he felt a sense of peace.

      “Will you help us?” It was the voice of Mordecai, again.

      “No.”

      “Think of all you have yet to do. You could take over the Society one day. But you must come back with me.”

      “Me? Not Luca?” Draegan challenged. But even in his weakened state, Draegan felt greed wrap itself around him.

      “You are ambitious,” Mordecai continued.

      Draegan opened his eyes as he lay on the ground, Mordecai kneeling beside him.

      “Ambition is good,” his mentor said. “Look at me. I head the High Table and both clans. They look up to me, and I keep the peace.”

      “Keeping the peace keeps you a prisoner of your desires. This peace is unnatural.”

      “Luca would bow to you,” appeased Mordecai. “Make your decision now, and live to see that day. Otherwise, you will perish a cold, deserted, nameless vampire.”

      Draegan’s mind spun. He knew his options were few in his weakened state. “I will return with you. I will obey you, in return for this place of power you have promised me.”

      Mordecai’s wrinkled countenance smiled as he picked Draegan up in his arms and blew gently across his face to fully revive him.

      Mordecai then placed Draegan on the ground, under a tree. He and the other vampire each took one of Draegan’s immobile hands in theirs. Mumbling in a low monotone groan, Mordecai raised his face to the sky. As his voice rose in decibel, a small tornado formed around Draegan. The tornado grew, expanding toward the clouds, forming a giant wall of dust and air that whirled around the three vampires.

      Mordecai’s voice rose with the tornado, becoming equal with its strength and force, until it broke into three smaller ones. Two balanced on either side of Draegan, while the third twisted into a small line of violent air, forcing itself between his parted lips.

      The force jolted Draegan, and his lungs expanded painfully. He let out a silent scream, and he rose slowly from the ground.

      The dual winds carried the vampires over the city. The airstreams died to a slow breeze as they approached the Society’s main offices.

      “He will remember nothing,” chanted Mordecai, blowing into Draegan’s face once again.

      Draegan looked at the serene, confident face of his leader and smiled. But I do. I will remember everything . . . foolish old man.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          The Birth of Death

        

      

    

    
      “How much longer?” begged the woman, shouting into the air. Her voice screeched through the halls, pleading to be answered. Yet, she lay alone, in and empty, gray room, away from civilization, behind a thicket of gardens that hid the smog-smeared windows.

      Her forehead dripped with the sweat of her labor, eyes wild with pain. Her fists clenched in controlled hysteria, as her naked abdomen rose and fell, contracting and pushing.

      “Hello? Is anyone there?” she cried.

      When there was no response, the woman pulled herself to a sitting position. Her stomach distended and twisted as she tried to stand. She pulled a blanket to cover her naked form, but the pains of labor threw her to the cold ground. She groaned like an animal as she crawled to the locked door. The pressure grew, and she tried not to push. Blood leaked from her body, welling around her ankles.

      She held her breath and bit into her lips. Grasping the rough wall, she pulled up into a standing position. Her belly contracted, and she slid back down. Trying again, she pulled over a carved, wooden priest’s chair, balancing on the red velvet of the seat to the open window. Another contraction. She bent and breathed through the agony. 

      “Stay where you are,” she commanded her child, as she slithered through a window, landing in the large bushes below. In her pain, she cared nothing for modesty. Her naked, rounded form ran through the garden gates of the old cemetery. Stay! She willed her unborn child with every ounce of strength. It is not safe for you.

      She curled upon the ground by the door of an old mausoleum. She pushed and breathed. Nothing. She moved to a squat, her knees bent as she balanced on her feet, staring into the dark sky. The sounds of wolves sung in the night. Her body, stained with sweat and blood, swayed as she pushed.

      Her back arched and her thighs quivered from strain. A slippery wetness oozed from her onto the dark earth floor, and she instinctively blocked the baby from exiting. Then nothing. Blackness covered her eyes and mind. Her body relaxed, she felt like a rubber band.

      “No,” she said, barely audible. “I will not give her up.” She closed her eyes and fell into a silent and dark world, her mind entering another realm of awareness.

      As she came to, a butterfly clung to the window of a strangely dim room. She did not know where she was; her body still heaved with late pregnancy, yet she felt nothing anymore.
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      “This could be the one,” whispered Mordecai from behind the blackened glass window. “The one to destroy our balance.” He looked at the belly of the woman. “Virginia?” he spoke through the intercom, his voice startling her.

      “Who are you?” she asked. “I am cold. I need to be covered.” She lay, unclothed upon a metal gurney, a white sheet beneath her. Along the walls of the room, microscopes and beakers lined the tables.

      “Did you not keep your medical appointment with the Society?” Mordecai demanded answers to how the pregnancy had developed, unnoticed by the High Table.

      “I don’t remember. You should know. It’s your Society!”

      He was beyond vexed. “Cover her foul human form, please.” He clicked off the overcom.

      Two vampire medics entered the dim chamber. One covered her with a thin white clinical sheet, and the other drew a blue curtain around her body.

      “That is better,” muttered Mordecai.

      “How did we miss her?” Castille, Mordecai’s assistant, worried. He paced behind the glass observation area. “This child is ready to be born. We may not be able to do anything.”

      “Virginia had no idea she was laden with a girl child,” said Draegan from underneath a spherical dome in the medical laboratory. “The sex chromosome virus accurately transmuted the XX to XY, but only in one child. Look again, Mordecai. Virginia is carrying twins.”

      Mordecai had brought Draegan to be detained as a special prisoner in the Society’s Genetics and Medical Research Lab. He’d installed an impenetrable, fifteen-by-fifteen foot glass dome, guarded by two of the fiercest and strongest of the old Phoenix clan. Mordecai had also installed, within the dome, a tranquilizing gas release valve. If ever necessary, a heavy concentration of etherized chloroform would subdue Draegan’s unsavory activity with a simple pull of a lever.

      “Call the crone,” Mordecai shouted. The old vampire woman, Draegan’s nursemaid, was a gifted midwife. “She will help us deliver the boy safely and dispose of the girl.”

      “You can’t dispose of the girl,” Castille objected. “The humans are becoming suspicious that no female vampires are being born of the breeders. It won’t be long until they suspect we are still experimenting with genetics and altering viral matter.”

      “We have to take that chance. What do you suggest? We welcome our destroyer into the Society with open arms?”

      “I must let you know, England’s leaders suspect we haven’t kept our vow to refrain from genetically modified science. Our own women have been rendered infertile. We use breeders who, over time, will dilute the purity of our DNA strands. And now, laying before us, we have a chance for a vampire daughter. A true vampire—one of us. One we can raise as we wish, who can be mated with the best of our clan, strengthening us.”

      The crone entered the room. “Hello, Mordecai,” she rasped. “You in a bit of a bind are you?”

      “Deliver to me the boy. Reject the girl.” Mordecai turned to enter the birthing room.

      “Sir!” yelled Castille.

      “Enough. Speak of it no more.”
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      The nursemaid walked behind the curtain, joining Mordecai. “Free her,” she said. “I can’t deliver a healthy boy if the mother can’t move. Release her.”

      Mordecai obeyed, and Virginia regained access to her bodily movements. As soon as she regained power and feeling, she screamed in pain.

      “Hush,” said the nursemaid. “I will do my best with you, but you must save your energy for the expulsion.”

      “Expulsion?” asked Virginia.

      “Delivery,” she answered.

      “You are a child snatcher! You will take my son from me, and kill my daughter!”

      “My name is Ivy.” She stepped between Virginia’s legs. “I am no murderer. Hush now.” She reached deep within Virginia’s body and cupped the head of one of the infants. “Push. Push quietly.”

      Within moments, an undersized boy was born.

      Draegan laughed from behind his glass prison. “Look at what you are breeding, Mordecai. Undernourished weaklings!”

      The small infant was whisked away to an incubating basinet. Its small, red hands were covered in miniature mittens to keep him from scratching his face as he whimpered quietly.

      Ivy put the scissors, bloodied from the umbilical cord, back on the metal side table. Once again, she reached into Virginia. “This one is breech,” said Ivy. “I will need to cut the mother.”

      “Don’t bother,” said Mordecai. “I am not interested in either one of them. Take her from here. Deliver her elsewhere, and remember what I said about the girl.”

      “Get rid of her?” she asked.

      “Precisely.”

      Ivy placed her hand on Virginia’s stomach as she wheeled her from the room. She swept back the damp curls from Virginia’s forehead.

      “How will you cut me?” Virginia grabbed Ivy’s hand. “Don’t hurt me or my daughter. Leave me, and I will deliver her myself.”

      “Hush. I lied to Mordecai. Your baby is not breech. I am taking you to the River Thames. Do not push!”

      “They will know you lied. They are prophetic! They will see your plan,” said Virginia.

      “They are also arrogant men,” she answered. “Not unlike your human men. It will not cross their minds that they could ever be outwitted by an old woman.”

      “What about my son?” pleaded Virginia.

      “I cannot help you there. He belongs to them.”

      “And my daughter?”

      “She belongs to me.”

      “What will happen at the river?”

      “You will be quiet, and you will find friends.”
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      Draegan had witnessed Mordecai’s vision of the female vampire who’d pour venom onto the Society. The girl, a toddler, had been sitting alone and unguarded by the River Thames. Her chestnut brown hair had been pulled under a bonnet, while her gray eyes had looked into the wake of the water. The girl then spoke outloud as she turned to the full moon. “I command the sun, the wind and the skies.”

      Mordecai came into the room, breaking Draegan of his thoughts. He was there to see the new vampire boy, gaunt and undernourished.

      “You want to know who the girl is, don’t you?” taunted Draegan.

      “I need you to make sure no more are born.”

      “You want me to murder them?” Draegan asked nonplussed.

      “I want you to make certain that the transformation from female to male in the womb is more effective! I can’t have errors.”

      “Perhaps, inoculating the breeders with a new retrovirus . . . Yes! A vaccine that rejects the X-carrying vampire seed.”

      “Make it happen, Draegan. And be swift.”

      “And in exchange?”

      “Freedom.”
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      Draegan witnessed the mutation as it destroyed the vampire X sex chromosome in the Petri dish. Inoculating the human women would be a risky and dangerous venture. It could take years to understand the side effects and adverse reactions. Then, as he injected the estrogen-X virus into the human ovaries, he witnessed a strange resulting molecular instability. The host ovary mutated, unexpectedly absorbing the compound.

      “Damn,” whispered Draegan. “Only the eggs should receive the mutation.”

      “What?” asked one of the guards.

      “The women’s cellular membranes are mutating, not just the DNA of their eggs.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Nothing. All is fine,” he answered. It means this retrovirus isn’t contained. It spreads. Yet, he wondered what it could imply, as he continued to inject each egg in the Petri dish with the retrovirus.

      “Is everything according to the design?” asked a research vampire sitting at the mainframe analog.

      “Yes, yes. Nevermind,” said Draegan. As long as it prevented female births, his freedom was secure. Mordecai can deal with the after effects.
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      Ten young women, all around the age of twenty, were brought in for the genetic trial. Draegan’s research team selected itinerant serving girls, unlikely to be missed in the event of possible failure.

      “We’re to be paid handsomely,” said Justine, the youngest of the group. “And I don’t even mind living here for nine months. It’s better than home.”

      “The beds are lovely,” added Karina, an effervescent chubby girl with a cheerful disposition. “And all we have to do is produce a vampire baby.” She giggled. “I hope we get to pick the father!” Both girls erupted in laughter, making crude motions with their hands.

      “You like vampires? I heard they aren’t allowed to touch you. That they can’t . . . ” Justine moved onto Karina’s bed and whispered in her ear. “I think they must just hand you their—”

      “Oh stop! What’s the fun in that?”

      “Maybe we are too seductive for them,” Justine joked. “We are the chosen vampire temptresses.” Again, they erupted in peals of laughter.

      Draegan watched the girls with mild disgust; their simple minds repulsed him. But Karina, the larger girl, made him stir in a strange, yet familiar way. Fortunately for her, he remained locked inside the glass sphere prison.

      Working night and day to perfect the concentration and delivery, Draegan had chosen a blood borne delivery system because of its instant absorption into the blood stream. Blood. The thought of entering Karina’s blood rich veins, even through the proxy of a needle, aroused him.

      He watched Karina lustfully each day when she came to the clinic for food and measurements. The medical staff wanted to ensure the subjects were not too fat, or too lean. Karina would glance over to Draegan, trapped under his glass dome, flattered at his obvious desire. He would sit, leaning far back in his chair, and stare back at her, fixated on what he’d do to her body if ever he had the chance.
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      Draegan could hear the messenger vampire talking to Justine and Karina just outside the door.

      “You are invited into the treatment laboratory after you dress. Today begins your efforts,” the messenger mused in a high-pitched, officious manner.

      “They aren’t going to suck our blood out, are they?” joked Justine as they made their way nearer.

      “You will merely receive a small prick, inserting the medication into your arms, in order to prepare your bodies for fertilization.”

      “Nobody told me about a needle going in me!” objected Karina. “I don’t like to be stabbed.”

      The messenger opened the door to the treatment lab, where Draegan was housed in his confinement.

      “Silly girl,” Draegan said. “It is a subcutaneous injection. You will feel nothing. Besides, I am an expert with veins and the administration of medications.”

      “How did you hear her?” asked Justine. “We were outside the iron door.”

      “I can read your thoughts . . . most of the time.” He looked at Karina, who flushed with warmth, as her thoughts regarding Draegan had been less than pure.

      “What will this stabbing needle do? I only agreed to carry a baby. I understood that to be the only requirement.”

      “This vaccine is merely to ensure the health and vitality of your baby.”

      “I don’t know.” Karina looked disappointed and nervous.

      “I will administer it to you myself,” said Draegan.

      “That is out of the question,” said the small messenger with unusual nostrils, pointed and slim. “The medics will be administering the medication.”

      Draegan whispered through a series of tiny holes in the glass to his guards. “This stupid cow trusts only me. She will back out of the trial if I don’t inject her personally. Do you want to tell Mordecai one of his subjects dropped out? And that you, along with your small-minded, obedient brain, are to blame?”

      The guards exchanged glances and nodded. “She can enter. But you cannot exit.”

      “Agreed,” said Draegan.

      Karina shuffled to the dome. The guards quickly pushed her in and slammed the door with a crash. Her eyes widened as she was locked inside, alone with Draegan.

      “What do I do?” she stammered. “Shall I wait here, by the door?”

      “Just sit, be still,” he answered as he directed her to come toward his table. The cold glass dome warmed with her human presence, and the wall fogged behind her.

      He looked at each of her arms, stroking the insides to feel for good veins. His heart raced and his mouth watered. She smelled so fresh, like damp soil, rich with nutrients. He traced a vein on her inner left forearm, licking his lip as he felt the heat radiating from her neck. Her pulse quickened in her throat as he quietly moaned.

      “Careful, Draegan,” warned the messenger. “Step back.”

      “That tickles.” Karina smiled, ignoring the messenger.

      “You have the most lovely veins,” Draegan flattered.

      She instinctively pulled away, her answer coming out as a whisper. “Thank you.”

      He moved closer to her, his hands grasping each of her elbows. “Relax,” he soothed. “I promise, you will feel nothing and no harm will come to you.”

      She nodded and offered him her arms without resistance. He pulled down his goggles from his forehead and held her arm up to a small probe of light attached to the right lens. She had a rich, creamy smell, and he felt his mouth water once more. Swallowing back his desire, he swabbed her arm and reached for the syringe.

      “Don’t move, it will pinch for only a moment,” Draegan purred.

      Karina held her breath as the syringe entered her arm. Draegan slowly pushed the contents in further.

      “Ouch. It burns,” she said.

      “Almost done. Lovely job.” He emptied the contents and pulled back on the needle. The retraction pulled some of her blood back into the syringe, refilling it with crimson. Eagerly, he shoved the needle in the pocket of his robe. “See? There was nothing to fear. You may go, Karina.”

      Karina smiled and stumbled as she stood. She reached for the glass walls for balance, her legs wobbling beneath her. “I’m all right,” she said to no one in particular.

      “Thank you, you are most beautiful,” Draegan whispered into her ear as she leaned upon him.

      The guards opened the door enough for Karina to exit, and the shrunken messenger escorted her to the hallway. “Return to your room to rest. You’ve had too much excitement. We will bring you some refreshment.”

      “Now that you’ve seen how easy it is, you will be at ease with the medics administering your shot,” he addressed Justine with a nod, then turned to his guards. “Please lower the lights. I need to rest a bit.”

      As his sphere dimmed, he pulled the golden velvet curtain around his cot and fingered the syringe of Karina’s blood in his pocket. He looked toward the ceiling as the cut-glass dome cast jagged shadows through the light. He felt as if he were trapped inside a diamond. He closed his eyes and rolled the blood-filled syringe between his fingers—his mouth watering.

      Reclining on his narrow cot, he let his robes fall to the floor. The syringe was tucked in his palm, enticing him. His body pounded with desire; if only he could suck the blood from her body directly, he would be fully sated.

      Draegan smelled the heavy iron content and still felt the warmth of Karina’s body in the syringe. He placed the needle in his mouth. Slowly, he pushed on the syringe. Drop by drop, Karina’s warm blood filled his mouth and trickled down the back of his throat as he closed his eyes in elation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          Storm in a Teacup

        

      

    

    
      “We must leave now,” insisted Ivy. “I must get you back to the Society before morning.” Her skirts snagged on the small bushes and trailed in the mud along the river. She pulled Virginia behind her, away from the boathouse.

      “Please, Ivy, I beg of you. May I stay?”

      “No,” replied Ivy with a heavy voice. “If you do not return, Mordecai will look for you, and then he will find your daughter. That would be the child’s death sentence. And mine.”

      “Won’t he look for her anyway?”

      “No. Not if you find the strength to deny her. Only by denying her, can you save her.”

      “What do I say happened to her?”

      “You say nothing. Mordecai trusts me. He will believe I disposed of your daughter. I have always been obedient to the Society.”

      “Why are you doing this? Please, just leave me here. I will disappear with her.”

      “Don’t be a fool. Disappearing is impossible. You would be found.”

      “No. I would go far away. Another country,” she pleaded irrationally.

      “Your daughter is dead to you. You must believe that.”

      Virginia’s hair swirled around in a mess of tangles and disarray as she reached for Ivy’s hand. “I can barely walk. I’m exhausted. Just leave me here.”

      Ivy pulled Virginia up, her hands around her collar. “Listen to me. If you give up, your daughter is as good as dead. We all are as good as dead. Gather your wits! You were strong enough to be selected as a breeder, and you are strong enough to save your daughter.”

      The human wiped her tears, leaving muddy smudge marks under her eyes. “Why are you even helping me?”

      “By helping you, I help all women. The time has come for change. The Society cannot continue as it is. Our women are barren, and no new females are born to replace us. We are genetically erased! Your daughter must not be found yet. She must live to fight.”

      Ivy and Virginia walked along the River Thames as the sun began to rise.

      “You can walk in the sun?” asked Virginia. “I thought you would come to harm in direct sunlight.”

      “No longer true. The genetics laboratory spliced a dermatological mutation into the strands of our DNA, allowing us to walk outside in the daylight. The project was a success, except for one irreversible side effect. All vampire women became sterile.”

      They slipped along the bank of the river, the fetid smell along the shoreline hung in the damp fog. It did not require much knowledge of chemistry to analyze the contents of the river. A glance of the eye would see that the Thames held copious amounts of dead canine, dead feline, and other animal matter, mixed together with a strong infusion of cabbage-leaves and miscellaneous vegetable refuse and sewage.

      “What will become of my daughter?” the woman covered her nose and mouth.

      “I don’t know. But if the prophetics are correct, she represents a change of power. For now, you must believe she is dead. Dead. Do you understand?” Ivy turned and grabbed Virginia’s hands. “I don’t say it will be easy, but it is the only way.”

      “Dead,” repeated Virginia. “Yes, my daughter is dead.”
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      It took all of Mordecai’s energy and power to tame Karina as she woke from another fitful night’s sleep. Her body rose in an ocean of energy, her mind filled with madness.

      Karina’s abdomen, which had held a healthy, male vampire fetus for five months, had now deflated like a popped balloon. Her skin hung limply in layers as she bellowed and screeched, hanging in midair, where Mordecai telekinetically held her in place. She clawed at the air and hissed with insanity as her mouthed frothed. Mordecai knew he must hold her in place, for her growing madness increased her strength.

      Breathing deeply, he entered her mind as he hummed in a low, imperceptible tone. In a bid to seek her thoughts, swirling patterns of vengeance circled him as he entered. Red tides of anger lashed at the walls of her mind like a choppy ocean. The colors of her thoughts were green and yellow, and smelled of putrefaction. Madness. At every turn, madness.

      Mordecai turned his thoughts and mind to Draegan—the strange rogue locked in his glass dome. The powerful vampire paced the length of his dome, hunched over in his own form of repetitive madness. Hihands reached in and out of his pockets, compulsively, as if picking imaginary threads. His mouth moved, but his words were silent.

      Distracted by Draegan’s movements, the hold on Karina weakened, and her rage increased ten-fold. Under her own power, she fled from the room.

      “Karina!” shouted Mordecai.

      She ran toward the laboratory, faster than any human woman he had ever seen, and with her full force, she smashed into Draegan’s glass prison. Her body sunk to the floor, limp as a rag doll. Her bones had snapped, sounding like sparks popping from a fire. Her head had cracked, smearing streaks of blood down the glass. A tidal wave of blood oozed around her outline on the hard parquet.

      Slowly, the crimson flow found its way to Draegan underneath the glass wall.

      Mordecai watched in shock as Draegan bent down and swept his hand through the puddle, then licked each of his fingers with prolonged and rapturous delight. His tongue stroked the flesh between each digit and dug underneath his talon-like fingernails. Karina’s blood continued to coagulate around her, glistening on the white floor like rubies on ice.

      “Get rid of her,” commanded Mordecai, and the guards sprung into action, picking up Karina’s limp body. “Do not drink from her. Her insanity may have nested in her blood.”
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      Mordecai paced up and down his office in a fit of anxious concern. “Ten women. All insane. Ten infants. All stillborn.” His voice bellowed through the room, shaking the portraits along the walls.

      The High Table understood the implications—genetic engineering had failed again.

      “Every subject in the trial? All ten?” asked Castille.

      “Indeed. Every one.”

      “Perhaps they were exposed to some other carcinogen, something outside of the Society’s control?”

      “Unlikely, Castille. The common denominator between all the subjects is Draegan’s vaccine for chromosomal alteration, extrogenX. And it’s a retrovirus.”

      “Viral? Do you mean contagious?”

      The room fell silent. Mordecai was rarely uncontrolled with his anger. “I do. And if that’s the case, we have inadvertently infected the general population, by releasing these women to their homes. They are spreading their virus, polluting the streets with their insanity!”

      “We should perhaps not have sent them back so quickly after their delivery. But maybe their madness stems from the loss of their child,” added Castille.

      “It is more than post-partum distress, Castille! Look at the facts. Draegan’s vaccine must cause mental instability. Probably from the unnatural manipulation of the fetal hormones and absorption into the brain.”

      “What are we to do about Draegan? Obviously, he is no longer stable,” added Castille.

      Mordecai sat silently as his mind hovered over the contents of Draegan’s mind. He knew something was amiss. He had scanned every one of Draegan’s thoughts in the past month, and had seen every dream; all he could view was swirls of madness and impulsive energies. But where and what the energy was, try as he might, Mordecai could not see it or feel it.

      A barrier to reasonable thought existed in Draegan’s mind, and Mordecai could not push past the superficial layers of his thoughts. He could not peek into the deep recesses to see what had taken over Draegan, for there was no doubt that the vampire had changed.

      A flash flew through Mordecai’s mind. Draegan, standing under the glass dome, his fingers covered in Karina’s blood, licking them hungrily. 

      Dear God, Draegan is infected too.
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      The evenings in the genetics laboratory were cold and empty. The old building lay deserted and forlorn with inactivity. Draegan sat on his cot, staring at the glass Karina had rammed her body into. A few thin, spider-webbed marks now made their way across the glass, about an inch in circumference. 

      Following the individual cracks with his eyes, he remembered his encounter with Astrid, and he could almost recollect the taste of her blood on his tongue. He felt her skin break under his teeth and the warm gush of human blood entering his mouth. He heard his brother’s voice echoing through the alley, desperate and pained, calling out to Astrid.

      After sifting through the memory, he realized two things. One, his brother was in love with Astrid, which was an unspeakable abomination. Two, Draegan’s greatest desire was to hunt down and destroy this human woman.
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      Luca stood, attacked by Draegan’s lurid accusations.

      “You are a whore-monger,” hissed Draegan.

      “I came to visit you, as a courtesy to our familial bond.” Luca’s body filled with anger. “I did not come to be insulted by a detainee of the Society.”

      Mordecai had asked Luca to visit his brother, hoping Luca could ascertain any helpful information regarding the infected women from the genetic trials.

      “It is better to kill the whores than to fall in love with them,” Draegan sneered, his hollowed face twisted into a grimace. He stared at Luca, daring him to deny his words. “Tell me,” he continued, pushing his dark hair from his eyes, “how does it feel to love a woman? How can you not consume her?”

      “You know nothing, Draegan.” Luca turned to leave. “Certainly nothing about women.”

      “Really, brother?” Draegan hung from the inside of his glass like a bat. “Is my knowledge of any concern? No. The real concern is Mordecai’s knowledge. Am I right, dear brother?”

      Luca felt the inside muscles of his chest tighten. His breathing quickened, knowing Draegan had him cornered. “What is it that you want? Just spit it out!” His words were an order, a plea to be understood and left alone. As he stood, waiting for his brother’s answer, he felt his heartbeat careen throughout his body, every muscle twitching with anger.

      Draegan jumped back from the glass wall and like a flash of lightning, using all the force his body possessed, he pounced upon the glass wall. He banged his head twice against the glass, in the exact place each time.

      “I know how to get what I want. And no one can stop me,” he whispered. Thick, blue drops of his blood stuck to the glass and matted his hair. In a final crash, glass shattered and shards flew throughout the room.

      Luca closed his eyes for a second, covering them from the glass. When he opened them again, Draegan was nowhere to be seen.
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      Luca waited outside Astrid’s window like a sentry, perched on her ledge. Astrid was asleep, tossing in her bed. Her dreams of the infant girl and butterfly had continued, almost nightly. He had learned her quiet sounds of distress, and peeked in on her. This time, he saw her clawing at her sheets, shaking her head back and forth, and breathing in quick spurts. Pulling her window open, he sat next to her, resting his head next to hers.

      Her warmth and scent filled him as he took her hand. Closing his eyes, he emited a low, almost imperceptible moan. His hand vibrated as it held hers, until his visibly absorbed hers. Luca summoned his strength in a meditative hum, willing Astrid’s anxiety to diminish, pulling it from her and into him.

      Still, she woke, starting in fear. However, within minutes, she was calm and quieted. She did not know that her calmness was due to the loyal creature guarding her through the day and night. Luca was ever constant.
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      I’ll never know what got Coco. Something nasty, with sharp teeth, and a mouth the size of a watermelon split sideways. At least, that’s what it looked like when I found her.

      My grandmother’s terrier lay three feet from the edge of the city parking lot, motionless, concealed almost entirely by bushes. If I hadn’t looked in this direction when I got out of my car, I’d have never have seen her, but something made me turn, a flicker of malevolent energy at my back, running its bony finger lightly down my spine.

      I hovered atop one of those long, cement block things they put in parking spaces to stop you from driving any farther forward, gazing down at her body. My throat felt swollen inside like I was going into anaphylactic shock and couldn’t breathe. I wanted to call Coco’s name, wake her up, but I knew it was useless. She was gone and had been for hours, probably since the night before.

      My feet curled around the edge of the narrow slab of cement in their thin, rubber-soled sneakers, clinging hard as I rocked gently in distress. Wearing my favorite hoodie, skirt, and leggings, all black, I have no doubt I looked like a spastic vulture with PTSD ready to fall off its perch.

      “Isn’t that your grandmother’s dog?” a voice asked.

      My face shot up at the sound and I finally dropped off the block, feet slapping the asphalt. Pluto stood next to me, so close it showed how out of it I was not to have heard him walk up.

      “It was,” I said.

      I’ve known Pluto since the 3rd grade, when his family moved to town and bought the Greely Mansion, a pigeon gray Victorian with gingerbread trim hanging all over it, and a first floor that didn’t look strong enough to hold up two more stories, not to mention the fourth-story towers.

      Pluto crouched down, examining the largest of the bite wounds on poor Coco’s body. Even in a squat, his blonde head almost came up to the level of my chest. I’d never seen him bare-chested, but from the way his shoulders and chest filled his shirts I imagined he resembled one of those fitness equipment guys who spend an entire 30-minute infomercial, arms and legs pumping away on the Glute Blaster 5000, or whatever. His perfectly muscled chest would be slicked with baby oil—what was with that anyway? you needed to be oiled to work out?—and he’d never get winded no matter how long he rode his glorified stair stepper into the wee hours of the night.

      In fact, if it weren’t for the deformed right brow he could have been a model. Still could, if you Photoshopped that away. He was Scandinavian, with resigned features that said he could take up permanent residence in an ice hotel, two hundred miles north of Oslo in the dead of winter, and not shiver once.

      Pluto wasn’t his real name, obviously. No one would name their kid that. It’s a nickname I gave him in junior year of high school. Pluto for plutocrat, a person with so much power either through money or politics or both, that they were royalty in a society that didn’t have royals. Being a poor person, who’s worked a crap job for a crap boss since I was sixteen, I don’t like rich people, and his family is filthy with the stuff. I have also never liked that he’s smarter than me. I don’t like anyone who is smarter than me. After I came up with the nickname I decided to keep it because it fit who he was, a Richie Rich, but back then the word plutocrat showed him, I thought, that I wasn’t some dumb local girl. Just because you’re poor doesn’t mean you’re stupid. I hadn’t called Pluto by his real name since.

      Following that brief glance to acknowledge his presence, my gaze was pulled back to Coco with the force of a tractor beam.

      “Bear, probably,” I said, putting forth a theory.

      Anyone with a half a brain cell could see a bear hadn’t done this. Not even a grizzly could have made those marks. We don’t have grizzlies around here since this is, you know, California and all our grizzlies went extinct about a hundred years ago. I was in standard operating, don’t-let-them-think-you’re-a-freak mode, however, and suggesting it was a bear was what I thought a normal person would say.

      Pluto gave me a skeptical look. I couldn’t tell if the skepticism was directed at my comment specifically or me in general.

      “Or a great white,” I said.

      I was unable to keep the angry sarcasm out of my voice. Coco hadn't gone easily. I could see it. He could see it.

      “We’re at least a mile in from the beach,” he said in response to my great white comment. Was he really taking my suggestion seriously?

      “It’s called hyperbole,” I said.

      “Besides,” he continued, ignoring me. “The curve is too flat.”

      “What?”

      “The curve of the jaw is too flat for a shark.”

      In reality, I knew it was neither a bear, nor the rare, improbable land shark, but something much, much worse.

      “You didn’t think I believed a great white ate my grandma’s dog, did you?”

      “With you, Saige, it’s hard to be sure.”

      I hesitated, not sure what to do.

      “Pluto, I don’t know–”

      “Saige!” My name was shouted from across the street and half a block away.

      I turned and looked over my shoulder at the person who’d called out. My boss, Andrea. I wasn’t late yet for work, having pulled into the parking lot a full eighteen minutes ahead of my shift, but you wouldn’t know that from Andrea. She stood out front of Scented Miracles, holding the front door wide open as she gestured manically. Working for Andrea, all I can say was the struggle was real. The woman thought she owned me, and I should gratefully dedicate my entire life to her store that sold handmade aromatherapy candles. They were her candles, not mine, her store, not mine. I was a minimum wage slave and didn’t have a piece of it. Yet, incredibly, she couldn’t understand why I didn’t want to live her dream 24 hours a day. Just let me freakin’ come to work and do my job and leave me alone when I’m not there.

      “Saige!” she cried out again. “I need you.”

      I wasn’t in the mood for a shouted conversation and dug into my pocket for my cell. Holding it up so she could see, I pointed at it, and then lowered it and texted her.

      g-moms dog attacked

      Instead of texting me back, the phone screeched out the ringtone I’d assigned to Andrea, the sound of a car crashing over and over again.

      I groaned. I should have known texting back would be too much to ask.

      “What are you doing standing there?” Andrea said as soon as I answered. “Why aren’t you in here, clocking in? We’re swamped. I need you at the register now.”

      For Andrea, swamped meant there were more than two customers in the store at the same time.

      “I told you,” I said. “It’s Coco, my grandmother’s dog. She’s been attacked. I just found her.”

      “Is she alive?”

      “Um, no.” That ugly feeling, the one that had me rocking to myself earlier, raked its claws through my insides. This was more than a tragedy. What had happened to the dog was fundamentally off. My senses cringed at the wrongness of it.

      “You don’t need to take her to the vet?” Andrea said.

      “No. It’s too late. But–”

      “Then isn’t this something you can handle after work?”

      I lowered the phone from my ear and looked at her. Hopefully, she was far enough away she couldn't read the expression in my eyes or more importantly fear it. I knew the freak side of my nature peeked out from behind the mask I habitually lived behind, ready to go to war over Andrea’s callousness. I shook my head at her, ended the call and then turned away.

      I half-expected her to cross the street and rush up behind me, demanding I get inside now, and get to work now, but instead her spike heels clicked sharply on the sidewalk, stomping back into Scented Miracles. The string of bells on the shop door jangled as it shut.

      My attention returned to Coco and what I’d been about to say when Andrea had interrupted.

      “I don’t know what to do,” I told Pluto.

      What a pathetic thing to say. The dog had died defending itself from an impossible being with a cruel appetite, and I couldn’t manage something as simple as transporting her body home?

      “Wait here,” he said.

      He headed to his car, a gleaming silver luxury SUV, popped the back hatch and returned a minute later with a blanket. Gently, he gathered up the dog’s slack body and wrapped it in the blanket, carrying the bundle to his car. I followed in his wake, unable apparently, to think independently.

      “Let’s go see your grandmother,” Pluto said. “Leave your car here. We can pick it up later.”

      On the ride home, I thought about Coco and the huge mistake I’d made that could have saved her life. The night before, after work, my headlights had picked out a dog trotting along the side of the road. I was driving fast and only got a brief glimpse, but I thought it looked like Coco. Except, I'd remembered her lying by the wood stove in the kitchen when I'd left for Scented Miracles at one in the afternoon. She was a medium-sized dog and I couldn’t see her covering eleven miles in so short a time.

      It must be someone else’s dog, I’d thought.

      It seemed logical that since my grandmother had gotten the terrier here in Lost Cliff as a puppy, that puppy had come from a litter, and some of Coco’s siblings had also grown up in the area. Why hadn’t I stopped and tried calling her name, just to be sure? Why had I zoomed along, not even slowing? I blamed myself.

      Of course, other questions needed answers. Why couldn’t my grandmother be bothered to keep track of her dog? She’d often let Coco out and forget about her for hours at a time. True, the terrier had never wandered far before now, content to lay on the porch while being neglected by her owner, but still, grandma should have known Coco getting lost was a real possibility. When the dog hadn’t come in the night before, why hadn’t my grandmother asked me for help? I would have hopped in the car immediately and whipped around the neighborhood searching. Had Lida not noticed her pet was missing?

      The bigger, more terrifying question was what had hurt Coco like that? What did it look like? Sound like? Move like? Nothing natural, that much I knew. Plus, it had killed but not eaten. Why? I hoped it wasn’t because the thing enjoyed doing it. Worse, I couldn’t begin to predict what it would do next.

      I’d known something was wrong in Lost Cliff for months. I could feel the darkness seeping up from the beach and out of the storm drains, its clammy tentacles snaking through the redwoods that ringed our North Coast town, a poisonous fog that could burn lips and scar souls. In December, at least twenty seagulls took up residence in the rafters of the town bandstand for three days, only they weren’t normal seagulls. Each bird sported a tiny cluster of bright red feathers that I swear looked like someone had used it for a voodoo doll, sticking a long needle in the center of its breast and drawing blood. Seagulls with red feathers? No one had ever heard of it.

      In January, a child playing in the tide pools discovered a human toe tangled in a sea anemone. The little boy had been attracted to the gold ring on the toe that flashed in the water. It turned out the body part came from a woman who had drowned with six others when their boat overturned 30 miles north of us. Nothing else about her was missing. Marine scientists gave the odds of this tiny piece of her being discovered at all, let alone where it was found, as astronomical. Both the birds and the body part were bad omens, I could tell you that, but portending what?

      Now, here we were in February, and I could feel that thing out there, lurking, stalking us, ready to make a hellacious mess of our lives. I had to do something.

      For now, though, I had my grandmother to comfort.

      Pluto turned off the highway and pulled the sleek SUV into my driveway. He turned off the engine, got out, and quietly went to retrieve Coco from the back.

      My grandmother and I lived on the poor side of town, really several miles beyond that, deep in the gloom of the redwoods. It was a beautiful gloom, but still gloom, especially depressing in the winter. The closer you were to the beach, the richer you tended to be. The poorer you were, the farther inland you got stuck, living in continual shadow.

      Our family home was a dilapidated version of the Greely Mansion, or a house close enough to be its ready-for-the-wrecking ball twin. Where the gray paint at Pluto's house was ever-fresh, thanks to regular maintenance, ours peeled and flaked with multi-colored layers stretching back to the 1800s. Mostly it was yellow, sort of a dull sunflower, a color my mother once insisted showed the sun was doing its best to shine on our lives, even though we got less than an hour of the stuff per day.

      Grandma Lida came out onto the wraparound porch as we walked up to the base of the front steps with Coco. She’d left her walker inside and her shimmering white hair cascaded around her shoulders. Lida appeared decades younger than her years, not in the scary, plastic surgery way that actresses in their 80s employ to horrifying effect, but not in the natural sense either. This was magic, trumped up and applied with a heavy hand, makeup troweled on before a performance. I surmised the heavy hand was in Pluto’s honor.

      For a split second it was as if I didn’t really live there. I felt like a stranger, or perhaps a distant neighbor coming to deliver grim news. That’s the way Lida looked at me, too. Like I didn’t belong and had never grown up in this house with her, or with my mom before her death. It was surreal and I wanted to cry.

      “Mrs. Fairwell,” Pluto greeted her. He cradled the bundle reverently in his arms.

      “Mr. Danielsen,” Lida said. My grandmother had known Pluto as long as I had but started calling him by his last name when he'd turned eighteen two years ago.

      “It’s Coco,” I told her.

      “Yes,” Lida said. “I can see.”

      Since the dog’s body was totally concealed by the blanket, I didn’t know how she could, but she was a witch like my mother and me.

      “Hit by a car?” Lida asked. You could tell in her voice, however, that she didn’t believe this. She knew something else had happened.

      “No,” Pluto said.

      “I’m sorry, grandma,” I said. It was then, when my gaze strayed to the carefully wrapped burden in Pluto's arms, that I started to lose it. She might not have been my dog, but she'd been there since I was eight, a sweet girl, just as much a part of my life as my grandmother's.

      Lida glared down at me from the top of the steps, snapping me out of any possible hysterics. Our relationship had been problematic for some time. Still, from her expression, you'd think she blamed me personally. Did she know I’d seen Coco on the highway and not stopped?

      “Thank you for bringing her home, Mr. Danielsen.”

      “You’re welcome, ma’am,” Pluto said.

      And like that, my grandmother turned and walked back into the house, the screen door with its elaborate wood scrollwork banging closed after her. It was the second time in the space of an hour someone had metaphorically slammed a door in my face.

      Pluto heaved an uncharacteristically heavy sigh.

      “I think we should bury her,” I said.

      “Of course,” he said.

      I picked the prettiest spot I could find in the yard, beneath the largest of the redwoods. It was an old-growth tree having miraculously escaped being cut down in the 19th century with so much of the forest around here. Because redwoods grow slowly, I wasn’t worried about the dog’s bones being pushed up out of the earth by one of the tree’s roots anytime soon.

      I wanted to say a spell of protection over her grave so the thing that had slaughtered her couldn’t come back for a second bite, but with Pluto there, I couldn’t chance it. He didn’t know about me. No one in town did, to my everlasting relief. High school had been hell enough without that little tidbit as ammo for our school’s resident bullies. Looks-wise, I’m ready-made Goth, not that I make any attempt at it. My body is slight and more than a little gangly, my complexion the pale white of a calla lily, my hair black, straight, and too fine. I don’t wear a lot of makeup, but my green eyes and lashes are so dark sometimes people assume I do. When I first went to work for Andrea, she asked me to stop “caking on the eyeliner and take out those colored contacts, for Christ’s sake.” I had to tell her that’s the way I came. “Uh-huh,” she’d said, “well just make sure you keep your tattoos covered and no piercings visible while you’re on the clock.”

      I don’t have tats and nothing’s pierced, not even my ears, my body automatically rejects both—tattoos slough off, holes close up—but trust Andrea not to notice before opening her mouth.

      I’d hidden who I was while at Lost Cliff High, letting people think what they wanted about my appearance. Now that I was an adult townie, the last thing I needed were whispers behind my back chanting witch, witch, witch. Or even kill the witch, whenever the rowdiest of our fine citizens got riled up after being tossed out of The Happy Alchy at 2 am on a Saturday night.

      Did I worry Pluto might throw a can of gas and a lit match on the rumor mill if he saw me spelling poor Coco’s grave? Honestly, I didn’t know him that well. I may have traded verbal jabs at him during junior and senior years, but after graduation, I hadn't seen that much of him. Until today, we hadn’t crossed paths in months. Yet, even with his wealth and social prominence, he didn’t strike me as the weasel type.

      Always best to play it safe, though. I made do by gathering some spearmint from under the garden spout for protection during sleep, and hyacinth leaves for love and, again, peaceful sleep, those swiped from the bush beneath my bedroom window. Since nothing was blooming, a bouquet of greenery didn’t appear too strange. Laying these on the grave and bowing my head, I recited the spell I wanted in my head, one of safe journey and the attraction of good friends for Coco in her doggie afterlife. I don’t think magic works without being acknowledged out loud, but that was the best I could come up with. Hopefully Pluto thought I was praying. It pissed me off that Lida didn’t bother coming out to bid her pet of twelve years farewell with love.

      “I’ll take you back so you can get to work,” he said, once we were done.

      Hells flippin’ bells, I’d forgotten about Scented Miracles.

      “Thanks,” I told him. “I appreciate it. Everything.”

      “That’s what I’m here for.”

      It seemed a weird thing to say given our almost non-relationship, but I let it pass. Maybe for all his Nordic manliness, he was unnerved as I was by what happened. He just refused to let it show.
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      “It’s about time,” Andrea said once I walked into the store at 11:20. I’d been due in at ten, so given what I’d had to do, I thought I’d gotten back faster than most people who actually possessed hearts could expect. I swore if she made some snarky comment, asking me if it was a nice memorial, I was going to turn around and walk out of there right then, never to return. Thankfully, since her rush of the hour before had evaporated, she loaded me down with all the shit work she could find and departed for the back room.

      Andrea didn’t really like running a shop; she only liked the idea of running one. No surprise, she wasn’t good with people and didn’t enjoy serving them. Instead, she preferred to pour melted goop into fancy containers in the back, and fiddle with tags she bought from Etsy, tying bows on everything not nailed down. Not that she had the first clue what essences to use in her candles for which maladies or desires, but it made her as happy as she was likely to be in this life, and gave her plenty of time to bitch about business with friends on her cell, thus keeping her out of my hair.

      Tourist traffic was slow in Lost Cliff this time of year. We could go hours at a time without a customer, not even a looky loo. I busied myself with chores, dusting unsold candles languishing on the shelves; washing windows; scrubbing the tile floor on hands and knees just the way Andrea liked her employees to do; inventorying stock to determine what shrinkage, otherwise known as shoplifting, might have occurred over the past month; organizing storage closets; and the list went on. Any other day, the resentment might have built up until it was ready to blow, but the longer and harder I worked, the more a restorative calm came over me. Cleaning and tidying required nothing but physical effort, leaving me, like Andrea, in my own little world where I could think without interruption.

      So far, I’d failed to come up with a plausible explanation for what was going on, or even how to identify the thing threatening the area without actually crossing paths with it–which I most definitely wanted to avoid–but I was already tired of calling it thing. I wanted to give it a name. A name is knowledge and knowledge is power in its most basic form.

      Demon, the primitive, fearful part of my brain said.

      I don’t believe in demons, nor had I ever heard my grandmother mention their existence.

      What about that bear or perhaps a big cat? I’d thought it a lame theory when I’d suggested it to Pluto, but was it possible? Perhaps it was an animal, one with a past injury or birth defect that distorted its bite. No. That would have to be one messed up head sitting atop the body that drove the rest of it, and something that peculiar would have been spotted long ago by local hunters.

      Maybe a dislocated spirit run amok? But spirits didn’t typically have power over the corporeal world, at least not in the way this thing–and there I was, back to thing again–demonstrated.

      Truth was, I wasn’t much of a witch. A true witch, like my mother, Felicia, would have known what this was, how to locate it and what to do with it. My mother had possessed real power. She could ask the ocean to find a lost ring, even one misplaced miles from the shore, and bring it to her nestled in a mussel shell washed up by the tide. She could call the light of the moon down to turn ordinary gnats into clouds of fireflies that illuminated our backyard on a July evening, swirling and sparkling amongst the ferns and azaleas. When a stranger angered her, maybe cutting her off in line or shooting her the finger in traffic, the sewer backed up at their house day after day until that person did something nice for another stranger they met. She could stop a flood and break a drought, drain the strength from an abusive husband’s fists, or mend a child’s ego with a touch to one tear-stained cheek and a piece of salt water taffy.

      She also had a special gift. All witches are born with a special gift, she’d explained to me when I was seven. A witch will always have that one thing they can do better than any other. Hers was to render herself impervious to harm, both physical and psychic. For such an important gift, she’d had little cause to use it, but when the need arose, it could save her life.

      She was the best of the three of us, her, my grandmother, and me. Without her, my grandmother was a bad-tempered old woman, and I could be a bad-tempered young one. I missed my mother every day.

      Unlike Felicia, I could not perform complex magics. I could barely spell a match into lighting on its own, which, yeah, why would you need to do that when you could just strike it on the side of the box? I also sensed and foresaw things, but only in vague ways, never anything useful. However, whenever I became angry or frightened, an unpredictable ability infused me. Power lashed out of me in a sudden burst. I could make a bad situation go terribly right, and I mean that literally, terribly right. Or I could turn it into just plain disaster. I was a half-witch freak, and for that reason kept to myself when not at work. Though the town might not realize it, I was sure they’d be grateful for the favor.

      Toward closing time, we got our second customer of the afternoon, a fortyish, silver-haired woman who made a beeline for the CALM section of the store. I immediately knew she required more help than she could get from an aromatherapy candle. Her fear-widened eyes and strained lips jittered in front of me as she stepped up to the counter. Not really, but that’s the way I saw her, nose and chin, and her hands as well, all smeary, vibrating with the intensity of a paint can shaker at the hardware store.

      She set an anise and peppermint candle on the counter. Sure enough, Andrea had tagged it CALM. The last thing this woman needed was to vibrate right out of her skin, especially with the peppermint.

      “Excuse me a moment,” I said and walked to the other side of the store, where I found what I wanted in the MONEY section, a candle with the combined essences of tea tree, thyme, and verbena. It would offer balance, harmony, and relief from fears. Where Andrea got the idea those three scents could bring wealth into anyone’s life I couldn’t begin to guess.

      “The tags got switched on these by mistake,” I told her, setting the replacement candle on the counter.

      “Are you sure?” the woman asked.

      “I’m sure.”

      She looked at me, eyes still wild. She was more than a little unhinged.

      "I saw…" she said and pointed vaguely over her shoulder in the direction of the highway. "I saw…"

      Gently, I prompted her, “You saw…?”

      She shook her head back and forth, which only increased the smeariness. I got dizzy just watching her.

      “It…” She said before speech failed her.

      “It?”

      Uh-Oh.

      “It.” She nodded.

      “What did it look like?” I asked. “What was it doing?”

      She picked up the candle in front of her and took a massive, fortifying whiff. Instantly the vibrations in her appearance slowed and lessened. She shook her head, coming back to herself.

      “How much?” she asked.

      She didn’t want to talk about it anymore.
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      I pulled into the drive just as dusk fell. Unlike my scared spitless customer, I hadn’t seen it on the way home. I didn’t even feel it anywhere along the road. Now, standing in our side yard, I turned 360 degrees, studying the garden, the national forest in back of us, and more redwoods across the highway. Nothing. It wasn't here. It hadn't been here, not recently. Good. I wanted to go back out to Coco's grave. First, though, I needed to duck into the house for a container of salt.

      Glancing up, I saw the light in Lida’s bedroom was turned on, the rest of the house dark. She was upstairs. I was glad. It meant no confrontations, at least not right away. I headed for the kitchen door at the side of the house. Just as I reached for the knob, a branch snapped behind me in the trees.

      I slowly turned around on the stoop, afraid of what might be out there.

      “Hello?”

      A distinct sound reached me, something small dropping into the carpet of Douglas fir and redwood needles, coming from several yards into the trees where night had already taken hold.

      “Hello?” I said again.

      No reply.

      I crossed the yard in the direction of Coco’s grave, left the relative safety of open ground, and entered the forest. So help me, if something had disturbed her resting place, I would let loose that freakish power of mine on it, no problem.

      But she was fine. Or else the grave was. The sad little mound of dirt remained smoothed as it had been by Pluto with the shovel. My bunch of spearmint and hyacinth leaves lay unmolested exactly where I’d left them.

      I stood there for several moments and gradually noticed a difference. It teased at the back of my brain. What was that? I sensed something I hadn’t felt since before my mom’s death. Safety. Protection. Strong magic. It wrapped around me, hugged me, whispered everything would be alright. At once, my eyes grew hot and I blurted out an ugly sob.

      Mom.

      But it wasn’t my mother. It couldn’t be. She’d passed on. I knew that, understood and accepted the finality of it. She was not coming back. Grandma? Had Lida been out here to lay a protection spell on the grave?

      A foot scuffed through the needle mulch behind me and I whirled around to face the threat.

      “Pluto? What are you doing here?”

      So tightly was I wired, I hopped back in alarm. It wasn’t seeing him specifically. I would have jumped at seeing anyone or anything at all.

      He didn't take offense but instead stood patiently, waiting for me to settle. The foot moving through the needles had been on purpose, I realized, to let me know he was there.

      “Sorry,” he said. “I can’t find my phone. I think I may have lost it when I was here earlier. I came back to look.”

      His hands were empty. “Don’t you have a flashlight?” I asked.

      “Back in the car. It wasn’t dark when I started looking.”

      “Hang on,” I said. “I’ll go get one from the back porch.”

      “No, that’s okay–”

      But I’d already dashed halfway there.

      It’s funny, it occurred to me Pluto looked different in the near darkness, bigger, more mature, more serious. He wasn’t my fake nemesis from high school anymore. He’d grown up in the last two years; not that he hadn’t been an adult at graduation, but the differences impressed me. Too bad I couldn’t say the same for myself.

      I also wondered what he was still doing here in town. With his intelligence and money, I would have expected him to escape town for college at Berkeley or Stanford the moment school let out on the last class of senior year. He should be halfway to a career in Silicon Valley by now, perhaps even running his own startup and getting ready to sell out to Google or Facebook for five bazillion dollars like all the other guys there. Why stick around a nothing touristburg like Lost Cliff?

      Whatever the reasons, I was glad he was here now. I’d missed our verbal jousting at school. Short of having someone I could turn to about witch problems, his presence was comforting in its familiarity. He’d never remarked on my frequently odd behavior anytime we were together and I was grateful for that.

      When I ran back, the flashlight’s beam bobbing along the ground, I found him bending down to retrieve a ghostly white rectangular object from under a fiddlehead fern.

      “Found it,” he said, showing me his iPhone, but added nothing more.

      “Terrific,” I said into the awkward silence.

      Here was another difference since high school. We didn’t quite know how to talk to each another anymore.

      “Well,” he said. “I better go. I have people I’ve got to...”

      “Right,” I said. “Can’t keep the Kardashians and the French premier waiting for you to show up.”

      “Oh, Saige,” he said, “Don’t you know? I’m hanging with Stephen  Hawking these days.”

      He winked at me and walked off. In seconds he was lost to the shadows beneath the forest giants.

      Just before I turned back for the house, something white caught my attention out of the corner of my eye. Initially, I thought Pluto had dropped his phone again until I walked over to it and looked down. Though the length and width were similar to a phone, the object, partly buried in the ground, was several inches thick. I knelt down to touch its smooth surface.

      A salt block?

      I’d seen salt blocks in the past, put in pastures for horses and cattle to lick from in the winter, but those were way bigger than this one, about the size of a semi-truck battery and weighing in at 50 pounds. I shrugged. We were on forest service land. Perhaps rangers put the smaller ones out here for deer in need of extra minerals during the lean months. Lucky thing it was here. It must be what I’d felt, the protection. It had acted like an accidental spell guarding Coco’s grave.

      A door creaked open and a wedge of yellow light slid out across the back lawn, not quite making it into the trees. I returned to our yard to find Lida frowning at me from the back porch. I continued toward the house.

      “What did Mr. Danielson want?” she asked.

      “He dropped his phone when he was here helping me.”

      “What were you two talking about?”

      “Not much.”

      “But you had a conversation,” Lida said.

      I rushed up the back porch steps and squeezed by her in the doorway, bumping into her walker just inside.

      “Hardly a conversation,” I said, paraphrasing the words Pluto and I had just exchanged. “Hey, I lost my phone. I thought maybe I’d come back to look. Sure, let me get a flashlight. Oh, never mind. Found it. Great. Well, gotta go. Bye.”

      Lida didn’t appreciate my snide byplay. She snapped at me. “That’s it? Nothing more?”

      “What else would there be?”

      The illusion she’d used this afternoon for Pluto when he’d brought Coco home had not been applied, so she was her everyday self, stooped, shriveled of heart, her hair lank and uncombed. Guilt swept over me. She wasn’t taking care of herself. We might not be getting along, but she was my grandmother. I should be stepping up to do it for her.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” she said.

      “Like what?”

      “I’m perfectly capable. I don’t need your help.”

      Once a witch, always a witch, including reading my mind.

      I’d often wondered what Lida’s special gift was since she didn’t care to share that with me. The ability to cause her granddaughter to feel uncomfortable in her own skin would make a dandy guess.

      “Don’t you ever miss mom?” I asked.

      This stunned her. Her jaw dropped; her complexion paled.

      “How dare you suggest I didn’t adore your mother.”

      “I don’t know. You have a funny way of not showing it. I don’t think I ever saw you cry, so evidently no grief there. You’ve never talked about her since that day. Though why should I be surprised? You barely talk to me, let alone about losing her. What did I ever do to–?”

      Grandma Lida slapped me hard across the face.

      “Shame on you,” she said. “Shame.”
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      Next morning I started awake from a nightmare, my heart beating in my throat like a trapped swallow, flapping crazily to get free.

      I’d dreamed of Coco. She was still alive. I could save her. The moment my headlights picked up her pale apricot fur, her little legs furiously trotting along the highway shoulder in the opposite direction toward town, I slammed on my brakes, opened my door and called to her. But she didn’t listen. She kept going. She was listening to someone else, responding to another call.

      It called her, drawing Coco toward her death.

      Shutting the car door, I cranked the wheel and burned rubber to get to her in time. In my dream, however, Coco vanished and it waited for me in the center of the road. It wasn’t afraid of the car. Thousands of tons of hurtling steel meant nothing because that couldn't hurt it. I tried. I tried so hard to see it, but though I stared, looked straight at the thing, my eyes weren’t working right. I. Could. Not. See. It.

      Sitting up in bed, I put my hand to my chest, willing my pulse to slow and my breathing to return to normal after the dream. I couldn’t take much more of this. Not without the ability to do something about it. Why couldn’t there be another witch in town I could talk to? Besides my grandmother, that was, who hadn’t said another thing to me last night after telling me to be ashamed.

      I wasn’t interested in breakfast. Instead, for once I opted to go to work early, starting before my scheduled time. No, I wouldn’t clock in. Andrea strictly forbade clocking in until three minutes before shift, but she sure loved getting free labor on either side of official work hours.

      While driving, I thought about Grandma Lida. Perhaps it was time to move out. After turning 18, I’d stayed partly out of family loyalty and because I thought she needed me, partly due to financial reasons. California rents are unreal, even in Lost Cliff. Lida claimed she was fine physically, still able to manage on her own despite needing the walker. Who was I to argue? Not when it was clear she didn’t want me there. It was still her house. Her name on the deed.

      I drove into the city parking lot, choosing an open spot as far away as I could get from yesterday’s, turned off the engine, and laid my forehead against the steering wheel.

      Time to grow up, Saige, I could imagine my mother saying. Not every life is perfect every day. Show me how strong you are by dealing with what's in front of you.

      “Okay, Mom,” I whispered to myself and to her memory.

      Grabbing my keys and crossover satchel, I locked the car and hurried out of the lot toward Scented Miracles.

      Coming to a dead halt in the middle of the street.

      Though my phone read 7:18 am, the door to the shop was flung open. I could smell the jarring mixture of scents from where I stood, hundreds jumbled together into a noxious, perfumed cloud. But that wasn’t what brought me to a stop. It was the hole in the plate glass window.

      At least eight or nine feet off the ground, the hole was unlike any damage I’d ever seen done to a window. Monstrous jaws had not broken the glass. They’d eaten it. That’s the only way I can describe it. The thing had simply opened that grossly distorted maw with its scythe-like teeth and consumed a section of glass the width of a chainsaw blade.

      Though no lights were on, someone inside Scented Miracles sobbed incoherently. Coming to life again, I rushed across the rest of the street and peered into the store. Andrea, arms waving, eyes streaming, paced in a circle that grew smaller and tighter and more agitated with each revolution.

      “Saige!” she looked over at me and said.

      I didn’t reply at first. Nothing, absolutely nothing, recognizable remained of the store’s interior. Imagine a shop filled with thousands of candles, glass bottles, and jars; tables, shelves, and glass display cases; a checkout counter and cash register, even pendant lamps hanging from the ceiling. Now visualize someone fitting a razor-sharp Cuisinart blade 14-feet across in the very center of that store. Press PULSE to start the blade whirling and keep pressing it until there isn’t a piece of anything left larger than a woman’s thumb. Debris lay in a layer more than 1 foot deep and a yard wide ringing the outside edges of the room. Glass slivers speared the walls and atomized wax drifted in the air. Splinters of wood and bits of metal had embedded themselves deep in the ceiling and the impossibly hard terrazzo tile floors.

      “What the f–” I said.

      “Exactly,” Andrea moaned.

      I understood at once why Andrea paced in circles at the core of the vortex. It was the only clear floor space left, and she’d had to trudge through piles of stuff to get there.

      “How did this–”

      “Who the hell knows,” Andrea said. “Earthquake? A microburst through that hole up there?” She jabbed a finger in the direction of the floor to ceiling window where it had gained entrance to the store. “A tornado?”

      “An indoor tornado?”

      “Do you have a better explanation?”

      “Do we have a shovel?” I asked. “Maybe a snow shovel?”

      “Why?”

      “So I can start cleaning up.”

      “No!” Andrea said. Just like that, the waterworks shut off and she stopped crying. One moment she was inconsolable, the next the hardened businesswoman. I’d never seen anyone who could change moods faster. “You’re not to touch a thing. Not until the insurance guy gets here.”

      “We could take pictures,” I said.

      “And you think he would believe them? Would you believe them?”

      “Saige?” a familiar voice spoke with concern at my back.

      I looked over my shoulder. “Pluto?”

      This was the third time we’d met in a day, the second time within minutes of me pulling into the city parking lot.

      “I was driving by and saw,” he said.

      I studied him and frowned. He didn’t look himself. His hair was less than perfect, his clothes rumpled. His right brow, the slightly mangled one, drooped more than usual. A day old beard gave his face a dangerous look and his eyes were red. I didn’t smell any alcohol on him, but who could tell with the gag-inducing scent coming from the store’s blenderized interior?

      “That must have been one heck of a party Stephen  Hawking threw last night," I said.

      Pluto didn’t hear me, engrossed instead by the debris zone inches inside the door. Naked concern filled his eyes, quickly absorbed by his Nordic machismo a second later. Finally, he looked my way.

      “I’m sorry, what?” he said.

      “Did you wake up on someone’s bathroom floor in that shirt?” I asked.

      “I was out late.”

      “I can see that.”

      He blew off my comment, not taking my bait to spar or banter. He shook his head at the mess, his expression grave. “Things are deteriorating,” he said.

      I had no clue what he was talking about, but the ultra-serious tone of his voice flipped a switch, frightening me. I gave the inside of Scented Miracles another study. Sometimes it’s the simplest things that can undo a person’s bravado. For me, it was noticing something about this disaster I hadn’t until now, the windows. Other than the entrance hole, both floor-to-ceiling windows were untouched. Not a crack, pit, scratch, or stain. Not even a smudge of wax.

      How powerful was this thing anyway? What sort of surgically precise energy did it possess? What couldn’t it destroy, maim, or kill?

      I’m the only one who can stop it? I asked myself. How?

      I started to shake. My hands actually trembled as I reached for the door frame to steady myself. I looked up helplessly at Pluto. Miraculously, he read my fear.

      “You need to get out of here,” he said and took me by the shoulders. “We’ll go get coffee.” He turned me toward the Starbucks on the corner. We started walking.

      “Oh, by the way,” Andrea stopped pacing inside the store and called after us. “You’re fired.”

      I owned enough financial preservation to pause and look back at her.

      “That’s right,” she shouted at me through the window. “I’d be nuts to reopen. Not when I can take the insurance money instead.”

      She had a point. She always had hated the place.
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      “Tell me what’s going on with you,” Pluto said, once we ordered our coffees and had scored my favorite overstuffed leather chairs in our Starbucks’ only private corner.

      I babbled. I no longer cared how much of a freak it made me. I couldn’t hold it inside anymore. Not all of it anyway.

      “That thing that ate Coco,” I said. “I think it did what we just saw at my job.”

      “You do?”

      “Yes.” My expression dared him to disagree with me. “I do.”

      “Okay.”

      “And it’s not the first weird thing.” I mentioned the seagulls with the red voodoo pin prick feathers in their breasts, the human toe found in the tide pool. “They’re connected somehow. To this.”

      He nodded, humoring me obviously.

      “Plus, I feel it.”

      “Feel what?” he asked.

      “It. The thing. Did I tell you a woman came into the store yesterday who had seen it along the highway? No, of course, I haven’t told you. Well, she did.”

      “What did she say she’d seen?”

      “That’s just it. She couldn’t say. She was literally so scared she couldn’t vocalize what it looked like. But I knew right away she was talking about our thing. My thing, I mean. Whatever it is out there that wants...that wants…”

      My jabbering slowed, my hysteria running out of steam.

      “What does it want, Saige?” he asked.

      “Me? I think?”

      Pluto smiled at me, just a slight curve of the lips like he already knew the answer when I didn’t and I’d almost gotten it right. It was such an unexpected reaction to everything I’d just said, I didn’t know what to make of it. We were silent for a bit, each taking a swallow of coffee. I studied his face, the stark Norwegian cheekbones in contrast to his full lips, the square, male model jaw, and the deformed, paralyzed brow that marred everything. His eyes, how had I never noticed his eyes before? They weren't gray or brown, but a mix of the two, the color making me think of a stone standing tall and strong and magical in the sun.

      “Tell me about your mother,” he said.

      “What?”

      “I’ve met your grandmother, but you’ve never talked about your mother. She died before my family moved to town, right?”

      I hesitated.

      “Please. I’d like to know.”

      “When did you move here?”

      “Right after I turned nine.”

      I nodded. “It happened when I was eight,” I said. “I loved her. More than anything.”

      “What about your father?”

      “Not in the picture.”

      My father had run off on us when I was a toddler. He’s not dead. I know that much. Every year or two I’ll get what I call a guilt card from him. Not a text or a phone call or God forbid a visit, but a card by snail mail. It’s always one of those greetings with no greeting inside, just a blank, and the messages he scrawls out read like the obligatory writings of a second cousin who’s been told to keep in touch, rather than a dad’s. I’ve long since given up hope of there being a check in one of the envelopes. As far as I know, he never paid child support while I was growing up. Not once.

      “He was gone before I was three,” I told Pluto. “My grandmother never approved of my mother marrying him, and I think that’s why Lida doesn’t love–” I paused abruptly, switched subjects. “My mom, though, I think she loved my father even after he abandoned her. She was like that.”

      “Like what?”

      “Love. She was pure, undiluted love.”

      “How did she die?”

      “We were out on the cliffs.  It’s stupid, but the name Lost Cliff really does fit this town.”

      He sighed, his sympathy immediate. He knew what I meant. Anyone who had lived here for any length of time knew about the disaster.

      “She was part of the cliff accident here,” he said.

      “We both were,” I said. “It was May, wind blowing off the ocean, with the water sparkling on the surf below. My mom and I walked out to the lookout. She’d planned a picnic for the park, but first we wanted to go look down at the water, scare ourselves silly by tiptoeing to the edge. So to speak.”

      My throat cramped.

      "We didn't go beyond the railing, though," I added quickly. "We weren’t careless.”

      The corners of my eyes threatened to spill over as they still did whenever I thought about that day.

      “What we didn’t understand, what no one realized is that the lookout was weakened by an earthquake that had struck fifty miles offshore during the winter. A huge crack ran through the ground from the bottom of the cliff, slicing at an angle upward to about seven feet behind the railing and just beneath the surface of the trail.”

      “It crumbled,” he said.

      “It crumbled,” I said. “My mother and I fell more than 140 feet, along with five others standing at the railing, and hundreds of tons of dirt and rock.”

      “What do you remember of the fall?” he said, and then when I didn’t answer, “Do you remember the fall?”

      “Yes.”

      He waited.

      I took a deep breath and went on. “When I was a kid, I believed huge nests of snakes had fallen with us, but I figured out when I was older the hissing came from the sand and dirt dropping under our feet. I remember a clacking like bowling balls the size of cars knocking against each other. Those were the boulders. The blue sky got messy over my head with all the dust. And the seagulls on the beach below, they were so angry.”

      One particular gull had wheeled in front of me, knocked about by the rubble. Its wings were speckled with blood.

      “I screamed,” I told Pluto. “I heard the other people screaming, too, as they plunged to their deaths.”

      I swiped at my eyes with the back of one hand. This wasn’t going to work. I couldn’t control myself in front of him. He handed me a napkin.

      “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have made you relive that.”

      “No. It’s okay.” I continued. Once started, I had to finish. “My mom didn’t scream. She was the only one who didn’t. She flung out her arms at me and shouted something. For years, I pretended it was I love you, but that’s not what it was. I don’t know what it was. I’ll never know.”

      I did, however, know what she’d done. With her special gift, the ability to forever go through life unharmed, she could have survived the fall, no problem. Instead, when the railing gave way and our fates were sealed, my mother used her gift to protect me. She gave up that special part of herself and passed it to me for that one moment so I could live. I rode the landslide down to the beach surrounded by a soft blue light that repelled anything that threatened to hurt me, dirt, rock, other bodies, slamming into the beach, even the tide I might have drowned in minutes later.

      I lied to Pluto. “I don’t know how I survived, but I did.”

      I’d come out of the disaster with nothing more than a broken toe. Even that had probably happened when the cliff first gave way before my mother sacrificed her life.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “What a horrible thing to have to survive.”

      After coffee, we climbed into his SUV and went for a drive. I didn't question why I agreed to leave my car in the parking lot again to fetch later. Pluto said I needed time to relax and not worry about driving or anything particular, just let the morning go by. So that’s what I did. Riding in the soft leather passenger seat, I allowed the road to mesmerize me. At first, I worried the thing that still didn’t have a name would jump out somewhere along the line to attack us, but he reassured me.

      “Nothing is going to happen to you while you’re with me, Saige, I promise.”

      We never stopped, not for gasoline or food or to get out and look. Pluto simply drove. We sped along the coast highway as it climbed windswept hills covered in winter-brown grass, turned off on other roads that curved along rocky bays and crossed creeks emptying into the ocean. We zipped by tiny beach communities and threaded through forests that no doubt concealed dozens of illegal marijuana farms. The wind buffeted the vehicle, but it caused only a gentle rocking with Pluto’s firm hand on the wheel. By the time we returned to my grandmother’s house I felt calmer. Our trip had served as the adult version of taking a fitful baby out in the car at night to lull it to sleep.

      “Thank you again,” I said. “You’ve been so kind over the last couple of days. I know you must have tons of things to do.”

      He smiled at me, another of those subtle quirks of the lips, but his eyes communicated more, a heated intensity I’d never seen before, or had simply never realized was there.

      “Nothing is more important than what I’m doing right now,” he said.

      Potential stirred in the space between us, leaving me nervous, but also excited—with nowhere for that excitement to go. I had the craziest desire to lean over and touch that damaged brow of his as if I alone had the power to smooth it and put it right again. But I had no such power, and would he really want me to heal it anyway? It was a part of him, a crucial part, the intuition flashed in my head. Take it away and I would take away the heart of him.

      He caught me staring at the deformity, but it didn’t bother him. It only made the smolder in his eyes deepen.

      “Well, thanks again,” I said.

      My words cut through the spell between us. Harsh, but I didn’t know what to say or do. This was a Pluto I didn’t know, not yet. I got out of the SUV. To his credit, he didn’t let his disappointment show.

      “I’ll take you to pick up your car later this afternoon,” he said.

      “Okay.”

      I headed toward the backyard where I could use the porch entrance to take the stairs up to my bedroom. When I turned the corner at the side the house, however, I glanced at the old, neglected greenhouse at the back and froze.

      Spiderlike, the thing clung to the glass roofline, climbing toward the peak where the Victorian-era conservatory joined the rest of the house.

      I could not breathe. Couldn’t move a muscle. I was thrust back into the nightmare scenario from my dream of only hours before. I couldn’t see its face, which was insane. I wasn’t driving along a fogged-in coastal road in the middle of the night. This was broad daylight, or as near to it as we got in our backyard. I stared hard, so hard, to see what the mouth was like, the unreal, terrifyingly sharp teeth I suspected were there, but my eyes would not cooperate. My fear was so great my brain created a hole in my vision where its face should be. It had two arms and two legs, I was sure of that. Though superficially they appeared human, the joints were backward, grotesque. It wore clothes, a skirt of all things, which meant it was female? Long, black hair swung back and forth with the bizarre rhythm of its gait.

      I still hadn’t made a sound, not even a gasp, but suddenly it knew I was there and turned my way.

      Oh, fuck. Is that a head?

      Whatever sat atop the shoulders, I didn’t think it could remotely be called human. Bloated and twice as tall as a normal face, it lay flat against the right shoulder, with the neck bent sharply at a 90-degree angle. I shuddered. Still blinded to the thing’s features, I got no sense of eyes or a nose but the mouth—my mind jibbered like an idiot trying to comprehend the impossibility of it—when that mouth opened, I knew flesh would unzip from the base of its throat to the top of its head.

      Apparently, my being there caused it no worry whatsoever. Instead of coming after me, it resumed its crawl along the roofline. It had almost reached the main part of the house. When it did, it would have easy access to the second story and the bedroom window above.

      Grandma Lida’s bedroom.

      “Oh, no you don’t, you ugly piece of crap,” I said.

      That freakish ability I couldn’t control kicked in. Power surged up into me from the ground under my feet. My bones and heart and hands grew so hot I could have been standing over the hole to a boiling geyser. Throwing out my arms in front of me, I prepared to fry the bitch.

      An urgent shout came from my left.

      “No, Saige!”

      Pluto leapt directly into the path of my raw power.

      But I’d already let loose.

      Livid white light blasted him. It caught him in the left shoulder, spinning him sideways while hurling him back. He’d blocked nearly all of what I’d conjured, but enough shot past him straight for the creature that even now reached for the window sill at Lida’s bedroom.

      I heard a brain-piercing shriek from the glass rooftop, echoed by another shriek so close it almost sounded like it came from my lips. Fire crackled and scorched my cheek. I smelled burnt hair and then nothing.

      I blacked out.
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      “Saige?” the familiar, comforting voice urged me awake. “Saige, come back now. Can you hear me? Time to come back.”

      I took a huge, shuddering breath. My arms twitched uncontrollably at my sides and when I opened my eyes everything looked like it was underwater. I was crying, violently but completely soundlessly.

      Through the tears, I made out the partly-deformed, model gorgeous face. I’d never seen him act worried and afraid before. Wasn’t he supposed to be dead? Hadn’t I killed him by mistake?

      “Steinar?” I said, calling him by his real name for the first time in years. My voice barely registered above a croak.

      “I’m here,” he said.

      He didn’t look dead. He didn’t even look hurt. I blinked to clear more of the tears and looked around. We were on the back porch. We didn’t have any furniture out here, so he’d laid me on the wood planks with a blanket under me. Evidently, he hadn’t felt comfortable about carrying me indoors where there would be a sofa. And Lida.

      “Why am I crying?”

      “Because you hurt yourself. It’s going to take a while for the pain to let go of you.”

      “I don’t understand…” My eyes shut again, my consciousness flickered.

      “No, Saige. Don’t you fade out on me.”

      Fingers touched my forehead. Cooling, healing energy flowed into my body, spreading into my brain to clear away the cobwebs, down my neck into my heart, strengthening it, and from there to each arm and leg, every finger and toe.

      I opened my eyes again.

      “Why aren’t you dead?” I asked Steinar.

      “Because I’m a lot tougher than I look.”

      “You look plenty tough to me.”

      “Says the war witch who almost obliterated herself two hours ago.”

      “What?”

      I struggled to a sitting position. My hands still trembled. The tops of my thighs felt numb. Steinar helped me stay upright, one strong arm around my lower back, supporting me. The other hand brushed hair out of my face and finger-combed it softly behind my ear.

      “I tried to stop you,” Steinar said, “But I didn’t reach you in time.”

      This wasn’t the Pluto I’d known for most of my life. Apparently, I’d never known him. Not really.

      “Who are you? What are you?”

      “I’m your guardian. It’s my job to protect you.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

      “You’re a witch?”

      I'd never been sure if male witches existed since the only witches I knew were those in my family and family tree, all women.

      “Of a sort,” he said. “Protectors are rare. Only a few in any generation, and only when there’s a war witch born who will need a guardian at her side.”

      My mind absolutely reeled. Pluto had magical gifts. How long had he known about me? Why hadn’t he told me?

      “War witch?” I repeated what he’d called me. “I can’t even. What the hell are you talking about? Besides, I’m not strong enough to be a regular witch, let alone the war variety, whatever that is.”

      “You underestimate yourself, Saige,” he said. “You have a lot of power. You need to be careful how you use it, though. Like just now, when you blasted yourself half to death.”

      “Blasted myself? I was flinging everything I had at that creature on the roof. You saw it, right? It’s what killed Coco. It was trying to get into my grandmother’s room.”

      “Yes.” His expression turned grim. “I saw it.”

      “Is it gone?”

      “For now.”

      “Then I didn’t kill it.”

      Damn.

      “I’m going after it.”

      “Saige, no. You can’t use your power on it.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s part of you.”

      My heart convulsed. My mouth went dry.

      “No, it’s not.”

      “I’m sorry. I’m afraid it is.”

      I jerked away from him and his attempts to soothe me. My knees came up and I scuttled backward using my hands and feet. For a second, my own crablike movements reminded me too clearly of what I’d seen up on the roof, which only heightened my anxiety.

      A part of me was responsible for what happened at Scented Miracles? Part of me had done that to–

      “Coco.”

      I wanted to vomit.

      I shook my head. “Uh-uh. I couldn’t…”

      “No,” he said. “You don’t understand.”

      I jumped to my feet. “I understand all right.” I was so agitated I couldn’t properly pace, only take a partial step one way, and then another part-step the other way. Back and forth, working up to a panic attack. I pointed at the grave under the redwoods. “I murdered that innocent little dog out there.”

      “No, Saige. You’re wrong.”

      “Oh, God,” I whispered.

      And then I took off.

      I sprinted across the yard but avoided the grave. I couldn’t go near it. I vowed I would never go near it again. Rain fell as a light drizzle. It must have started while I was out of it, because the grass was wet, and in seconds my canvas sneakers had soaked through. Freezing mist beaded on my skin. I wasn’t dressed for this. I didn’t care. Anyone who had done what a part of me had done didn’t deserve to be warm or dry.

      Run, the terror inside me said. Run.

      Fleeing into the trees, where the canopy hadn’t yet allowed the rain to reach the ground, I picked up speed, pushed myself to the limit. You can’t escape yourself, no matter how hard you run, but dammit I was going to try. Maybe my heart would explode, or a blood vessel in my brain. Maybe I would trip over a rock or a fallen log and fly head first into a tree.

      Make it over. Make it quick. I don’t want to be that thing.

      Faster. My side ached and my lungs couldn’t get enough oxygen.

      You can’t be that thing.

      Powerful arms wrapped around me and jerked me back. I cried out in surprise, struggled and kicked. Instincts rebelled at being held prisoner. I yanked and clawed frantically at the muscular embrace.

      “Let go of me!”

      Next second, I found myself pinned to a massive redwood trunk. Steinar’s body covered mine protectively, pressed so closely I couldn’t have kneed him in the groin if I’d wanted to.

      “Not beyond the salt line,” he said. With a tip of his head, he indicated a white salt block identical to the one I’d seen last night. It was sunk partway into the ground. About 10 feet beyond, another block peeked out of the mulch. Steinar had created a circle of protection.

      I remembered hearing a small object drop into the mulch before I’d discovered him out here last night.

      “You didn’t really lose your iPhone.”

      “No,” he said. “I was busy enclosing your entire property.”

      We both breathed hard. My feet rested on one of the tree’s massive roots, lifting me up so that our faces were inches apart. He’d cleaned himself up and put on fresh clothes while I was out cold. He smelled wonderful, of heated male musk, and some wild storm blowing in from over the North Sea. He hadn’t shaved, however, and the rough, dangerous stubble combined with the vulnerable question in those gray and brown eyes built delicious excitement inside me. Deep in the pit of my stomach, an unknown power was eager to be unleashed. Not magic, but something better. I’d never felt so amped and dizzy.

      He leaned in, his face now less than an inch away. I wanted even that slight distance gone. My eyes noted the pale eyelashes, the shadow under the bad brow, the angle of his strong nose, and then my lips parted on their own, the urge to kiss beyond my ability to resist. His lips met mine, pressed hard and urgent. The tip of my tongue raced along the edge of his white teeth and slid past to taste what I knew waited for me, what had waited a long, long time for me to claim it. He welcomed me with a moan that made my pulse hitch in surprise at his desire for me. I placed both hands on his chest, the smooth, hard ridges of muscle, feeling his body’s heat through my palms and fingers. Magic swirled just beneath my skin, raising goosebumps as it tingled and flowed from where we made contact, rushing up my arms and down deep into my chest. Our hearts started to beat in unison.

      “Steinar,” I breathed against his lips.

      We parted, pulling just inches away. I wanted to be close enough to still feel the heat of him. I raised my hand to his forehead and let my fingertips skip over the odd shape of the damaged bone beneath the brow. I didn’t think it was a birth defect. The bone had been broken, crushed perhaps, and knitted together roughly in more than one place.

      “I got that on the day I found out I was a guardian,” he said. “Your guardian.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “When we were eight. When the cliff collapsed. I was there.”

      “I thought you said you didn’t move to town until you were nine.”

      “We didn’t.”

      “But–”

      “You didn’t just break your toe during the fall from the cliff,” he said. “The railing at the lookout hit you in the forehead. It should have killed you, but instead, I took the wound for you at my home in Nordstrand. My parents found me at the bottom of our garden and thought I’d hit my head on a rock. I was in a coma for weeks. When I finally woke and told them what I’d seen through your eyes, the cliff disintegrating with all those people, the bloody seagull, your mom hurling her gift at you to save your life, the blue glow surrounding you when she did, my mother and father knew exactly what had happened. My father is my mother’s guardian.”

      My mouth dropped open in shock. I’d told him about the disaster, but not those specific details, the seagull, the broken toe, and definitely not my mother’s sacrifice.

      “The railing hit me? I don’t remember that.”

      “Because it didn’t happen to you. It happened to me. That’s how it works when a guardian is bonded to a war witch. I will be eternally grateful to your mother for what she did. I couldn’t have saved you at that age. And if you had died, I would have died as well.”

      “Oh!” I looked at his poor, destroyed brow. “I can’t deal with this.” I tore myself from his grasp which had loosened with our kiss. “It's too much.” Hugging my arms around me, I turned away from him. “I’m sorry, Steinar. I’m so sorry.”

      “For something that isn’t your fault?” he said. “For fate?”

      "For my bad magic, that dragged you into my life."

      “That’s what you think? That it’s bad? How can someone be such an idiot?

      “Easy. Believe me,” I said.

      “Look at me, Saige.”

      I refused to turn back to him.

      “Saige. Look at me.”

      Stop being a coward. Nodding to myself, I swung around to face him.

      To my astonishment, Steinar grinned at me. “My parents were beside themselves with happiness. My father was so proud I thought his chest would explode. They figured out where you were and we moved to America. They wanted to make sure you and I had a safe place when the time came and we needed one, so they bought the Greely House for me. They returned to Norway two years ago after I turned 18.”

      I’d never met Steinar’s parents. I hadn’t been to his house more than a couple of times during our school years, but when I did, neither his mom or dad had ever been at home.

      “My parents wanted to meet you,” he said, “but they also didn’t want to interfere. My mother said you and I would have to find our own path. You would have recognized her instantly as another war witch, which wouldn’t have been good. Not when you weren’t ready.”

      “I don’t even know what a war witch is.”

      “It doesn’t matter. They always know when they see another one.”

      I wasn’t convinced. How could anyone be happy about any of this? I wasn’t a war witch no matter what he said. I was a fuck up and it was only a matter of time, minutes probably before Steinar figured it out. My mother had possessed incredible gifts she’d used selflessly to the end. My grandmother had real talent, too, more than the pathetically obvious illusions she used to make herself look younger. I could feel the power emanating from her whenever I stood near her.

      I was where the magical line had weakened.

      Could that be why Grandma Lida didn't love me? She'd never approved of my father. I couldn't fault her for that, actually. As a husband and father, he was a complete loser. Maybe having his blood had diluted the Fairwell blood in me until I was worse than useless as a witch, all trouble and no joy, a granddaughter she couldn’t be proud of the way Steinar’s father was proud of his son. It would suck if that was true and Lida couldn’t see anything in me that would be worthwhile beyond the magic. I’d spent so much time being invisible to others while watching how they behaved, though, that I’d learned people had limits. You can’t blame someone for failing to care if they don’t understand how to give love or why. If it’s not in them, it’s not in them.

      While thinking, I’d wandered a few steps deeper into the woods.

      "Saige, stop," Steinar warned me. “You can’t go past the salt. I can’t guarantee I can keep you safe from the parasite if you break the circle.”

      I stopped and bounced back on my feet, keeping at least three steps between me and the edge of the circle.

      “But it got in two hours ago,” I pointed out.

      “I strengthened the spell while you were unconscious. It won’t get in this time. I promise you.”

      “That thing is a parasite?” I had a hard time believing it. “It looked more like…” My brows pushed together as I struggled to recall what I'd seen of it and complete the picture. There were the skirt and black hair. It’s skin had been pale, too, almost like…

      “Yes?” Steinar urged me to continue the line of thought. “It looked like…?”

      I hadn’t wanted to face what I’d seen in my nightmare and on the roof. So far, my mind had faithfully shielded me from seeing it in detail. I still wasn’t able to visualize the face, but I could no longer hide from the truth.

      “It looked like me.”

      The panicked person inside me bolted off at a dead run again, though in reality I hadn’t moved an inch. Dread held me down, nailed in place.

      “Other than the ways the arms and legs move and that nightmare of a head, it’s me, isn’t it?”

      “No, Steinar said. “It has parts of you and was partly given life by you, but it is not you.”

      “I gave birth to it?”

      “You gave it energy after it attached itself to you. It grew off what you fed it.”

      “What did I feed it?”

      “Your bitterest wounds. The darkest part of you. Your worst desires, the ones not just you, but everyone hides even from themselves. We all have them, but for a war witch who has attracted a parasite, the ugly wishes we would never consciously think about give it something to attach itself to and grow.”

      He was talking about my grandmother. It didn’t take a psych degree to understand I resented Lida for the way she’d neglected me over the years, and also Andrea for treating me like a slave at work. What would the blackest part of my soul want to do if it didn’t have a conscience to stop it?

      Hurt them.

      “How long have I fed it all this stuff?”

      “It’s been with you for years.”

      “Years!”

      "Since you were 12."

      Nausea had me clutching my stomach. I returned to the tree and sagged down the trunk until I sat on the large root where I’d stood minutes ago.

      “Why now? Why is it acting now and not before now?”

      “Because it broke free of you two days ago. It’s self-aware now”

      “Thanks to me.”

      Steinar crouched down in front of me.

      “It’s not your fault, Saige,” he said. “It has its own thoughts. It makes its own decisions.”

      “But Coco,” I said. “It killed Coco because it knew that would hurt my grandmother. And it got that idea from me, didn’t it?”

      “No.” Steinar took me by the shoulders and made me focus on him. “It’s not your fault and no matter how hard you try you can’t make into your fault.”

      I shook my head. I had to face up to what I was. The thing tried to get into attack Lida because it thought I might like that. It destroyed Andrea’s business to get back at my former boss for making my life hell at work. Somewhere deep inside, I wasn’t who I thought I was. I must be bad. One word floated to the top of my mind and wouldn’t leave. Sick.

      “Don’t go there.” Steinar talked over my thoughts, his voice getting louder until he had my attention. “Saige, listen to me.”

      “What?”

      “Let’s say you’re on a plane,” he said. “Your seat is assigned to you by the airline. They put you next to someone who has, I don’t know, the plague. That person knows he has the plague and worse, that he's contagious, but he doesn't care. And he breathes all over you. Now you've got the plague, but you don't know it yet. So, you get off the plane and meet up with friends for dinner the next night, while you're contagious, but before you show symptoms. You, your friends, and their friends are all dead in a matter of days. Is that your fault?”

      “No, of course not,” I said. “It’s a tragedy, but what does that have to do with this? The parasite isn’t contagious.”

      “No. You’re right. However, you did sit next to someone, figuratively speaking, who knew what was going on with you and could have stopped it anytime she wanted.”

      He glanced back toward the house. Though there were too many trees in the way, his meaning was obvious.

      “My grandmother?”

      “That’s right,” he said. “Lida.”

      “I got the parasite from her?”

      He shook his head. “You got it because after your mother died, you became Lida’s responsibility, not just as your next of kin, but as a fellow witch who should have known better. There was something she should have done but decided not to."

      “I don’t under–”

      “She didn’t help you through Initiation,” he said. “You and I, we’re both from the same line going back thousands of years. I don’t know how other witches do it. Truthfully, I don’t know any other witches except my parents and you and your grandmother, so they might not need to complete the ceremony they way ours do. But when a witch of our line, for one reason or another, doesn’t go through Initiation, they’re never whole.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “They splinter. Their power, their emotions, the good parts, the bad, some believe even their souls can break into pieces. If your mother hadn’t died, she would have guided you through the transition as soon as you…” I watched him searching for a delicate way of saying what I knew he meant. “…became a woman.”

      I’d gotten my first period at 12.

      “So every witch who doesn’t go through Initiation ends up with a parasite?”

      “No,” he said. “A normal witch like your grandmother or your mother wouldn’t have the level of power to entice and attract a parasite. A normal witch who didn’t complete the ceremony would have mental problems she’d live with for the rest of her life. She might get diagnosed as bipolar, schizophrenic, or someone who has dissociative personality disorder because the doctors don’t know what’s really wrong with them. ”

      I’d heard of the first two but not the third.

      He could see I was confused and explained. “They used to call them split personalities.”

      “Oh, God. How sad,” I said.

      “Yes. Very sad. A lot of our uninitiated witches end up in institutions for life.”

      “And my grandmother knew that could happen to me?”

      "She knows about the parasite. Like I have."

      I could not get my head around the idea I’d spent almost a decade co-habiting with a parasite that had clung and thrived off such vile, if, yes, entirely human thoughts inside me. That explained why grandmother had turned colder to me over the years, keeping her distance, especially over the last few weeks. Who would want to live in the same house with me? My mind was blown that Steinar had known the parasite was there, watched it growing for years, but never shown the least bit of repulsion toward me.

      I stood and pulled myself up straight.

      "Okay," I said. "Okay. I need to take care of this."

      “Saige–”

      I lifted my hand with my palm pushed out toward him, cutting off whatever he wanted to say. “Steinar, this has to be dealt with now, before that thing hurts my grandmother or some innocent person it comes across or…” I looked him straight in the face. “…you.”

      He rose at the same time I did, planting his feet wide, the stubborn jaw going as hard as a glacial fjord back in his homeland of Norway.

      “It’s my job to protect you,” he said.

      “From outside dangers,” I said. “Not from myself.”

      “For the last time, Saige, it’s not–”

      “I got it, Pluto.” I smiled my love at him, showed him the respect I felt for all he’d done. “The thing isn’t me and I’m not it. But if I don’t take care of it, who will?”

      [image: ]

      I’ll never know precisely what got Coco because I never got a clear enough look at it. I’m glad for that. No one should have to see what the most depraved side of their nature can turn into if it’s let loose to morph into something with a will and intelligence of its own. Some may call me a coward for not confronting my own personal abomination with my eyes wide open, but in the end I decided it was better not to look. Why give that horror the power to haunt my memories forever? To fill me with doubts about what I was and who I could become?

      My grandmother had denied me the rite of passage that belongs to every witch, and our relationship had paid the price. My lack of control over my own ability and power was the result. It was time to change that.

      Fear buzzed along every nerve in my body as I stepped outside Steinar’s protective circle, deeper into the forest. My muscles ached from when my own power ricocheted off the parasite earlier and fed the blast back to me through our link this morning, knocking me senseless. Burns I’d given myself—ones I’d been too pre-occupied to notice before now—raised searing hot blisters on my hands and along one cheekbone. An especially bad one had already popped and wept a trickle of blood along my left forearm like a slow motion suicide slash to the wrist. I felt worn down by everything I'd learned.

      What are you doing? Stop. Go back. Hide inside the circle with Steinar.

      “You won’t be hurt if I’m hurt will you?” I asked him. “My wounds won’t automatically show up in you?”

      He held up his left arm and pushed his sleeve back. His arm was perfect. No burns. “It only happens that first time for a guardian when he’s bonded to his witch.”

      I sat down cross-legged in the driest, most open spot I could find among the trees and ferns.

      “Steinar?”

      He didn’t respond, but I knew he was listening.

      “If I fail, if it overpowers me, you will…?”

      His eyes closed briefly when I looked over at him. His expression was pained. Finally, he opened his eyes again and smiled at me, that subtle curve of his lips I knew so well.

      “Good,” I said.

      Knowing he would do what needed to be done, I tuned out what was back inside the circle, Steinar, Lida, the house, Coco's grave, and concentrated only this place and its sheltering strength. I inhaled deeply of the energy around me. I couldn't ask for a more grounded place to do battle than under redwoods that had soaked up the wisdom of the earth and the stars and life-giving power of the sun for centuries.

      I didn’t have the first idea what went on during an Initiation, but considering a witch’s psyche could splinter if the ceremony wasn’t observed, I figured a young witch was meant to put away childish grievances and embrace adulthood, integrating the girl within the woman, thus becoming whole within herself. Though I didn’t know much about magic, I did understand one of its most important concepts. Intent mattered more than ritual. Ritual was important, but it was what a witch’s heart and soul embodied that performed the magic.

      It took me a while to find it, but I located the place on my body where the parasite and I were still linked. The bitch had chosen to feed directly off my heart. Opening the link a little wider, I baited the trap with power. Keen senses would pick up the scent. I hoped it would believe I’d been wounded worse than I was, was bleeding power, and would make easy prey. It craved the power like an addict. I felt its hunger. It would come.

      Time to wait.

      Mom, I love you. Mom, I want you to be proud of me.

      I closed my eyes. I would not open them until it was over, one way or another. Instead, I used my inner sight only. A virtual twang on the link near my heart told me she'd discovered the power "leaking" from me.

      Come on, you ugly ass thing. Come and try to eat me.

      I quieted my breath, stilled my anxieties. Terror would be of no use. This wasn’t a fight for my life, I told myself. It’s a fight for my right to be a witch, not a half-witch mess.

      You’re going through your Initiation. That’s all this is. The ceremony you missed when you were 12.

      It was too far away for the sounds to reach my ears, but I heard it coming.

      Girl meets the woman she’s meant to be. The two become one. Any childish anger and hurts are put aside.

      Ferns swished perhaps a hundred yards away. Close enough to hear now.

      Accept that you’re not perfect. Accept the pain.

      Its speed was astonishing. It rushed me so fast I couldn’t think, only feel and react. Hundreds of teeth sliced down into my chest, going straight for the power flooding into its mouth from my heart. I felt death’s sharp, shocking twinge.

      Steinar’s strength poured into me. He hadn’t left the circle, but my guardian stood at my back, joining his immense power with mine.

      And then life resumed because the wicked teeth dissolved when they touched my body. Physically, I remained unharmed.

      The parasite went into a frenzy, but its fury did it no good because every bite infected the bad in it with love. I gave the creature the love my mother would have gifted to me on my Initiation. Though she may have died when I was eight, she had already provided all I needed to survive and grow stronger from adversity.

      Its will melting away, the parasite’s consciousness fractured each time it tried tearing into me until nothing was left to hold it together. Eventually, the attacks slowed and there were no more.

      I opened my eyes to a shower of black pieces falling to the moss and earth around me. Irregular in shape, they rolled listlessly about, only half-there, made mostly of shadow and disjointed thoughts. I picked up a piece and used my hands to compress it until it was no bigger than a pebble I could conceal in my closed fist. Whispering over it, I opened my fingers and in the center of my palm a dragonfly made entirely of light flitted its wings. I released it and it flew upward into the redwood canopy’s murky splendor.

      One by one, the pieces became tiny, flying lanterns carrying hopeful magic into the most shadowed corners of the forest, until none of the black was left and I could breathe free.

      [image: ]

      Steinar came with me inside the house to collect my stuff and say goodbye to Lida. He was in full protector mode now and I could tell he would have zero patience for whatever my grandmother might dish out, so for his sake, I made it quick. I took only what I really wanted and needed.

      Lida knew we were coming and sat in the best Eastlake Victorian chair in the front parlor. She’d stashed her walker out of sight and laid on the beauty illusion with a spatula. No way would she allow Steinar to see her true self. I longed to ask her what was so bad about being the woman she was? Did she think we didn’t know what 80 looked like or that we would respect her years any less? But no. She insisted on presenting herself as the queen in her own home, one who hadn’t passed 50.

      How odd, the moment I saw her I could see what her gift was. Something had happened to me out in the forest. I could feel the difference in my abilities. Control was mine now, shaky but there. I was whole. New.

      Grandma Lida’s gift so amazed me, I blurted it out without thinking.

      “You can make toys that heal?” I said.

      What a wondrous gift for any witch. Yet she'd never used it after figuring out she had it. Not once to cure a single child or even a child at heart.

      I just didn’t get her. “What’s wrong with you?”

      She refused to acknowledge what I knew was true.

      “You’re leaving?” she asked.

      “Yes,” I said. “I have everything I need.”

      She said nothing else, so I figured we were done. I picked up one of my suitcases. Steinar grabbed the other. When we got to the door, however, I knew I couldn’t leave without asking.

      “Grandma, what is it? What did I ever do to you?”

      Her eyes glittered, with tears or suppressed rage, I couldn’t tell which.

      “My Felicity could always have had another child if she’d wanted,” Lida said. “I only had one daughter.”

      I had stolen that from her the day my mother forfeited her life for mine.

      I sighed. “I’m sorry for your loss. But it was my loss, too.”

      As was never having a grandmother to love me, or one I was allowed to love back.

      “Let’s go, Saige.”

      We left my grandmother’s house hand in hand.

      “What is a war witch anyway?” I asked Steinar.

      “One born into times of great need.”

      “And her gifts?”

      “Legendary,” he said.

      I looked forward to the battle.
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        A witch who only wants to be normal. A man sworn to protect her. The vampire who vows to kill them both.

      

      Seraphine likes things to be by the book. That’s why she’s an accountant. Numbers are logical. Then she has a dream. It’s one of those dreams. A warning.

      Seraphine fights to ignore her gut instincts because it doesn’t fit into her nice and normal life. Hours later, a man named Cade shows up on her doorstep. He’s there to save her from being killed by a vampire. She has no intention of believing him. Vampires don’t exist. He knows she’s dead wrong.
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      The man standing in front of me looked like a vampire. I would have sworn he actually was one except that any rational person knew that they didn’t really exist. Plus, I only pegged him at about thirty years old. He wasn’t ancient at all. Still, I stared at him in a bit of awe.

      Did he know he looked like a vampire? His dark hair was impeccably styled and his suit looked like it was made for him. What really struck me, though, was his pale skin. We lived in California and it looked like he never went out in the daylight. I smirked. That was ironic since I was pretty pale, myself. I was always stuck inside at work, so I never saw the sun either.

      “Did you hear me? I’m from the IRS.”

      So, he was always busy at work too. Paleness explained. Another part of my brain kicked in at the same time as I thought this and I blinked at him. I hadn’t heard him before. I’d been too stuck on the fact that he looked like a vampire. As the letters IRS sank in, though, my heart plummeted. This was not good.

      My thoughts scattered as I tried to figure out what to do. I normally prided myself on being very logical. In this situation, though, I wanted to think that this whole thing was some kind of a scam and the IRS really didn’t want to audit us, but I knew it wasn’t. He was telling the truth. I could tell. I had a weird sixth sense and I always knew when people were lying. He most definitely wasn’t. The problem was that I hadn’t known he was coming.

      I had to think quickly. My boss had already left for the day. He had a habit of leaving me with all of the work and he almost always checked out early. He lived in Orange County and wanted to beat the traffic home. Usually I didn’t mind. It made the office quiet and I had to do my accounting work anyway. In this case, though, it was bad. This man from the IRS obviously expected us to be ready to see him. I had nothing prepared. Wait. Maybe it was a mistake?

      “What’s this about?” I asked hopefully.

      “The audit.”

      Cold shot through my veins. I tried to keep my face blank. Inside, my brain was racing. I was extremely organized. I should be able to handle an audit. I just hadn’t had time to prepare. I’d also never done one. This was my first job out of college. Had my boss prepared for it and forgotten to tell me? My heart sank. I really doubted it. I would have been the one doing all of the work.

      Still, I could do this. I’d gotten my dream job and people said it would be impossible to get a job in accounting on a television show. It wasn’t. This was not impossible either. I just had to call my boss and find out what was going on. First, though, I needed to get rid of this man.

      I forced a smile onto my face and looked into his eyes. They were dark and unwavering. He simply stared at me. I was just another audit to him.

      I decided to be honest. “I didn’t know you were coming.”

      The man frowned. He didn’t say anything. I felt sweat forming at my temples. I tried to rationally calm myself down. What was the worst thing he could do? Actually, I really didn’t want to think about the answer to that question. The IRS was pretty scary.

      “Take my business card.”

      I tried not to sigh with relief as he handed me his card. Our fingers brushed for a brief moment and fear shot through me. The situation was suddenly very real. This was really, really bad. You couldn’t prepare for an audit in one day. Besides, I had other work to get done too. I still had timesheets to process so that the employees would get paid on time. That usually took the whole day. I didn’t have time to deal with this too.

      I looked at the business card that was now in my hands so that I didn’t have to look at him. It simply said his name – Athan Delano. It also stated that he was from the IRS and gave his contact information. I barely glanced at it. Instead, I looked up at him and found him staring at me.

      I had to say something. “Mr. Delano, I’m very sorry, but I didn’t know you were coming today. My boss…had a bit of an emergency, so…”

      My voice faded out. I wasn’t very good at lying, which was probably a side effect of my own sixth sense. Regardless, it was better if I stopped talking right there.

      He stared at me a moment longer, making me nervous. “I’ll be back tomorrow.”

      “I’ll talk to my boss. Maybe we can reschedule?”

      He didn’t smile. “I’ll be back tomorrow. Same time.”

      I nodded. Inside, my stomach was sinking. I was never going home from work. I tried not to completely freak out and did my best to remain looking composed.

      “What is your name?”

      I didn’t really want to tell him my name, but he was from the IRS so I didn’t think I had a choice. “Sera, er, Seraphine Winters.”

      He finally smiled ever so slightly. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Seraphine.”

      I nodded, a smile still on my face, but there was a ball of dread in the pit of my stomach. Then he turned and left the room. I wanted to collapse on my desk. Instead, I took a deep breath. I just had to think about this rationally. First thing I had to do was call my boss. I reached for the phone.

      “Who was that?” The post producer walked in.

      I dropped the phone and sat up straighter. Edison was extremely good looking. He had a chiseled jaw that models would kill for along with bright blonde hair and blue eyes that popped. He should have been an actor and not stuck behind the scenes in an office, but he said he had no interest. He loved post production and he was working in his dream job. I was glad for that because I’ll admit, I looked forward to him coming into the accounting office. Today, though, I had to force myself to smile at him.

      “He looks like a vampire, right?” I managed to say.

      Edison smiled back. “I was just going to ask you if his name was Nosferatu.”

      “It’s Dracula, actually,” I couldn’t help but joke back.

      Edison raised his eyebrows. “Seriously?”

      I actually laughed. “No.”

      “Alright, should I start guessing the name of every vampire on television or in the movies?” Edison asked.

      “That would be a long list.”

      Edison nodded. “Well, I’m pretty well versed in horror. I think I could do it.”

      “You’ll never guess it,” I said.

      “Oh, come on. One of these has to be it. There’s Barnabas from Dark Shadows.”

      I shook my head.

      He kept guessing. “It’s not Angel or Spike, right? From Buffy the Vampire Slayer?”

      “Does he look like either one of those?”

      “No, but hey, it’s his mom that named him. Is it Bill?”

      “From True Blood?” I asked.

      “Hey, it’s a valid guess.”

      I shook my head. “Nope.”

      “Okay. I know. Is it Lestat? Or Louis?”

      I frowned trying to think of where those names were from. “Interview with a Vampire?”

      “Yup. So?”

      I smiled. “Still a no.”

      “Alright back to TV. Is it Stefan or Damon Salvatore?”

      Now I raised my eyebrows at him. “From The Vampire Diaries? You’ve watched that?”

      Edison shrugged his shoulders. “I plead the fifth. More importantly, am I right?”

      “No, but his name actually does sound kind of Italian.”

      Edison threw up his hands. “Okay, I give up. What is it?”

      “Fine,” I showed him the card.

      He looked at it and all humor left his face. “Oh man. He’s from the IRS? That’s worse than a vampire.”

      I sighed. “I know. Although, you could say they suck the life out of you in a different way.”

      “Not fun.”

      I shook my head. “Nope.”

      Edison was quiet for a moment as he looked at me.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked. “You’re not the one who has to deal with the IRS.”

      “No. I don’t, but uh, what happened to the necklace you always wear?”

      “Huh?” I reached for my neck. “Oh. I didn’t lose it, but I am having a run of bad luck. It broke yesterday. It’s in a drawer at home. I have to get the chain replaced. It’s no big deal, though.”

      “But your mom left you that, right? You should get it fixed.”

      “I will. This IRS thing, though,” I sighed. “That’s kind of my big priority at the moment.”

      Edison nodded slowly. “Yeah. And, uh, well…I actually came in here because a few of us are going out after we wrap tonight and I…”

      I hadn’t thought it was possible, but now I felt even worse. “I can’t.”

      Edison nodded slowly. “I kind of figured when I saw that card, but are you sure? Not even for one drink?”

      “Sorry,” I said. “Believe me, I’ll want a glass of wine after today, but I just don’t think I’m ever going home.”

      “No worries. I get it. Post production has nights like those too. Do you want me to stay and keep you company?”

      “No. I’d feel really bad. I will be doing never ending work. Go out and have fun.”

      Edison nodded.

      I didn’t think I could say anything else. Having Edison ask me out for a drink was a big deal even if it was a work thing with a bunch of other people. I couldn’t believe I had to turn him down, but there was no way I could go.

      Edison turned to leave, but then looked back. “Good luck with the IRS.”

      I tried to smile. “Thanks.”

      “And if it helps, next time we all go out, the first round is on me.”

      Did that mean there would be a next time? My stomach did a happy flip. I tried to act casual, though. “It helps.”

      “Great,” Edison smiled and walked out of the office.

      I stared after him for a moment. Maybe I’d get another chance to go out with Edison. Then I looked at the stack of work in front of me and at Athan Delano’s card. Reality sunk in. Yeah. Maybe I could go out after work when the show had wrapped completely and I was out of a job. I was never going to finish everything.

      I opened my bottom desk drawer and reached in to grab a notepad. I was probably going to have to take notes on all of the things I had to get done before Mr. Delano came back tomorrow. I picked up the phone again to call my boss. First things first, I had to find out what was going on.
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      I felt oddly detached from my body. Had work actually killed me? No. I vividly remembered making it home and drinking half a bottle of wine. Was I drunker than I’d thought? No. My brain actually felt clear and this felt different.

      I looked around. It was still the middle of the night and I wasn’t at home or in bed. I wasn’t at work either. I blinked, trying to orient myself. My surroundings looked familiar yet out of place. I definitely remembered going to sleep in my own bed. I’d been stressed out and exhausted. When had I left my apartment? Why couldn’t I remember doing it?

      I tried to squash the panic that threatened to overtake me. I had to be logical. Where was I? I scanned the room, trying to take in the details. An entranceway. I was turned toward the front door. A grandfather clock stood off to my left. As I looked at it, it started chiming the hour. I counted. One. Two. Three. It was three o’clock in the morning.

      As I counted, I realized I’d done so many times before. I knew that clock. It had always been taller than me as a child and I’d studied it from a different vantage point, but it was definitely the same clock. The chimes had always fascinated me. I’d loved numbers back then too and counting the chimes at the hour had been something I’d looked forward to. I’d even made up a game. If I was there in front of the clock at just the right time, I could climb into it and make my way to another land. I’d spent many a day pretending the scenario out and having adventures as a result.

      My brain clicked. I knew where I was. Somehow, I’d gotten to my grandmother’s house in San Diego. I stared at the clock. It had been a long time since I’d thought about those childhood days. I looked away from it and down the hallway. It wasn’t the time to reminisce. I shouldn’t be here. None of this made sense.

      How did I even get to San Diego? I tried to think. I replayed the previous day in my mind. The tax man had come to call. Edison had finally asked me out for a drink and I’d had to refuse. My boss was an idiot who’d forgotten all about his appointment with the IRS. We were screwed. I hadn’t gotten home from work until well beyond anyone’s normal workday. I’d needed wine to fall asleep and not dream about work. I went to bed. My bed was in Los Angeles. Now, I was here in San Diego.

      It was over a two-hour drive to my grandmother’s. I hadn’t somehow sleep driven, had I? I tried to remember. There was nothing. Had I blacked out from the wine? I hadn’t drunk that much. Was I dreaming? No. This felt real. I was here.

      The house was still. That at least made sense since it was the middle of the night. My grandmother must have been asleep. I wasn’t sure what I should do. I didn’t want to scare her. Should I just go? But where? I turned back to the door. If I’d managed to drive here, I’d have to drive back home. But how had I gotten inside then? I moved toward the door anyway.

      Then I happened to look down and was surprised to find that I was still dressed in the nightgown I had put on for bed. I blinked down at my bare toes. I should have been cold. My grandmother didn’t like to use the heater and even November in California had a chill to the air. Still, I couldn’t feel the frosty air.

      What was going on? I turned back around. I suddenly felt a strange sense of urgency and it was pulling me toward the living room. Dread formed in the pit of my stomach. I’d felt this way once before. That had not turned out well.

      I walked down the hallway toward the living room anyway. Something was pulling me there. I listened to the call. I almost had to. As I entered the room, my gaze was immediately drawn to an old book on the side table next to my grandmother’s chair. I walked closer, trying to get a better look at it.

      Before I could, movement distracted me and my eyes met my grandmother’s. She had walked into the living room from the kitchen. There was something wrong.

      My normally prim and proper grandmother looked wild. Her white hair had escaped its neat bun. She too was in a flowing nightgown that was whipping around her ankles from a wind I didn’t feel. Goosebumps broke out on my skin anyway, but it wasn’t from the cold.

      My grandmother reached for the book that I’d just been trying to look at. I reached for her, to comfort her. My grandmother looked back up at me and I froze. A single tear of red blood coursed down her face. She turned and pointed.

      That’s when I saw him. He was at the back patio doors. They were wide open, but again, I didn’t feel the cold night air at all.

      The man’s brown hair was curling around his shoulders. My heart constricted. His chest was bare and muscles rippled across his body. His eyes were an intense shade of green, but he was looking past me. My grandmother was speaking now, to him, but I couldn’t hear her. Her words were lost to some unknown wind. The man, though, seemed to hear what she was saying. He nodded, intent on her words. Then he turned. My breath caught with the intense shock of electricity I felt as his gaze turned upon me.

      I finally heard my grandmother’s voice. “Go.”

      I woke up and sat upright in bed. I was drenched in sweat. I took a deep breath and then another. I let the dream drain from my body with each breath. What was that about? Maybe I should lay off wine before bed in the future.

      Truthfully, if the dream hadn’t been so weird, I’d have wished for dreaming about that man again. I just had to shake the dream off. I picked up my cell phone to look at the time. It was after three in the morning. It was way too early to get up for work. I put my head back on the pillow, but despite my attempts to picture the man from the dream and send my brain to sleep with a romantic fantasy, my grandmother kept popping into my mind instead. That was so not romantic. The problem was that I was worried.

      I tried to rationalize away the urge to call my grandmother. It was just a dream. Still, it felt like one of those dreams. It couldn’t be, though. I hadn’t had one since… I didn’t want to think about it.  I hadn’t thought about it…or had one since… So, why now?

      I shook my head, trying to shake the idea that had taken root in my brain. It couldn’t be. It didn’t make sense. My grandmother was fine. I was still uneasy. Maybe I should call her. I grabbed my cell phone. It wasn’t even four in the morning yet. I put my head back down on the pillow.

      I hadn’t spoken to my grandmother for a few months. The last time had been when I’d called her for her birthday at the beginning of the summer. I hadn’t actually seen her since last Christmas. It was a short drive away, but it felt like there was never enough time.

      Still, right now, I really needed to call her. I looked at the clock again. It was way, way too early. I’d probably give her a heart attack if I called right now.

      Yet, I debated. If anyone would understand why I’d called about a dream, it would be my grandmother. She always listened, no matter what I said. After my mother died, I’d needed that comfort.

      I looked over at my cell phone again. No. She was fine, I repeated to myself. Even in my dream she had been alive. I tried not to focus on the fact that she’d been crying a tear of blood. That just showed it was a dream, right? Nobody cried tears of blood.

      Besides, other than that, she’d just been talking to that man. She’d been frantic, but I was sure he’d been helping her in some way. He wasn’t there to hurt her. I was pretty positive about that. I tried to wrap my brain around those facts. My pulse started to calm down. It was alright. It could wait until morning. Even if I had sensed something unusual, it was not an emergency.

      I grabbed my cell phone anyway. I set my alarm for seven. It was a little early for a phone call, but at least my grandmother should be awake by then. I’d call her as soon as it went off. It was just a precaution.

      I mean, if I thought about it, there were even more things about my dream that didn’t make sense. Like how did my grandmother know that sexy man? Her neighbors were just as old as she was, so he wasn’t a neighbor. I knew all of her friends. They’d all doted on me as a child and brought me cookies and candies when they came over.

      It had to be just a dream. I repeated it again like that would make me believe it. My grandmother was alright. It nagged at me anyway. I decided to get up. Sleep didn’t look like it was going to happen for now anyway.

      Grabbing my favorite long cardigan sweater out of the closet, I put it on. I hadn’t turned on the heat just yet in my apartment, but it was definitely cold enough to need a sweater. I slipped on my penguin slippers and walked into the kitchen to make some tea. The cloth bottom of my right slipper caught on the baseboard between the kitchen and the hallway. I shook my foot free and bent down to take a better look at it. It looked like it had started to come loose. I sighed. I didn’t need more things to do. I walked over to the running list of household chores I had on my fridge and wrote down a note to call maintenance. I smiled at my list. Even just writing down something to do made me feel like things were getting back to normal.

      Half an hour later, I finally felt relaxed. I had curled up on the couch to read celebrity gossip on my tablet. It was a guilty pleasure and I never had much time to catch up on the latest news unless it was a shocking headline. With my hectic work schedule, I’d almost forgotten how nice it was to stop and read.

      Two hours later I found myself leaning back against the couch, my eyes wanting to drift closed. The dream and my grandmother were almost completely forgotten. I shifted and lied down against one of the throw pillows. I didn’t even have the energy to turn off the lamp. I shut my eyes.

      The sudden knocking at my apartment door made me jump up into a sitting position. My arm knocked over the tea that was sitting on my side table, spilling half of it on the bottom of my sweater. I pulled the sweater off before the tea seeped all the way through. I hoped it didn’t stain. It fell to the floor.

      I laughed to myself. Maybe that dream was still on my mind. Reality quickly replaced it. Nobody was at my door this early in the morning. It was the Santa Anna winds. They had kicked in a couple of weeks ago and they were prone to blow branches and debris into the air. The laughter helped calm my nerves. The sound had scared the heck out of me. I would be glad when I could finally call my grandmother and put the dream behind me.

      I looked down at my sweater. I should go rinse it off before the stain really set in. I stretched and stood up. The knocking came again. It was definitive this time. Someone really was at the door.

      Fear shot through me and I dropped the sweater, the stain quickly forgotten. It was still dark outside. The sun hadn’t even come up yet. Was it five? Six? Nobody should be knocking on my door at this hour. Was it a burglar? No. They wouldn’t knock. Wait. Unless they were trying to see if someone was home. No. Most normal people were sleeping.

      I didn’t know what to do. I should call the police. I looked around the room and finally spotted my cell phone on the kitchen counter next to my electronic kettle. The problem was that I had to walk past the front door to grab it.

      I started creeping as quietly as I could in an attempt to retrieve it. I knew that it was unlikely that someone outside the door could hear me walking, but what if they did? What if that made them want to get in even more? Adrenaline pumped through my veins, but then a thought stopped me short.

      Was it one of my neighbors? I hesitated. Maybe one of them needed help? I didn’t know them that well since I spent most of my time at work. I paused, unsure. No, it was safer to get my cell phone, regardless of who it was. Nobody should be knocking on my door at this time of the morning. They all had their own phones to call for help anyway.

      I tiptoed past the door. My heart thudded in my ears. It almost stopped when I heard him.

      “Seraphine!” the unmistakably masculine voice sounded desperate on the other side of the door.

      He was whispering, but his voice carried a strange sort of power. I froze, inches from the door. Had he heard me? I started to move forward. I had to get to my phone.

      “Wait!” The gruff voice pleaded. “Your grandmother wanted me to speak with you.”

      I froze again. I knew he was telling the truth and I knew who he was. I walked to the front door and opened it without thinking. There, standing in the cold November dusk was the man from my dream. I knew it would be the second I’d heard his voice. My heart constricted again at the sight of him. He was better looking in person. I guessed that he was in his late twenties, maybe only a few years older than me. His gaze was intense and his face had a rugged look. His hair was dark and wildly curly. He was fully dressed, although, almost hastily, since I could see that his shirt was slightly misbuttoned up the front. There was no mistaking his muscular form, though, despite the piece of thin cotton clothing covering his chest.

      He walked in quickly and shut the door behind himself. I was surprised at how large he looked in my living room. I suddenly realized how underdressed I was in my nightgown. My sweater was on the floor back near the couch, but I didn’t move. Instead, I met his eyes.

      “Who are you? What are you doing here?” I asked.

      As I said those words, I realized that a normal woman would be screaming bloody murder at a stranger in her house in the pre-dawn hours. She would have called the police. I wasn’t scared of him, though. Instead, I was worried why he’d come. My grandmother. Guilt coursed through me. I should have gotten in my car and gone to her as soon as I’d woken up from that dream. Was he here to tell me that she was dead?

      “I came to warn you. You need to protect yourself,” he said.

      I frowned. Protect myself? From what? The dream had been about my grandmother…and him. It wasn’t about me. My mind was whirling. I tried my best to focus.

      I met his eyes again. “What happened to my grandmother? I know you were with her a few hours ago.”

      “Your grandmother is fine. You’re the one in danger.”

      I looked at him, feeling even more confused. I barely had time for friends much less enemies. There was nobody that I could think of who would want to hurt me.

      “I’m in danger? From who?” I asked. “And why would my grandmother…”

      “A vampire,” he said.

      I stared at him. I blinked. I just couldn’t think of anything to say. He was completely serious. It took another long second for his words to really sink in. A vampire. My mind flashed to the man from the IRS earlier in the day. Sure, he’d looked like a vampire, but come on. They weren’t real. Was this a joke? But there was no way this guy could have even known about the man from the IRS.

      “A vampire? They don’t exist,” I said and yet, I distinctly felt uneasiness forming in the pit of my stomach.

      “They do,” he said.

      He meant it. Maybe he believed it. I felt dizzy as my brain warred with itself. Vampires couldn’t exist. Why would they be after me anyway? Well, if there was a reason other than the obvious, at least. Blood, my blood. I shuddered again.

      No. I couldn’t believe this. I always prided myself on being realistic. That’s why I was in accounting. I liked numbers. They always played by the rules. This scenario was completely ridiculous and it broke all of the rules. That’s when it hit me. This guy was insane.

      That was why I had dreamt about him. Maybe he really had been about to hurt my grandmother and I’d misinterpreted the dream. Had he injured her? Killed her? I tried not to show any emotion on my face, but fear was pulsing through my body. I had to get to my phone, but he was blocking the way to the kitchen.

      “Who are you?” I asked, trying to stall and think of the best way to get around him.

      “I'm Cade. Your grandmother sent me here to protect you.”

      I laughed a little hysterically. “From what?”

      “A vampire. I just told you.”

      “But that’s insane.” I bit my lip. It definitely had to be a misstep to point out that a crazy person was insane.

      “I’m serious,” Cade said, taking a step toward me.

      I felt an unexpected sizzle of electricity jump between our bodies. We were only a foot apart. I stepped back instead, uneasy about my body’s strange reaction to this man. Besides, I had to remember he that he was unstable. He actually believed in vampires. I really needed to get to my phone. I could see it just over his shoulder.

      I tried to focus. It would only take me a few seconds to run to the kitchen and get it. Still, even if I reached it, would I have time to make a call? No.  I’d have to run to the bathroom and lock myself in. I looked at Cade. If I was going to try and escape him, I’d have to be precise. He was bigger and stronger than I was and there would be no margin for error if I made a run for it.

      “I just don’t understand. Let’s say vampires do exist. Why would a vampire want to attack me?” I asked, annoyed to hear my voice shake.

      I couldn’t let him know that I was afraid of him. I needed to catch him unaware. Luckily, he didn’t seem to notice. Maybe he thought I was starting to believe him. That’s what I needed him to think anyway.

      Cade sighed and ran a hand through his wild hair. “I don’t know. Your grandmother told me to come here to protect you. She said that you were in danger from a vampire and that I should take you away somewhere for a few days.”

      “What?” That made even less sense. I didn’t know Cade at all. There was no way I’d leave with him.

      “Look, I didn’t have a lot of time to talk to her. She summoned me and said I had to go right away. There wasn’t time for questions. She said a vampire was after you and that you were in mortal danger. I came to protect you. End of story.”

      “But…” I didn’t even know what question to ask first.

      “We don’t have time right now either and I know this a lot, but…”

      I ran. I couldn’t wait any longer for the perfect moment. Cade was there to kidnap me. I made it to the kitchen in record time, swiping the phone up without a hitch. I turned to run back out of the kitchen and down the hall to the bathroom when one of my penguin slippers caught on the baseboard between the kitchen and the hallway. I started to fall.

      Muscular hands grabbed me and kept me from crashing to the floor. Electricity surged through me at his touch, but it was quickly replaced by panic. I took deep breaths, but I couldn’t breathe. I thrashed out with my arms and my legs, but Cade held me tightly and didn’t seem at all affected. He said something to me, but I couldn’t hear him. The roar in my ears was telling me that I was going to die if I didn’t escape. I needed to breathe. I needed to fight. Cade’s arms encircled me in a warm embrace. Then the world went black.
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      My eyes fluttered open. All I saw was the early morning sun shining on the beautiful sight of land and ocean meeting in a blend of greens and blues. I bolted awake. This was not right.

      A hand reached out, touching my collarbone firmly, and pushing me back into my seat.

      “Where am I?!?” I turned to look at the owner of the hand and a piece of the night before came flooding back to me. Grandma. Cade. Vampires. Kidnapper. “Where are we going?”

      I struggled to take off the seatbelt that held me to the seat. I had to get out of the car. Everyone knew that you were almost assuredly dead if your assailant managed to get you in his vehicle. I would have thought I’d be tied up and in a trunk, but maybe Cade thought I wouldn’t be willing to jump out of a moving car. He was wrong.

      Cade glanced over at me. “What are you doing?”

      “Leaving.” I pulled at the seatbelt frantically. Had he done something to it? Why was I having trouble with the buckle? My hands just wouldn’t stop shaking. I pulled harder.

      “We’re driving,” Cade attempted to move my hand away from the seatbelt.

      “So?”

      The seatbelt sprung free. I automatically reached for the door handle. I had to get out of the car.

      “Wait,” Cade reached over me, grabbing my far hand, and in the process placed his arm across my body. “I’ll pull over.”

      Then he swerved off the road and into the parking lot for a scenic viewpoint. I tried to breathe. Cade didn’t move his hand, but I didn’t struggle despite the fact that he had his arm draped over me. My rational senses had kicked in. It was safer if he stopped the car. Besides that, he was stronger than me and it would be much easier to run if he physically let me go. Even though he was also driving, the muscles in his biceps and forearms told me that I’d still have trouble pushing his arm off of me to escape.

      I made a quick assessment of the location, barely registering the beauty of the vista. There were no other cars stopped, so nobody was going to be able to save me. I’d have to run back to the road and either escape Cade on foot or flag down a car. Running hadn’t worked that well for me so far, but it was my only option. I glanced at Cade. There was no way I could fight him and win. He was too strong and I doubted my lacking self-defense skills would do much damage.

      Cade pulled into a parking spot overlooking the ocean and stopped the car. I took a deep breath. It was a positive thing that I was sitting in the front seat. It was like for some reason, Cade expected me to just go with him. He was most definitely insane and delusional. I had to say the exact right things.

      Most importantly, I had to be patient. I took another breath. An opportunity would present itself. Once it did, I had to get out of the car fast. I waited and tried to calm down. I also tried not to think about how badly this kind of plan had gone for me so far.

      Cade slowly pulled his hand away and turned toward me. “We’re driving to Big Sur. There’s no reason to freak out.”

      “Are you going to kill me?” I asked, meeting his eyes. I don’t know what possessed me to say that outright even though it was what I was thinking.

      Cade frowned. “Of course not. I’m trying to save you from getting killed. There’s a vampire after you, remember?”

      I ignored the vampire part because that was crazy and focused on the facts. “But you kidnapped me.”

      Cade sighed. “I didn’t kidnap you. You hyperventilated at your apartment. I told you, I had to get you out of there and keep you safe. That’s what I did. I’m here to help you, not hurt you. I promised your grandmother. She said you’d believe me. She said you’d know I was telling the truth.”

      And I did believe him. He was telling the truth. I was in no danger from him. I breathed a sigh of relief at instinctively knowing this. Although that was promising, I did not know this man and I was here against my will. That was still kidnapping. Besides, even if he believed the things he was saying, there was always the chance that he was delusional and crazy and it didn’t matter. He might change his mind in an instant and start getting violent. That was a crazy person thing to do.

      I looked at Cade. “Well, I still don’t want to be here. I want to go home.”

      “I can’t let you,” Cade said.

      “Then this is by definition kidnapping.”

      Cade frowned at me. “I do want to point out that you’re sitting in the front seat.”

      “But you’re not letting me go home.”

      Cade sighed. “Well, if I need to kidnap you to keep you alive then so be it.”

      I met his eyes. “You’ll be arrested.”

      Cade’s eyes didn’t waver from mine. “We’ll see. You might come around and realize I’m not so bad…and that I’m not trying to kidnap you.”

      I laughed, looking away because it was getting uncomfortable. “Yeah. Sure. You won’t get away with this.”

      Cade sighed. “I really am trying to help you. Can’t you just go along with this? It would be so much easier.”

      “Nope.”

      “Well, let’s talk about it when we get to Big Sur.”

      “But this is so ridiculous. Why would a vampire be after me? Seriously?” I asked and then added. “I mean, providing that they exist in the first place and I definitely don’t believe in them.”

      Cade sighed. “Like I said, they do exist.”

      “But it’s daylight. So, couldn’t we do this later? Like after I finish work today?”

      “No.”

      “I’m sorry, but I don’t think a vampire is really after me. I want to go home.”

      “Look, you can’t go home.”

      “But why?” I asked.

      Cade sighed. “Because you’re in danger.”

      “But why? Why me? Why now?”

      “I told you before. I didn’t have time to get into details with your grandmother and honestly, I didn’t even think about asking. Miriam just wanted me to get to you and I’m doing as she asked. There was no time and it was urgent.”

      “Well, it’s kind of important, don’t you think?” I was frustrated. Why was this happening to me? “Do you just normally do as my grandmother asks even if it’s insane? In the middle of the night? You just drop everything?”

      Cade turned toward me, seemingly earnest and took my hand. “For your grandmother, yes. Look, I owe her and your grandmother made it very clear that I was supposed to protect you. Trust that. I’m not going to hurt you. I promise. I will do whatever I can to help you and keep you safe.”

      I knew he would. His hand was enveloping mine in his grip. It was rough and worn, like he spent a lot of time working with his hands. I looked at him again. He seemed like the rugged outdoor type - completely not my type. I was never outside. Yet, I had a sudden urge to pull him toward me. Currents of electricity were flowing from our connected hands. I looked at his mouth, his lips. I shook myself. What was wrong with me? Was I already having some sort of Stockholm Syndrome reaction? I pulled my hand out of his.

      “Why are we going to Big Sur?” I asked, hoping that Cade hadn’t noticed the momentary pause on my side of the conversation.

      Cade kept his eyes on the ocean as he answered. “I have a cabin there. Your grandmother said that I just had to get you out of town for a few days and that she’d take care of everything else. My cabin is secluded and there would be no reason for anyone to connect us together enough to find it as long as I got to you before the vampire did.”

      Staying alone for days with Cade in a secluded cabin. It either sounded like a hot romance or the premise of a horror movie. At this very moment, all logic pointed toward horror movie and if it was up to Cade, it would be a supernatural one. Vampires. Seriously? This was surreal.

      I tried a different tactic. “Well, what about my job? The IRS is auditing us. I need to be at work today. It is practically the worst day ever for me to miss work.”

      “Sorry. They’ll just have to be okay without you until you get back. Everyone gets sick.”

      “Not in my industry.”

      “Sorry.”  Cade didn’t look apologetic at all, though.

      I frowned. “Fine. Well, I need to call them then. I don’t want to get fired if I can help it. I have to at least call in sick. So, can I make a call then, Mr. Kidnapper?”

      Cade cringed at his nickname, but didn’t budge. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “But this is my real life. You are taking me back to my life after this is all over, right?”

      “Of course.”

      “So, I need my job and if I don’t call, they will either fire me or send the police to my house to see if I died in my sleep.”

      Cade eyed me wearily and after a long pause said, “How about I call them?”

      “Okay,” I automatically reached for the phone in my pocket, while mentally cursing myself. I could have secretly just dialed 911. I quickly frowned, though, realizing that I didn’t have my phone and noticing that I was still in my nightgown. My cheeks flushed pink and I pulled the blanket that had fallen to my waist up and under my arms.

      “I don’t have my phone.”

      “I could have told you that.”

      “Why didn’t you grab it?”

      Cade stared at me.

      “Oh, that’s right, because I’m being kidnapped.”

      Cade ignored me and fished around in his pockets. “I’ll use mine if that will shut you up. What’s the number?”

      I blinked at him. “Uh. I’m not sure.”

      “You work there.”

      “But it’s saved in my contacts.”

      “Okay,” Cade suppressed a smile.

      “Let me think,” I’d had to rattle our phone number off to people before and I’d said it thousands of times. “Can’t we just go back and get my phone?”

      “No. I’m not taking you home until it is safe.”

      I frowned. I had to try. “Okay. I think this is it.”

      I rattled a phone number off to him and he punched it into his phone. I watched him as he listened to it ring. I held my breath. Was it too early for someone to be at work? What time was it?

      Cade started talking into the phone. “Yeah. Hi. I’m calling in for Seraphine Winters…”

      This was it. An opportunity. I got ready and then faltered as Cade looked at me curiously. Why was he looking at me like that? What was wrong? I froze. The person on the other end of the line said something and Cade listened.

      Cage raised his eyebrows. “Do you work for a massage parlor?”

      “What? No.”

      Cade hung up, laughing.

      I thought about the number I’d given him as I felt my cheeks burn pink. I’d reversed the last two numbers. I was not going to acknowledge my mistake especially since he was still grinning. “I think I have it now.”

      “Alrighty.”

      I ignored his sarcastic tone and rattled off what I thought had to be the correct phone number.

      Cade dialed and listened into the phone. “Yeah, hi. I need to call in sick for Seraphine Winters.”

      He paused. “Well, I’m her boyfriend and she’s too...”

      My boyfriend? I cringed. I hoped Edison didn’t hear about this. I didn’t want him to think I was taken when I was so close to going out for a drink with him.

      I mentally stopped myself right there. That wasn’t important right now. It was work. This was it. A chance. Cade’s phone number was on their caller ID. I opened my mouth to scream. Cade barely even glanced at me as he clamped his hand over my mouth. I reached up to pull his hand off. It wouldn’t budge. He had a really strong grip. I pulled.

      “…sick to talk. Thanks. Bye,” Cade hung up the phone and let go of my mouth.

      I glared at him.

      He stared back at me. “Do you have something you want to say?”

      “Why did you do that?”

      “Because you were going to scream.”

      “And what if I was?”

      “I did what you asked.”

      “I didn’t ask to be kidnapped.”

      “Are we back to that again?”

      “Yes.”

      Cade sighed. “Okay. How do I prove to you that I’m actually trying to help you? I just called you in sick.”

      “That buys you more time.”

      “And it ties me to you. We just used my phone. I talked to one of your coworkers. The police could track that. It creates a witness.”

      Logically, that was true, but I was still here against my will so I ignored him. “Let me call my grandmother. I want to talk to her. I don’t understand why she hasn’t called to talk to me herself.”

      Cade nodded. “Okay. Fine, if that will settle all of this for you then great.”

      It actually would be great because I’d save myself the embarrassment of flagging down cars in my nightgown. Although, I will admit, I was a little surprised that he was actually going to let me talk to her. There was no way my grandmother was going to corroborate his story, right? If she was, why hadn’t she just called me herself and told me he was coming in the first place?

      Cade dialed a contact on his phone. Then he held it out to me. I reached for it, but he held it back.

      “You can listen and talk to her, but that’s it. I don’t trust you to not call the police or something on me,” Cade said.

      I ignored him and noticed my grandmother’s name as the contact that came up on his phone. He really did know her. Okay, I’d already known that, but this was concrete proof. She was actually in his phone contacts. But why? And why was he doing her bidding? They weren’t dating, were they? My grandmother was definitely not a sugar mama type. Regardless, ew. I let the phone ring as I tried not to glance over at Cade.

      “Hello, this is Miriam. Please leave a message,” said my grandmother’s gravelly voice.

      I opened my mouth to tell my grandmother to answer her phone when Cade snatched the phone from me.

      “Hang up,” Cade said, doing it himself.

      “What? Why?” I asked, reaching to take the phone and call again. Why didn’t he want me to leave a message?

      Cade slid his cell phone back into his pocket. “Who knows who’s listening.”

      “You have some serious paranoia issues. I just need to make sure she’s alright.”

      Cade shrugged, “I’m sure she’s okay.”

      “Are you psychic?”

      “No.”

      “Then I need to leave a message.”

      “You can’t.”

      “Look, I just want to know what’s going on,” I leaned back into the seat, frustrated.

      “I’m sorry. We can try her again later.”

      I frowned at him. “But you won’t let me leave a message then either.”

      “No,” Cade admitted.

      I looked at him, thinking. “So, are you saying that a vampire might be listening into my grandmother’s answering machine messages?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “But it’s during the day.”

      “So?”

      “Vampires are nocturnal creatures.”

      “I don’t know enough about them. That may or may not be true.”

      “But you believe in them?”

      “Yes,” Cade said.

      “Well, haven’t you ever seen a vampire movie? Daylight usually kills them. Not always, I’ll admit, but…”

      “I don’t like horror.”

      “Okay, that brings up a whole lot of other questions, but anyway if I did believe you and vampires were real and you think a vampire is inside my grandmother’s house then I’d say that it is a really important detail. My grandmother would be the one in danger, not me. Plus, she hasn’t called to tell me about this herself. That is super suspicious. Besides, let’s say I believe your story, how does my grandmother even know a vampire’s after me? I haven’t been attacked. None of this makes sense. There’s something wrong with what you’re telling me.”

      Cade met my eyes. “I’m telling you what I know.”

      “But it’s not the whole story.”

      Cade shrugged. “Look, don’t worry. Your grandmother is one tough witch. She has her coven to back her up if she needs it. I’m sure she’ll be…”

      I blinked at him. “What? What did you just say?”

      “She can take care of herself. I think she didn’t call you because she was going to try and…”

      “No. Repeat what you just said.”

      Cade stopped mid sentence. “What?”

      “The witch part.”

      “Your grandmother is one tough witch and she has her coven? That?” Cade looked confused.

      He was speaking the truth. I didn’t move. Normally, I’d have thought it was part of his crazy delusion. Vampires and witches were both part of horror stories. The problem was that a memory had flitted across my brain. That day.

      It was the day my mother died. I’d spent the night at my grandmother’s house and while I was there I’d had a dream.

      I’d woken up back at home. I immediately went to go find my mother. I headed toward my parents’ bedroom. I stopped in the doorway. My mother’s face looked horrified as she met my eyes. She moved toward me, her eyes shifting to another person in the room. It was a man. He was not my father, although I mostly just equated him with darkness. The night almost seemed to cling to him. He gazed at me, curiously. I reached for my mother, afraid. As if sensing me, she turned toward me. That’s when I noticed it: the blood on the neckline of her nightgown soaking downward.

      “Go,” she said.

      Then I woke up, back at my grandmother’s house, screaming. I’d told my grandmother about the dream when she had run in to see what was wrong. My grandmother smoothed away the dream and I’d fallen back asleep almost immediately. For years, I’d thought that the next thing that happened was another dream.

      My grandmother was chanting over me. “Protect her with light. Protect her with love. Protect her from harm. Night and day. This shield shall keep the dark away.”

      Then I felt a soft kiss on my forehead before falling into a deep sleep.

      The next morning I woke up to the news that my mother was dead. As a child I hadn’t pieced it all together. But now, with what was happening, it felt like things were falling into place. Had a vampire killed my mother? Had my grandmother tried to protect her and failed? Had I witnessed the attack that killed my mother? Was my grandmother a witch who’d said a spell over me? Was I actually starting to believe that a vampire did want to kill me?

      A thought ran across my brain and a chill flew through my entire body. I didn’t want to believe it, but I knew it was true. It was happening again. Would my fate be the same as my mother’s? Why?

      I burst out of Cade’s car, running, the blanket falling to the ground as I exited the car. It was just highway and ocean for miles. I ran for the road. I had to flag down a car. I think I surprised even Cade because I didn’t hear his car door open until I was halfway to the road.

      I ran as fast as I could. I had to get away from all of this. It couldn’t be true. I just needed to get back home. I had to get back to the safety of my apartment. Things had to go back to normal. This couldn’t be real.

      Was my grandmother really a witch? Could she really win against a vampire? And why? Why? Why? Why was this happening to me?

      Cade grabbed ahold of me and spun me toward him, engulfing me in his arms. The heat from his body seeped through my skin. It was freezing outside, but I somehow hadn’t noticed. My thoughts stopped. I blinked up at him.

      Cade looked half crazed as I looked up into his face, “What do you think you’re doing?”

      Cade’s body was pressed up against mine, tense and waiting for me to try to escape again. My eyes were locked with his, waging a battle. Could I trust him? My body wanted to, I thought, as I felt myself molding against him, craving the electric heat emanating off of him. What was I doing? A hot guy was not going to solve this problem. I pushed away from Cade. He finally let me go.

      “Just get back in the car,” Cade watched me wearily, alert for another attempted escape.

      “I’m sorry. I…” I couldn’t tell him about that dream and what had happened.

      Nobody except my grandmother knew. I still had to try and piece together what was happening now. I really needed to talk to my grandmother. Where was she? More importantly, was she safe?

      “Please,” Cade pleaded. “I’m just trying to help you.”

      I looked up at him. “I know.”

      Cade looked at me wearily. “But?”

      “But nothing. I’ll go with you,” I turned and walked back toward the car, leaving him staring after me, dumbfounded.

      I finally believed him. My grandmother was a witch who’d tried to protect me, but now a vampire was after me. Danger was coming. The life I’d built for myself was crumbling. I had no idea how to think about any of this logically. The reality that I’d clung to believing in for all of these years was destroyed.
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      The car finally pulled up to the cabin. My breath caught and I couldn’t help but think that Cade’s cabin would be a beautiful place to go on a romantic getaway. Too bad that this was definitely the start of a horror movie.

      The cabin was in the middle of a forest of trees and it looked like it was the only man made structure for miles. I knew the ocean was nearby because we’d driven along it for a long while, but I couldn’t see it. Still, the forest held its own sort of beauty. The only unpleasant part about the cabin was that the road had been bumpy and unpaved for the last stretch of the trip to get to it. The area was beautiful. There was a smell of pine in the air mixed with the scent of salty ocean spray.

      In a normal situation, I would have been glad for a getaway like this. Too bad this wasn’t anywhere near normal. Cade and I also hadn’t spoken in the last hour and a half. It had just been spent in uncomfortable silence.

      I knew I’d have to try and smooth things over with him at some point, but at the moment I was too confused by what was happening to try and do that. My brain had spent the time warring with itself. I still kept fluctuating between this can’t be happening and the knowledge that if I was going to survive, I had to accept the impossible. No part of me liked that.

      Cade got out of the car. I opened my door too and stepped out. It was nice to finally stretch my legs. The outside of the cabin was plain and it was not very big. It was definitely a cabin and not the house most people called their vacation cabin. Cade and I were going to have a cozy stay together. A flash of Cade and I lying by the fireplace flew through my brain without me wanting it to.

      I stopped myself. This was a horrible nightmare after all. If anything, we’d be lucky if the vampire didn’t find us. I doubted there’d be any cozy cuddling, much less sleeping.

      I had a lot of other things to worry about anyway. How long were we going to camp out in the woods? If I wasn’t back in a few days, I was going to lose my job. I really liked my job. Besides that, what would we do if the vampire after me somehow found us? And was the vampire Athan Delano? Had I somehow sensed it? Or was it some random vampire?

      If only my grandmother would call me and explain what was happening. Then came the question that kept bringing me full circle around to my other list of questions: Why hadn’t she called me herself already?

      “Are you coming or what?” Cade asked, already heading toward the cabin carrying a couple of bags, and not even looking back at me.

      How infuriating, I thought, but followed him anyway. Now, he was taking my presence for granted. I was tempted to take off for the trees just to see if he’d panic, but I didn’t. As annoying as he was being, I had to believe in him. My life obviously depended on it. My grandmother trusted him with my life, I reminded myself. I’d just have to try and follow my grandmother’s lead. I hoped this cabin was as safe and hidden as he had promised. If the vampire found us, I wasn’t sure there was going to be much that either of us could do to stop him from killing us. I crossed my fingers and prayed we stayed unfound.

      [image: ]

      Cade opened the door, letting me pass into the room. “And lastly the bedroom.”

      I had already seen the cabin’s other three rooms – the living room with its expansive fireplace, the small kitchen off of it, and the bathroom. Cade was definitely a minimalist when it came to decorating.  The bedroom only had necessities: a bed and a dresser. There wasn’t even a rug on the hardwood floor.

      “You can sleep in here,” Cade said. “I’ll sleep in the living room.”

      “That’s fine. In the meantime, do you have anything I could wear?” I asked as I gestured to the blanket I still had wrapped around myself.

      Cade looked away quickly. “I actually grabbed a few things for you from your apartment.”

      I stared at him. He’d packed for me? Cade turned and left the room. He was back a second later with one of my cloth grocery bags. He handed it to me. I looked inside and there was a jumble of clothes. My cheeks burned pink. He’d even grabbed underwear and a bra.

      “Thanks,” I couldn’t force myself to lift my eyes off the floor.

      “I’ll let you change,” Cade backed out of the room.

      I managed to look up at him. I had to fix the weirdness between us. Maybe we could manage to be friends. “And, I am sorry for earlier. I appreciate you protecting me and everything.”

      Cade nodded. He seemed like he might say something, but stopped. Then he quickly left the room and shut the door.

      I looked through the bag and settled on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. I quickly got dressed and sat on the bed. I wondered if Cade was angry with me since he had left the room so abruptly. I was too tired to think about it. Let him be ridiculous if he wanted to be.

      I lied back on the bed. I felt exhausted even though it only had to be around noon. It had already been a really long day. It would get infinitely longer if the vampire managed to find us. Regardless, I wasn’t sure that I’d be able to sleep until this whole thing was resolved. I stared at the ceiling. My stomach growled, startling me. I was hungry. It hadn’t even occurred to me to ask Cade to stop for food on the way. I wondered if Cade had thought to bring any.

      I found Cade sitting at the kitchen table reading a newspaper that he’d picked up when we’d stopped for gas. It made me pause, though, as I realized that there was probably no internet. I cringed. Then I remembered that I didn’t even have a phone to check email or surf the web on anyway. Still, I hadn’t even seen a television. What were we going to do alone here together for who knows how long?

      “I’m starving,” I said without letting my brain answer that question.

      Cade eyes remained on the newspaper. “There’s soup in the far left cabinet.”

      I nodded even though I wasn’t a big fan of canned soup. It would work for now. “Want some?”

      “Sure,” Cade shrugged.

      I walked over to the kitchen cabinet and pulled out two cans of hearty soup. I found a pan in one of the other cabinets. I popped opened the cans, poured the soup in a pan, and started cooking. As I watched it cook, I relaxed a little. This finally felt normal. It was simple. Then I remembered that I was preparing a meal for two. I didn’t usually do that. I took the soup off of the stove and poured it into two bowls. Moments later, I put a steaming bowl down in front of Cade and sat across from him with my own.

      He put the paper down. “Smells great.”

      “Thanks,” I said, digging into the soup.

      We ate in silence for a moment.

      “So, what are you reading?” I asked.

      “The newspaper,” Cade said.

      I frowned at him. “I got that, but any interesting articles?”

      Cade smiled. “There’s one about mummy DNA.”

      “Are you seriously reading an article about mummies right now?” I felt dumbfounded. I didn’t even want to think about anything supernatural ever again.

      “Actually, yeah.”

      I stared at him.

      “What? I like medical stories and genetics is fascinating.”

      I blinked at him and quickly realized that he meant real mummies. The dead ones that stayed dead. I really, really hoped they didn’t actually come back to life. I didn’t need more to worry about.

      “What do you do?” I asked, wanting to change the subject.

      “Do?”

      “Like for a job? When you’re not…kidnapping maidens in distress?”

      Cade smiled. “I’m a lawyer.”

      I stared at him again. “You can’t be serious.”

      “You don’t know that much about me.”

      “You’re really a lawyer and you kidnapped me?” I asked.

      Cade shrugged. “I was pretty sure you’d realize that I was trying to help you.”

      “And what if I’d had you arrested?”

      “I’d have been able to defend myself.”

      “Are you a criminal lawyer?” I asked.

      “No. I work in intellectual property. I deal with copyrights, patents…” Cade went on, but I tuned out.

      That sounded as boring as accounting did to most people. He was completely different than the person I’d guessed him to be. From just looking at him I would have guessed he worked construction, but maybe he just liked to work out and spend time outside.

      “…and your eyes just glazed over,” Cade said.

      “Sorry.”

      “So, you’re finally ready to talk?” Cade asked.

      “I’m here, aren’t I?”

      “Yeah, but I wasn’t sure.”

      “I’m ready,” I said firmly.

      Cade watched me for a moment.

      “What?”

      “Nothing. I’m curious what changed your mind, but I don’t want to jinx this sudden cooperation. It took you long enough.”

      I frowned at him. “Do you know how crazy your story sounds? Did you hear yourself tell me that vampires were after me and that you had to save me? Need I mention that you showed up on my doorstep before dawn and that you’re a stranger?”

      Cade smiled. “Okay. It does sound farfetched…and creepy. I’ll admit that, but I am deadly serious.”

      “I know,” I felt suddenly somber.

      “Good. I’m glad it finally sunk in,” Cade said.

      “So, I have some more questions.”

      “Okay. I’ll try and answer them, but I really don’t know anything more than what I’ve told you.”

      “Well, at least tell me this. Why are you here? I mean, are you a witch too?”

      Cade stopped eating and looked at me. “I’m not a witch.”

      “Then why are you here?”

      Cade thought for a moment. “Your Grandmother saved my life. I’m returning the favor by saving yours.”

      I leaned forward. “You said that before, but how did she save your life?”

      Cade put his spoon down. “It’s a long story.”

      “It’s not like we don’t have time.”

      Cade smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Another time. It’s not a story I like to tell.”

      I paused. “Why not?”

      “It’s very personal.”

      I decided not to press it yet. “Okay, so you owe my grandmother, but how exactly are you going to protect me?”

      “The hope is that we are never found.”

      “Alright. So, you just supply this cabin in the woods?”

      Cade paused before answering. “Yes.”

      There was something he wasn’t telling me. I stared at him. He looked back at me.

      Then something slammed hard into the wall of the living room. Cade and I froze, our gazes still locked, but now in surprise. Now, there was only silence. Was that inside or outside? What had made that noise? Cade reacted first and came over to me, pulling me off my chair and dragging me toward the broom closet.

      “If I tell you to run, do it. For now, I need you to hide,” Cade said.

      “From a vampire?” I couldn’t help but think that no human could outrun a vampire.

      “Don’t argue,” Cade opened the closet door and pushed me inside.

      “I’d rather stay with you,” I walked out of the closet. “This won’t keep me safe.”

      “It will, if he isn’t sure you’re here.”

      I stood my ground. “If he’s actually here, he knows I’m here too.”

      “Stay in the closet,” Cade growled. “And don’t move unless I tell you to.”

      I hesitated. “No. I’m going with you.”

      “No, you’re staying…” Cade reached out to put a hand on my shoulder to push me back into the closet.

      I ignored the fire that shot through me at his touch even as my insides went wild. Instead, I ducked under his arm, walking swiftly toward the living room. Cade ran after me. We both stopped in the doorway. There was nobody in the living room and nothing looked damaged. I glanced at the windows, but none were open or even cracked.

      “Do you think it was just some animal?” I asked. “Are there bears around here or mountain lions?”

      Cade didn’t say anything. His eyes were on the door. He moved toward it.

      I followed him, trying to see what he might be sensing, but it looked secure enough. Cade stopped just in front of it. I reached for the doorknob.

      “Wait,” Cade turned to look at me. “Please, just listen to me. At the very least stand in back of me right now, okay?”

      I moved behind him.

      “Thank you.”

      Cade reached to open the door.

      “Are you sure you should open that?” I asked.

      Cade turned to look at me, frowning. “Weren’t you just about to? Besides, I doubt that a door is enough to stop a vampire from getting in.”

      “Wait.”

      “What now?” Cade asked.

      “A door is enough to stop a vampire.”

      “What?”

      “A vampire needs to be invited in,” I said.

      “In movies, maybe.”

      I stopped. Cade was right. I couldn’t be sure. A real vampire might be able to do whatever he or she wanted. I didn’t know the rules and sadly, neither did Cade. That put us at a big disadvantage.

      Cade turned and opened the door. There lying splayed out on the doorstep was a dead deer. Blood and flesh dented the outside of the door where it had hit.

      Cade looked out over the yard in front of us. Woods surrounded the cabin, but there was a bare stretch of yard just in front of us. I couldn’t take my eyes off of the deer. It’s glazed and open eyes seemed to stare into mine. They seemed to be saying: Death is coming.

      “Do you think it just accidentally ran into the door or something?” I asked as a tendril of fear curled itself in my stomach.

      Cade shut the door and locked it before he answered me. “No. I think this is our warning. He’s here and he’s coming for you.”
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      I stared at Cade. “But why? Why wouldn’t he just come in and kill me?”

      Cade looked at me, but paused for a second before he answered. “I don’t know.”

      There was something untrue about his answer, but my brain was too busy freaking out. There had to be a more rational reason for the deer than that the vampire had already found us. What was the point of escaping to Big Sur then? I could have stayed home and been attacked by a vampire amidst all of my own stuff.

      “Well, I think that the deer just ran at the door and…collapsed,” I said.

      Cade’s eyes met mine. “It was drained of blood.”

      “What? How do you know that? I saw blood on the door and…”

      “That was skin,” Cade said flatly.

      I gulped, feeling nauseous. I had to think. “Okay. Well, we need to be logical. Do you have stakes? Or maybe we can make some. What about garlic? Or even soup with garlic? Maybe that would burn him just the same. And then I think we can bless water and make it holy ourselves, right? Or do we need a priest?”

      “Slow down.”

      “There’s a vampire out in the woods waiting to kill me. I’m a rational person, but come on. We need to do anything, but slow down. I can’t believe we just sat at your kitchen table and ate canned soup. What were we thinking? We should have been barricading doors and making stakes and…”

      “Yes, but first I have to tell you something. Then we can carve stakes if it makes you feel better,” Cade said.

      “It would. And the soup cans. Unless you do have garlic…”

      Cade gave me a look. “I don’t randomly have garlic just sitting around. I’m a takeout and microwave dinner kind of a guy if you can’t tell.”

      That made sense from the empty state of his kitchen cupboards, although I had supposed that maybe he just didn’t use this cabin all that often.

      Cade continued. “Anyway, just listen. Your grandmother gave me something before I left to get you. Maybe it can help.”

      “Why didn’t you mention this before?”

      Cade met my eyes. “You were having a hard time believing me. I thought you might find this even harder to take. Besides, the hope was that we wouldn’t need this. It was supposed to be just an extra precaution.”

      What did that mean? I watched as Cade pulled a piece of folded paper and a pink rock out of his pocket. I wasn’t exactly sure what good those two things would do, but I reached for both items anyway. My hand brushed Cade’s and a now familiar tingle of electricity shot up my arm. What was it about him that affected me like that? This was so not the time for romance.

      I ignored it and looked at the objects in my hand instead. The paper was torn from a book, it’s edges rough on one side. The rock was actually a translucent pink quartz stone. It was sort of pretty and reminded me of the stone that was set into my necklace at home. Was that a coincidence? Had my grandmother tried to protect my mother with that necklace and failed?

      I opened up the folded paper, hands shaking. I looked at it once and then reread it again. I read it a third time, but I really wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do with it.

      “It’s a spell,” I looked back up at Cade.

      “Can you do it?” Cade asked, leaning toward me.

      “I’m not a witch.”

      Cade nodded slowly. “Your Grandmother told me that.”

      “Then why did she give this to me?” I asked.

      Cade touched my shoulder and tingles of electricity and warmth shot through me.

      “What?” I managed, turning toward him.

      His hand fell away and he looked a little uncomfortable. “Well, let me clarify. She said that you weren’t a witch yet, but she said it was in your blood.”

      “Huh?”

      “You can do the spell,” Cade’s eyes met mine.

      “I can do the spell?” I stared back at him, but my mind went a little numb as it sank in.

      “Yes,” Cade said.

      I frowned and looked down at the paper again. It was a spell for something called a Witch’s Bottle. Along the side my grandmother had written that it was a spell to protect oneself or a loved one from malicious entities. Skimming it, it didn’t look that complicated. It read just like following a recipe. It mostly seemed like you needed to mix together the right ingredients and read a short phrase. That couldn’t be it, though. You needed magic. You had to actually be a witch. I had no idea how to be one.

      I caught myself. What was I doing? Was I really thinking of preparing a spell? I sighed. I wasn’t a witch. It really boiled down to that simple fact. Normal women didn’t do magic spells.

      But my grandmother was a witch and she’d told Cade that it was in my blood. They both thought I could do a spell. Could genetics alone make me a witch? My mind had a hard time wrapping itself around that idea. I was just me. I was normal.

      I took another deep breath and continued to think. Let’s say I believed in the genetic lineage of witches. Besides making me wonder if my mother had ever been one, did performing one spell mean that I would be officially transforming myself into a witch? I didn’t want to do that. Once this was over, I wanted it all to be done.

      I sighed.

      “I know,” Cade said.

      I frowned at him. “How can you know? You’re not a witch.”

      Cade hesitated. “No, but I’ve had hard decisions to make.”

      “I doubt it was this hard. I don’t want to be a witch.”

      “You can choose not to practice,” Cade offered. “You’ll at least have that choice.

      That didn’t sit well with me. I’d still be a witch who could do spells. How could I accept that? Was doing spells addictive? Would I want to keep being a witch? I had too many questions about it and no way to ask anyone who knew the answers.

      “Can I say one more thing?” Cade asked, interrupting my thoughts.

      “What?”

      “We’re talking about survival here. The vampire will kill you if he gets to you,” Cade said simply.

      He’d kill Cade too. Truthfully, in the face of that fact, the logical answer was obvious. My feelings about being a witch or not didn’t matter. I needed to try and help protect us if I could. Cade had already put himself in danger for me. I could make myself a little uncomfortable to try and keep us safe. If this along with the garlic in the soup, stakes, and holy water would save us, I had to do it. It was a necessary evil even if it still didn’t sit right with me, personally.

      I looked at Cade, who was still watching me. I had my answer. I just had to choose to acknowledge the witch inside of me for a brief moment. I took a deep breath, trying to accept my decision. I would do the spell to save us. Besides, it was just one spell. That wouldn’t really mean anything. The important thing was that it would protect us. I had to focus on that. Too bad my logical brain was throwing up warnings that I was opening Pandora’s box. I ignored it. If I was going to do this, I had to do it wholeheartedly. I had to believe it or at least try my best.

      I reread the spell. It called for numerous items: a container, clean water, vanilla extract, jasmine, peppermint, a rose quartz stone, a strand of hair from the person being protected, and their name written on a piece of paper. All of those things needed to be then put in the container. Upon sealing it with wax from a white candle, it should also be sealed with an act of love like a kiss along with the incantation. This, my grandmother wrote, would offer protection from malicious energies.

      It looked simple enough, so why was I so afraid? I knew I could do this. Yet, it was the scariest thing I’d ever had to do.

      I shut my eyes and when I opened them I looked at Cade and said, “Okay. I’ll do the spell.”

      Cade looked relieved. “Great. What do we need?”

      I showed him the list and together we searched the cabin. We came up short. It wasn’t much of a surprise since Cade’s cupboards were pretty bare. Still, out of all the items on the list we found quite a few. He had a clean jar to use as a container. There was forgotten peppermint tea behind the soup in the cabinet. I hoped it would suffice for peppermint since there were peppermint leaves in it. Cade also had a white candle in his emergency kit and paper in a drawer in the living room. The strands of hair were on our heads and the rose quartz stone my grandmother had provided to us. We were still missing two things, though: jasmine and vanilla extract. It didn’t matter that we had everything else. We had to have all of them for the spell to work.

      “So, what do we do?” I looked up at Cade. “I can’t do the spell without the last two ingredients.”

      Cade shut the cabinet he had just looked into. “There’s a store in town. It’s kind of far, though. They should have vanilla extract, but I’m not sure about jasmine. That seems a little less likely for the local store.”

      “Well, do you know anyone with jasmine in their yard around here?”

      Cade thought for a moment and then his face darkened. “Yes, but I’m not welcome there.”

      “But there’s a vampire after us,” I reminded him.

      “But…” Cade started.

      “We can just sneak over and grab it. You don’t need to talk to your neighbor.  And maybe one of your other neighbors has vanilla extract. People use it for baking. Then we won’t have to go all the way into town.”

      “But we have a problem. I’m not sure we can leave,” Cade reminded me.

      In my panic about doing the spell, I’d forgotten about the dead deer and the vampire waiting for us outside. “Yeah.”

      We stood in silence for a moment.

      “So, what are we going to do? We have to get those last two items to do the spell,” I said.

      Cade frowned. “I’m not sure.”

      “Do we have a choice?” I asked.

      We could either hide in the cabin with the vampire probably killing us at nightfall or we could leave the cabin and maybe get the chance to do a protection spell that would keep us safe. Neither was an ideal scenario. I was completely and utterly terrified of doing anything.

      I voiced my thoughts. “I’d prefer not to leave, but if he’s already found us then I feel like we have to try the spell.”

      Cade shook his head. “He could attack us in the car.”

      “He could attack us in the cabin.”

      “Then why hasn’t he?” Cade asked.

      “He threw the deer at the door,” I reminded him.

      “Yeah, but why warn us?” Cade thought for a moment. “Think about it. If he could have attacked us it would have been smarter not to warn us.”

      “Maybe he likes to taunt his victims? Maybe scared blood is better than regular blood.”

      Cade looked at me like I was crazy. “That’s ridiculous. Anyone about to be bitten by a vampire is going to be terrified, dead deer or not.”

      “True, but maybe he couldn’t attack yet. It’s still daylight. That’s an even better reason to get in the car and go get the last two items right now.”

      Cade shook his head again. “No. If he’s here, he followed us…in daylight.”

      “Well, maybe he’s stronger at night?”

      Cade was silent for a moment. “Maybe.”

      “Then we only have a few hours to get this spell done. Wait. Couldn’t we just run? Leave the cabin and just head for wherever?”

      Cade shook his head. “That should have worked this time. He’d just follow us.”

      “But maybe the deer did really just run into the cabin door,” I felt desperate.

      “It didn’t,” Cade said.

      “But…”

      “Sera, it was thrown.”

      I nodded. “Okay. So, then we’re going into town. We need something to fight him with in case he attacks.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “We need to do something,” I said.

      Cade thought for a moment. “I think we need to talk to your grandmother. I’m not sure what’s the bigger risk. Maybe she’ll have more insight.”

      “Okay,” I’d be glad to talk to her. I had about a thousand other questions for her. It was time for us to try calling her again anyway.

      Cade pulled out his cell phone and dialed. I watched him. He ended the call.

      “She’s not answering.”

      “Still?” That was odd.

      And I still thought it was weird that she hadn’t called to talk to me at all. My grandmother knew me pretty well. She should have guessed I’d have a hard time with this. Talking to me personally would have really helped. Plus, she should have tried to contact one of us to make sure that we were okay. Was she afraid of sending danger our way or was she in trouble too?

      I looked at Cade. “Something went wrong.”

      “Yeah. The vampire found us.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Well, yes that, but my grandmother should have called me by now.”

      “She said she was going to take care of things and…” Cade started.

      “And the vampire’s here,” I finished for him.

      “You’re right. That doesn’t bode well,” Cade said, meeting my eyes.

      I nodded. Dread filled my stomach. If my grandmother…if she died, it would be like losing my mother all over again.

      “Are you okay?” Cade stepped toward me.

      I had to focus. I didn’t know anything yet. I couldn’t jump to conclusions. Maybe there was something I didn’t know.

      I took a deep breath. “Yes. So, what do we do?”

      Cade stared at me. “Well, first we have to figure out what to do right now. Let’s hope your grandmother is still working on things from afar.”

      I nodded, but I had a bad feeling. I ignored it. I had to survive this first. “Okay, so let’s think this out. What do we know about the vampire? Can we logically assume that we would be safe enough leaving the cabin to get the last two supplies?”

      “We know he can travel in daylight.”

      “Yes. And he drank the blood of the deer and then threatened us with the carcass for some reason,” I said.

      Cade followed my thought. “That reason might be important. Maybe you were right when you said he couldn’t enter the house without permission.”

      “But then why did my grandmother want me to do the protection spell?” I asked.

      “Because he can enter the house.”

      “Yeah, I think so too,” I said. “So, what else could he have been doing?”

      Cade’s face fell. “He wanted me to go outside without you.”

      I frowned. “What? Why?”

      Cade was silent for a moment. “To pick us off one by one.”

      “Like in slasher movies?”

      “Exactly like that.”

      “He’s a vampire. I’m sure it will take him about twenty seconds to kill us both, even together.”

      “Maybe he’s not sure about that.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      Cade hesitated. “Well, he might think you’re a really powerful witch.”

      “He can deduce that?”

      Cade shrugged. “Why not? He’s a supernatural being too after all.”

      I thought about that. Maybe the vampire had wanted to use Cade against me in case I tried to put a spell on him. It was too bad that I hadn’t even tried one spell yet.

      “We just need to make a choice. We’re going in circles. I think you might be right. Maybe there’s power in numbers or maybe he’s weak until dark. I want to risk it, but we have to do it together,” I said after a moment.

      Cade looked out the window and searched the yard for a long moment before he answered me. “Alright. Let’s do it together. Let’s try the closest neighbor first. It’s the safest plan. He definitely has jasmine in his yard, but I can’t guarantee he’ll lend us vanilla extract.”

      I nodded. Dread filled my stomach. I tried to ignore it.

      “And we should take all of the ingredients with us. We can do the spell in the car before we drive back. I’ll feel much safer once that spell is in place,” Cade said.

      “Okay,” I went to gather the items.

      Cade went into his bedroom. A few moments later, I was done putting all of the items in a bag. I added a couple of soup cans and a couple of wooden spoons. They weren’t as sharp as a stake, but they were wood. I looked around the room wondering how upset Cade would be if I broke one of his wooden kitchen chairs for an even better stake. As I was still pondering this, Cade came out of the bedroom with a hunting rifle.

      “That won’t be of much use against a vampire,” I warned.

      “I know, but it might still deter him for a second. If it alerts other people or the police maybe that would bother him too.”

      I nodded. “Good idea. And one question.”

      “What?”

      “Can I possibly break your kitchen chair and make some stakes before we go?” I smiled at Cade sheepishly.

      Cade gave me a long look. “No. I like those chairs.”

      “I had to try.”

      Cade sighed. “Well, if you’d really feel better with some stakes, there’s a woodpile on our way to the car. You can grab some wood from that. Now let’s go.”

      Cade slung the riffle over his shoulder and walked back through the living room. I grabbed my bag and followed him.

      He stopped in front of the cabin door and looked at me. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      “Positive.”

      Cade opened the door of the cabin and then stepped outside. I waited for an attack, but nothing happened. Cade motioned for me to follow him, then stepped around the deer. I did the same, trying not to look at it. I wrinkled my nose at the smell of death as I rushed past it. The scenery that had seemed so beautiful this morning, now felt ominous instead. It had definitely turned into a horror movie.

      We were very alone at this cabin. I listened for sounds. I could hear birds. That was a good sign, right? Didn’t animals react to supernatural creatures and run in their presence making the area unusually silent?

      Cade wasn’t stopping to analyze things. He was already getting in the car and laying his riffle on the floor of the backseat. I rushed after him, pausing to grab a few pieces of stacked wood next to the cabin stairs, and slid into the car just as he started it.

      “It should only take us five minutes to get there. Maybe less. I’m going to try for less,” Cade assured me, but I could still hear the tension in his voice.

      I nodded, but kept my eyes on the road around us. Was a vampire watching us drive away? Did he have supernatural speed? Or could he turn into a bat? I had no idea which parts of the myth were true.

      Cade drove a little too fast, but I didn’t say anything. I’d feel much safer when the spell was done even though I didn’t quite know how it would work. I scanned the trees. I didn’t see anything. I kept looking.

      After what felt like an eternity, Cade turned down a long unpaved driveway and we pulled up to another cabin. This one was bigger than Cade’s. It was two stories and definitely seemed much more like a house than a cabin. Cade turned off the car, but didn’t move to get out.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, my door already open, but I shut it again. Had Cade seen something?

      Cade looked at me. “I just don’t really get along with this neighbor.”

      I almost hit him. “Are you serious? We don’t have time for this.”

      Cade shut his eyes.

      I would not have pegged Cade as a drama guy. Wait. Was this neighbor an ex-girlfriend? But Cade had said the word he before. So, it was a guy, right? “Should we go into town then?”

      “No. This is closer. And safer,” Cade said.

      “Okay. Let’s do this then. I can do all of the talking,” I offered.

      “No. I’ll handle it,” Cade opened his door and got out of the car.

      I followed him. Cade walked up to the front door and knocked. I stood next to him, but I was looking behind us. Even though I did want to size up his ex, I felt like we were being watched.

      “Nobody’s home,” Cade said a moment later.

      I turned to look at him. “Should we go into town then?”

      “No. I told you, town is too far. We go in.”

      “Huh?” I asked.

      “I know where he hides a key.”

      So, it was a guy. Maybe they had a falling out over a girl, though. Instead I said, “I thought you didn’t get along.”

      “We used to be friends.”

      There was definitely more to this story and I was dying to know, but I didn’t press Cade. There wasn’t time to get the full scoop. I could ask him all about it once we were back safe inside his cabin with the finished Witch’s Bottle.

      Right now, I was just glad that we didn’t have to smash a window and add real breaking and entering to our day’s adventures. I followed Cade around to the back of the house. He reached behind a bush off to the right of the back door and pulled out a rock. Cade flipped it over and I realized it wasn’t really a rock, but one of those hide-a-keys. There was a combination. Cade entered it and it opened. A key was inside. He grabbed it and unlocked the back door. Then he quickly put the key back where he had found it. He walked into the kitchen and I followed. He locked the door behind us. Cade started opening the cabinets.

      “Hello?” I called out, but nobody answered.

      “What are you doing?” Cade whirled on me. “Nobody’s home.”

      “I just wanted to make sure. I don’t want to get shot because your friend thinks we’re burglars.”

      “Nobody’s here,” Cade turned away from me and opened another cabinet. “Now, let’s hurry. I’d like to keep it that way.”

      I walked over to the other end of the kitchen and opened a cabinet. It was crammed full of canned goods. I opened the bottom cabinet. Even more canned goods, pasta, and a few jars of instant coffee. Cade’s friend had way more supplies stocked than he did. Maybe we’d be in luck. I checked another cabinet and found cereal, oatmeal, and flour.

      “I found it,” Cade held up a small glass container of vanilla extract.

      I smiled at him. “Now we need jasmine.”

      “Luckily, that shouldn’t be a problem,” Cade turned toward the back door.

      I was about to follow him when he suddenly spun around. The look on his face made me freeze. Dread filled my stomach. Oh no. The vampire had followed us into the house. I hadn’t even heard him. We were as good as dead.
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      I turned around to face my doom and blinked at the man standing in front of us. It wasn’t Athan Delano. All this time, I’d pretty much assumed Athan was the vampire. If it wasn’t Athan, I’d still assumed I’d somehow recognize him. I didn’t. This vampire was dressed in a flannel and worn jeans. He was not in a Dracula costume. Well, I hadn’t really expected a Dracula costume, but he did look very much alive and not much older than Cade. Plus, he wasn’t pale.  He was dark skinned, actually, but even so, his skin didn’t look dull or anything dead-like.

      I continued to stare at him as he looked between Cade and me. We all seemed frozen. I think I was in shock. I was about to die after all. I managed to glance over at Cade. He stood rigidly next to me. I got ready for a fight.

      “What are you doing here?” the man asked, finally breaking the silence.

      That unfroze everything. Cade stepped in front of me, his arm pushing me even further behind him. I looked around the kitchen. Would anything in here protect me from a vampire? Garlic! Why didn’t we look for garlic? And why hadn’t I brought in the soup or the stakes? Why hadn’t Cade brought in his gun?

      “I needed to borrow some vanilla extract,” Cade said.

      My head snapped back to look at him. Why was he telling the vampire that? I glanced back at the man in front of us. Oh. He was the neighbor Cade didn’t get along with anymore. Duh. I relaxed a little. This wasn’t life or death. It was just drama.

      The man looked at Cade and then over at me. “Your girlfriend baking you a cake or something?”

      “Something like that,” Cade said.

      The man stared at Cade. Then he turned back to me. A smile lit up his face.

      “Hi. I’m Mason. It’s nice to meet you.”

      I smiled back tentatively, unsure how to react, but he did seem friendly enough. “Hi. I’m…”

      Cade interrupted me. “It’s time for us to go.”

      “Wait,” Mason stepped forward and grabbed Cade’s arm.

      “Let me go,” Cade growled.

      “We need to talk.”

      “No,” Cade said. “We don’t.”

      I looked between them. Their gazes were locked. Neither moved. Something huge had happened between them. It had to be about a girl. Who was she?

      “Um. I think we should go,” I said because it felt like they were about to get into a physical fight.

      Mason turned to me first, a smile back on his face, and I could swear it was genuinely friendly. “It was nice to meet you.”

      I nodded and brushed past him, trying to push Cade toward the door. A spark of electricity shot up my arm. I frowned. Was I attracted to Mason too? That was odd. I touched Cade, feeling another current up my arm. I ignored it, feeling confused, and pushed him back the way we’d come in.

      “Excuse me,” Mason said to me.

      I stopped and turned automatically. Mason was frowning at me and he looked like he wanted to say something. I waited. I was curious.

      “It’s time to go, Sera,” Cade grabbed my wrist this time, electricity and heat flowing through me, causing my stomach to ricochet into summersaults.

      Cade pulled me out the door. I let him, but I felt like there was so much left unsaid. What had Mason been about to say to me? Other than that, I wondered what had happened between the two men. From what I’d witnessed, I doubted Cade would tell me.

      Cade walked around to the front of the cabin pulling me with him. He let me go when we reached the car, but then he walked past it over to the other side of the house. Before I could go after him, Cade was already walking back toward me.

      “Jasmine,” he said holding up a branch in answer to the question I hadn’t had a chance to ask yet.

      Then he walked past me and got into the car. I followed him. I glanced back at the house. I swore I saw Mason watching us from the window.

      I climbed into the car. Cade handed me the jasmine. I took it, reaching down to put it in the bag with the rest of the items.

      “We need to do the spell. Now,” Cade said.

      My eyes snapped up to his. “Now? But I think Mason’s watching us from the window.”

      “It doesn’t matter. We’re pretty safe here and once you make that Witch’s Bottle, you’ll be even safer.”

      I glanced back toward the house. Did he think we were safer because Mason was right there in the house? Surely a vampire would just kill him too.

      “There’s not much time before dark,” Cade reminded me.

      “Can’t we just drive down the road a little?” Performing a spell in front of Cade was going to be hard enough. I didn’t want to look crazy in front of someone else too.

      “No. We’re better off right here,” Cade followed my gaze. “He can’t see what you’re doing from there. Don’t worry.”

      “But what if…” I had a thousand worries. I didn’t know what the magic would look like when it happened. What if Mason saw something unusual?

      “Who cares what he thinks. Just do it. It’s why we came here. We’re running out of time. There’s no point in debating. Do it.”

      Cade was right. I nodded. I opened the piece of paper my grandmother had given me and looked over the spell. Cade watched. That made me nervous, but I didn’t say anything. This spell was supposed to protect him too, after all.

      I laid all of the items out on the dashboard. I double and triple checked all of them. I was ready to make the Witch’s Bottle. I tried to ignore everything else: Cade, Mason, and the vampire that was probably lurking in the woods around us. I had to focus. We needed this to work.

      I filled the jar with bottled water. I wrote our names on the small sheet of paper.  Then I dropped all of the items that we had collected into the jar one at a time. I rechecked the list to make sure the ingredients were all there. They were. I shook the jar slightly, mixing them. I waited for a sizzle, a pop, or something magical. Nothing happened. It just looked like a bunch of stuff in a jar getting soaked in water. I tried not to feel discouraged. There was still more of the spell to do. I really hoped that once it was done, I’d feel like it had worked. Would the only test of the spell be when the vampire found us and tried to kill us? How exactly was it supposed to protect us? That was the one thing the spell didn’t specify. It was a detail I wished I knew so that I could test it before we relied on it to keep us safe.

      Onto the next step: I lit the white candle with a lighter. I looked at Cade. This was it. I’d officially be a witch with this next part. He nodded at me to continue. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Then I bent the candle to drip the hot wax over the seal of the entire jar.

      I said the incantation. “Protect us with light. Protect us with love. Protect us from harm. Night and day. This shield shall keep the dark away.”

      The memory of my grandmother saying a similar incantation over me the night my mother died crossed my mind. I pushed it away. I had to finish the spell. All that was left was to perform the act of love. I frowned.

      “What’s wrong?” Cade asked.

      I hesitated, but he’d already seen the spell. He had to have read it. I wished it wasn’t so embarrassing to say.

      I just said it. “It’s supposed to be sealed with an act of love.”

      Cade’s face froze. “What?”

      Maybe he hadn’t read that part. Our eyes met. I had to look away.

      “My Grandmother gives the example of a kiss here,” I pointed to the bottom of the spell and felt my cheeks start to burn in embarrassment. I could feel him still watching me. “But she doesn’t specify if I have to kiss someone or if I can just blow a kiss or like hug someone or...”

      Cade cleared his throat and even still his voice sounded suddenly gravely. “You want me to kiss you? That’s the final part of the spell to keep you safe?”

      “Yes,” I laughed nervously, without meaning to. “Well, maybe we can just get by with blowing a kiss. Maybe it doesn’t have to…”

      I didn’t get a chance to make more excuses as Cade’s lips met mine in a quick peck. I gasped and my eyes flew to Cade’s. As soon as our lips touched, there was an explosion in my body. His green eyes held mine for a brief moment. He looked surprised. I automatically leaned toward him. His gaze flew to my mouth and then my eyes closed as Cade’s mouth crushed down upon mine and he pulled me into a tight embrace. My lips molded to his and we melted into each other. I was on fire, but I couldn’t get enough. I pulled Cade closer even though the car seating made it a little awkward. It didn’t matter I wanted more. I wound my hands in his hair as I deepened the kiss.

      All of my thoughts ceased. He shuddered against me as he kissed me hungrily. I met his kisses, feeling the electricity I’d felt only briefly before, pulsing throughout my body. A growling moan escaped Cade’s mouth and it matched my own. He kissed me harder and I felt his teeth scrape my lips. Cade immediately pulled away.

      There was a rush of cold air between us. He scooted back into the driver’s seat and turned his face from me, still breathing heavily. My cheeks burned red and I looked down at my feet. I had to catch my breath too. Electrical currents were still running throughout my entire body. Was this because I was a witch? Or was it because Cade was kissing me?

      He was still turned way. I looked back down at my toes. Awkward. I saw the forgotten Witch’s Bottle on the floor of the car next to my foot. I picked it up. Had it worked? That had been a phenomenal kiss, definitely worthy of a magic spell. Too bad the Witch’s Bottle still just looked like a jar with a bunch of wet items inside. I looked at Cade, but he continued to stare out the window.

      I had to say something. “Okay. I think that was enough to seal the Witch's Bottle.”
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      We had less than an hour until dark. I paced around the cabin’s living room looking for a place to hide the Witch’s Bottle. If the vampire did make it into the house, we didn’t want him to break it. More likely, I didn’t want to knock it over by accident and shatter it as I ran screaming from the vampire.

      I could hear the sounds of the shower coming from the bathroom. Cade was probably lathering soap all over his chiseled body right about now. I could have been with him if we had continued what had almost been started in the car. I could almost picture it, the soap cascading down his broad chest and…

      Thank goodness Cade had ended that kiss when he did even though my body was still reeling from the explosion of chemistry between us. That had definitely been more than enough of a show of love to seal the Witch’s Bottle. It had passed way beyond a kiss and into utter raging lust.

      The problem now was that things were really awkward. The ride home had been both silent and tense. The five minutes it took us to get back to Cade’s cabin had felt endless. It wasn’t just the threat of a vampire lurking beyond the tree line. That kiss had changed things between us. There was definitely something there, a spark. Heck, it was more than a spark – a raging fire. I was pretty sure Cade felt it too except that he was suddenly stonewalling me.

      I frowned. Well, unless I was wrong and he didn’t feel anything. He’d practically shut himself in the bathroom as soon as we’d walked into the cabin. There was no reason for a sudden need to shower other than that he’d wanted to get away from me. Logistically speaking, who decides to take a shower when there’s a vampire outside waiting to kill you?

      Maybe I should ignore the kiss too. Cade was so beyond the kind of guy I knew I should hook up with and besides, I was not a hook up kind of girl. I wanted the real deal. Edison could be the real deal if he’d ever really notice me as more than just a coworker. Edison had a good job, although so did Cade. Still, Edison lived in Los Angeles. Cade lived in San Diego. Everyone knew that long distance relationships rarely worked and my career was in Los Angeles. Plus, with Cade, a real happily ever after would probably never happen. He had somehow wrapped himself up with my grandmother and her coven and he seemed totally fine with that and the fact that vampires and witches even existed. If I survived all of this, I wanted nothing to do with the supernatural ever again.

      I mentally shook myself. I obviously needed the break from Cade to regroup too. I’m here hiding from a vampire, I reminded myself. How could I be so wrapped up in lust when I was in mortal danger?

      I looked at the Witch’s Bottle in my hands. Cade seemed to assume it was going to work, but I was still really worried. I’d done every part of the spell, but despite the electrifying intensity of the kiss that had helped seal it, I wasn’t sure that I’d actually performed magic.

      I looked into its depths, but felt nothing. I hoped the spell had worked. If it even gave us a small amount of protection, it would be worth it. I just had to find a place to put it. There was a hall closet next to the front door, but that seemed obvious. Then again, why would a vampire look for the Witch’s Bottle? Wouldn’t he be too busy trying to kill Cade and me?

      The shower stopped. My stomach twisted up in knots. I opened the closet and placed the Witch’s Bottle in the back corner behind some old hunting boots. I shut the door and ran to sit on the couch. I looked around, but there were no magazines or books to read. The newspaper.

      I sprinted to the kitchen and found it on the table. I fled back to the living room and sat down on the couch. I stared at the top headline of the paper, but I could not manage to read it. The bathroom door opened. Then my mind went completely blank as Cade stepped out of the bathroom only wearing a towel. Water dripped down from his hair and slowly onto his chest where it wound down his torso to the towel that clung to his hips. I gulped. Was he trying to torture me?

      My eyes quickly snapped upwards from the towel to Cade’s green eyes. “Um, so…”

      “It’s almost dusk,” Cade said.

      I looked behind me and out the windows. He was right. Fear replaced lust immediately.

      “You should start carving some stakes. We need to get ready,” Cade said. “There should be a sharp enough knife in the kitchen.”

      I nodded, but felt confused. I thought Cade believed in the Witch’s Bottle. What had made him unsure all of a sudden? I met his eyes again.

      He stared back at me. “Start getting ready. You can do it.”

      I nodded. He looked at me for one last second and then he walked into the bedroom. I started breathing again. I ran for the kitchen, putting away the image of Cade in a towel into the back of my brain for later analysis. Right now there wasn’t enough time.

      Fifteen minutes later I’d managed to sort of carve two stakes. I glanced toward the bedroom door, but it was still shut. Did Cade have some sort metrosexual skin care routine that took longer than mine? I started on another stake. I planned to make some holy water after this and open up the soup cans. The more supplies we had at the ready, the better. I was still hoping that the Witch’s Bottle did something, but now I was worried. Cade’s sudden lack of confidence in it had thrown me.

      I looked back at the bedroom door. Seriously, what was he doing? I got up and crept toward it. He was okay, right? I stopped, my hand reaching for the doorknob. He was probably getting dressed.

      “Cade?” I called.

      There was no response.

      “Cade?” I was a little louder.

      I ran back to the couch. I popped open a can of soup and grabbed a stake. I knew I looked ridiculous, but there was something wrong. I crept toward the bedroom door. There was still no sound from behind it.

      “Cade?” I called again.

      No answer. I put my hand on the doorknob and took a deep breath. This was it. I flung open the door and threw the contents of the can of soup along with it. Soup went everywhere…except on a vampire. There was nobody in the room, not even Cade.

      I scanned the room again. What was going on? I looked over at the two windows in the room, but both were closed. I moved toward the closet, dropping the empty soup can and clutching the stake in my other hand. I flung open the closet door. It was just Cade’s clothes, but no Cade. I turned around. I looked under the bed, but there were only dust bunnies...and the white towel Cade had worn a few moments ago. What was going on?

      I looked back out the windows, but there was nobody in the yard. I walked back into the living room. No Cade. I checked the bathroom even though there was no way I could have missed him walking out of the bedroom. He wasn’t there either. I ran into the kitchen. No Cade. I checked the closets. He wasn’t there either. I checked the bedroom one more time. I sat on the bed. I was careful to not sit where the soup was already staining the comforter, not that it mattered. I had to face facts. Cade had left me to die.

      I don’t know how long I sat there, but the sun had started to sink by the time I stood up. I didn’t even bother to clean up the soup. Cade deserved to have the whole house smell of rotten soup when he returned to the cabin. I tried not to gag as the thought that the smell of my rotting corpse might be mingled with it.

      I walked back into the living room and tried to think. The pain in my chest was making it hard to think logically. How could he have just left me? I had totally misunderstood everything. Maybe that kiss was a goodbye. Maybe he hoped the Witch’s Bottle worked so that he wouldn’t be guilty of letting down my grandmother, but he didn’t trust it enough to save his own life. He was a coward. He was…probably going to live a long life.

      I, on the other hand, was going to die. I sat down on the couch and stared at the coffee table in front of me. I had three stakes, two cans of soup that said they had garlic in them, and four bottles of water I still had to figure out how to bless. I also had the Witch’s Bottle, but I had my doubts about it now.

      Shadows grew across the living room. There was no time. I picked up the knife and carved another stake, my mind numb as I simply repeated the same strokes until it was done. Then I said a simple prayer that I’d learned in Sunday school over each of the bottles of water, hoping that was enough to make them holy water. Lastly, I cracked open each of the soup cans. I left some supplies on the living room coffee table and took the rest into the kitchen. I had no idea what was going to happen when the vampire showed up and a few supplies in two rooms seemed like a logical choice. Maybe if I couldn’t get to one set, I could get to the other.

      I went to sit down at the windows looking out over the front lawn. I had a stake in my hand as well as an unscrewed bottle of water on the floor next to me. I stared out at the woods. Dusk had fallen.

      That’s when I noticed it. Cade’s car. It was still there. Horror gripped me. Had he not even made it to the car? I searched the lawn, looking for him. Was he lying out there, injured? I didn’t see anything but grass. Had he been dragged into the forest? I didn’t notice a trail of blood. I gripped the windowsill. I was tempted to run outside after him.

      That wasn’t smart. The vampire wanted me, not Cade. Maybe he would let him go or maybe he’d be a bargaining chip. Then again, Cade might still be alive. Maybe he’d left on foot, although I couldn’t even make myself believe that. The logical reason Cade hadn’t driven away in his car was that he’d never had the chance to get to it. My heart constricted and tears formed in my eyes. Even if he had left me to die, I didn’t wish the same fate on him.

      The Witch’s Bottle. I ran to it and pulled it out from behind the boots in the closet. It was still there, looking as boring as ever. Maybe it hadn’t worked for Cade or maybe he was too far away from it when he got attacked. I returned it to its hiding place and shut the closet door.

      I walked back to the windows and sat watching the moonrise. It was a full moon tonight. I wasn’t sure if that boded well or not. All too soon it was dark, although the moon illuminated the yard well enough to see some details.

      I didn’t turn on any lights. I didn’t know if I should so I could see better or if it was best to let my eyes adjust to the darkness. What if the vampire thought I’d left when Cade did? I wouldn’t want to alert him with house lights.

      Still, I knew the vampire had to be coming, house lights or not. He was out in the woods surrounding us somewhere. I just hoped he wasn’t feeding on Cade.

      I wished I knew the rules. Could the vampire enter the cabin without Cade’s permission? Or had Cade given that to him already when faced with death? What supernatural powers did the vampire have? Was he stronger now that it was dark? Did I have the right tools to kill him?

      I waited. After a few minutes I felt like I was going insane. The cabin was silent. Why wasn’t he coming? It was dark. I gripped my stake and watched out the windows.

      The knocking woke me. I jumped up, clutching my stake and scooping up the bottle of water at my feet. How could I have fallen asleep? The knocking came again. Cade! I jumped up and ran for the door. I stopped, just short of throwing the door open. My heart was hammering in my chest even as hope soared through me. It might not be Cade.

      “Who is it?” I called out in a croak.

      My heart was about to burst out of my chest with fear.

      “Seraphine,” my grandmother said on the other side of the door.

      I practically collapsed from relief. Tears formed in my eyes. She was finally here. She could help me stay alive. Maybe she could help Cade.

      I threw open the door. “Grandma! How did you find us? Are you alright?”

      “Why are all the lights off?” she asked. “I can’t see anything and there seems to be something on the floor right here.”

      The dead deer. Gross. I smelled it now too and almost gagged. I set down the items I was holding.

      “Sorry about that, grandma. Let me help you around it,” I reached out to her, crossing the threshold of the cabin to help her around the dead deer.

      That’s when I heard the howl. I automatically looked out across the lawn. I pulled at my grandmother frantically, trying to get her to hurry, but she had turned to look at the sound too.

      I had assumed it was the vampire until I saw the beast racing toward us through the darkness. That was definitely not a vampire. It howled again. My blood turned to ice. The only thing that enormous animal coming at us could be was a werewolf.
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      I hadn’t prepared for a werewolf. It hurtled toward us, its long, wild hair flying up with every leap. I was awestruck by its massiveness. I couldn’t imagine a scarier beast.

      I blinked at it, having a hard time believing what I was seeing. Cade had said that a vampire was after me. I think this was worse. At least a vampire looked human. This thing was not human.

      What was I going to do? I didn’t have silver bullets. I only had stakes and holy water. I was not prepared for a werewolf. We had to get in the house. I doubted the cabin door would hold the werewolf for too long, but at least it bought us a little time. I sized up the werewolf again and hoped that it was enough time to at least grab a weapon. I could only hope that the Witch’s Bottle bought us a few more minutes than that. Then maybe my grandmother knew another spell that could help us, one specifically tailored to fight a werewolf.

      “Hurry, grandma!” I yelled, turning back to help usher her into the house.

      I was a little surprised that she wasn’t already moving. My grandma was pretty spry for a senior citizen. Maybe she hadn’t expected a werewolf either.

      Except it wasn’t my grandma standing next to me anymore. Instead it was a man filled with darkness. I already knew his name. It was Athan Delano.

      He was dressed like he was going to work. He’d been in a similar suit when he’d visited me as an employee of the IRS the previous day. The only difference was his hair. It was not impeccably styled at the moment. His gel had failed him.

      I knew I had just made a fatal mistake. I wasn’t sure how he’d done it, but Athan had successfully tricked me into believing that he was my grandma. It hadn’t even occurred to me that he might be able to shapeshift and pretend to be her.

      I lunged for the doorway and my stake, the holy water, and the protection of the cabin. I was too late and Athan was inhumanely fast. He grabbed me and swung me around like a rag doll. Before I knew it, he’d twisted me around, embracing me in his arms, all while exposing my neck by holding my head back.

      I struggled with all that I had, but he didn’t seem affected at all. His grip was like a vice and I felt like I was hitting and kicking at a body of steel. I didn’t stop, regardless. I did not want to die. Athan wasn’t even looking at me. He was watching the yard. The werewolf. Even if I survived Athan’s death kiss, I still had to deal with the werewolf. My luck was not good today.

      Athan looked down at me and my eyes met his. He held them. I couldn’t look away even if I’d wanted to do so.

      “Seraphine, you’re mine,” Athan whispered.

      Athan’s voice boomed and the phrase resounded in my brain for what seemed like an infinity. I went limp, my head falling, and turning my vision to the yard. Athan’s words still sounded in my head, over and over again.

      The werewolf stood frozen, not too far away, watching us. Its eyes met mine and I was surprised to see that they were a vibrant green. I’d expected blood red. The werewolf’s hair bristled along its back. It shifted into a threatening crouch. Something was about to happen and I was right in the thick of it.

      I looked away from the werewolf, able to shift my eyes upward even if I couldn’t turn my neck. From the corner of my eye, I saw Athan lean downward, teeth flashing. I prepared myself for the pain of a bite. I was still not ready to die, but I knew that the initial bite wouldn’t kill me. If he kept draining me, that was when I’d be in trouble. I knew it looked grim, but there was still time. With the werewolf poised to attack, I didn’t think Athan had enough time to kill me. Still, I watched in terror as Athan’s head moved down toward my neck. I waited for the sharp pain of teeth tearing into my flesh.

      Suddenly there was a sonic boom. The world went white. Athan let me go and I flew backward. I smashed into the wall of Cade’s cabin, my back hitting it hard, followed by my head. Everything went black for a second. I didn’t pass out, but I couldn’t see. I blinked, trying to clear my vision, and then stars danced in front of my eyes. That was something. I had to get up. My back… It didn’t matter. I scrambled to my feet even as pain flared through my body. I blinked again. My vision was now good enough to see the porch in front of me, and my eyes focused on the dead deer lying on Cade’s doorstep. It was a grim reminder. What had just happened? The Witch’s Bottle? Had it actually worked?

      I didn’t have time to figure it out for sure. I’d just had a stroke of good luck and I had to roll with it. Now, where was the vampire? The werewolf? I scanned the yard, still trying to readjust to the darkness. The full moon lit up some of it and I was finally able to see Athan Delano standing up in the middle of the lawn. He oozed darkness and the area surrounding him was significantly darker than it should have been. How had I not seen it before when he’d come to see me at work? Did the daylight hide it or was it the annoying florescent lights in the office? Is that how he was able to pass himself off as a normal person?

      That’s when I noticed the werewolf. It was between Athan and I, crouched with its back to me. The hair on its back was still bristling.

      Relief surged through me. It wasn’t here for me. It was here for Athan. I hoped. That is, unless they were fighting over me. Maybe they both craved my blood? I couldn’t be sure. I had to run. They were both engaged.  This was my chance at survival, probably my only one.

      I escaped back into the house, shutting the door, and grabbing my stake and holy water. I ran to the windows overlooking the yard. I considered hiding, but there were limited spaces in the house. I could run, but they were both inhumanely fast and I’d bet that the werewolf in particular would have no trouble tracking me. Besides, it looked like an epic battle was about to occur. I had to watch. I needed to know which one I was going to have to face when they were done.

      They continued to stare each other down like they were about to have a gunfight. I kept waiting to see who would be the first to draw. I could barely breathe as I watched them. I didn’t even know who I wanted to win.

      Athan moved first, suddenly and to the right with lightning speed that made him look like a blur. The werewolf matched him, continuing to block his way to the cabin. Athan froze for a brief moment and then went left. The werewolf did the same. They stopped and stared at one another. Athan retreated backward and the wolf followed him.

      “I will have her,” Athan said, his voice still clear in my head even though I was nowhere near them.

      The werewolf simply paced slowly in front of him. He had no reaction at all. Maybe it didn’t understand words.

      I was having a major reaction. I could still hear Athan. Chills shot up my spine. Athan meant it. I clutched my stake and holy water. I hoped one of them worked.

      I was even more bothered by something besides the threat. Why could I still hear him like that? He hadn’t managed to bite me, had he? I put my hands up to check my neck. I looked at my fingers. There was no blood. He hadn’t managed to sink his teeth into my neck. So, why did his voice sound like that? I remembered his words. Seraphine, you’re mine. Was that a spell? Could vampires do magic? Is that how he had turned into my grandmother for a moment?

      My attention focused back on the battle as Athan sped forward again, this time in a diagonal toward the cabin. The werewolf moved to block him. Athan pivoted and went in the opposite direction, still gaining ground toward the cabin. The werewolf tried to force him back again and I expected Athan to retreat, but he didn’t. Instead, the vampire and the werewolf finally met.

      Even I knew that an epic battle had just begun. I struggled to see what was happening. Athan’s darkness swirled around the combatants, sometimes hiding them from view until the light from the moon illuminated them again.

      I saw the werewolf snarl, baring his teeth, and snapping at Athan. Athan managed to push him off, trying to move forward toward the cabin again. The werewolf pounced on him, but Athan moved to the side, unscathed.

      Athan turned to face the werewolf. “This is getting annoying.”

      His words were followed by an inhuman scream. It bounced around my head and I clapped my hands to my ears. I fell forward against the window. It had to stop.

      Even as my ears felt like they were going to start bleeding, my eyes were glued to the fight. A power play was happening. The werewolf seemed affected by the high pitch scream too. Athan saw the moment of weakness and leapt at the werewolf. The werewolf didn’t react until Athan landed on its back. Then it went wild, bucking, and trying to sink its teeth into Athan’s body. Its jaws kept closing on air. Now, all I could hear was Athan’s evil laughter as he rode the panicked werewolf.

      My heart sank. The werewolf was going to die. Athan was going to be coming for me again. I felt just as doomed.

      I watched as the werewolf spun in a circle, trying to shake Athan. Its eyes found mine and held them for a long second. I was struck again by the brilliant green of his eyes. This time, though, my heart also broke. His eyes spoke to me. In that one look, he told me that he knew he was going to die. He was warning me to be prepared to fight for my own life.

      That was when I realized it. Panic shot through me. Cade was the werewolf and he was saying his final goodbye.
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      How had I not realized it? The wolf was Cade. I could feel the truth of that to the core of my soul. Besides, the proof had been there all along for me to see. The wolf’s vibrant green eyes were the same as Cade’s. The wolf’s body also had his insanely curly, wild hair.

      Besides that, little things made more sense now. The electricity I’d felt emanating from Cade, wasn’t just attraction, it had been energy. He was a supernatural being too. I’d just failed to notice it. He also hadn’t said anything about it. Then again, that wasn’t too surprising based on my reactions to the supernatural. Guilt shot through me. That was why Cade left. He went off alone to protect me, not to save himself. I’d doubted him, but I hadn’t known. I still felt bad about it.

      The surprising thing was that I wasn’t scared of the werewolf anymore. I should have been terrified. From the many movies and stories I’d heard about werewolves, it seemed like most of them were dangerous in wolf form. They were violent animals once they turned and only wanted to kill even if they were the nicest person when they were human. That’s why it was a curse. Still, Cade, as a wolf, despite being the size of a bear, didn’t frighten me at all. He wouldn’t hurt me. The wolf was just a part of him, a part of him I would have to accept if…we survived this.

      I ran to the hallway closet and grabbed the Witch’s Bottle. It was his only chance. I thought it had saved me from the vampire. Maybe it could help Cade too. Then I opened the door and ran outside toward the darkness.

      The battle raged on ahead of me. Both Athan and Cade seemed unaware that I was running toward them. I wondered how close Cade needed to be from the Witch’s Bottle for it to work. I hadn’t been that far from it when it had saved me.

      I ran at them and didn’t slow down until I was almost upon them. I didn’t want to get caught in the crossfire. Cade was still spinning, trying to buck Athan off of his back. The vampire seemed to be enjoying his terror. Then Athan saw me. The laughter on his face died and he focused his gaze on me. He glanced down at Cade and I guessed what he was going to do. He smiled at me, but his grin was pure evil. His teeth flashed. He was going to bite him. I wasn’t sure what a vampire bite would due to a werewolf, but I doubted it was anything good.

      I looked down at the Witch’s Bottle. It should be working. I was pretty close to them. Wait. Cade wasn’t in his human form. Did that make a difference to the Witch’s Bottle? It might. He was like another being in this shape.

      Athan moved forward to the werewolf’s massive neck. I had one chance and a split second to make a decision. Too bad I wasn’t an athletic person, but I had to try. I didn’t care about being a witch anymore. In fact, I wanted to be one. I had to save Cade, no matter the cost. I threw the Witch’s Bottle at Athan, focusing all of my thoughts on it as I did so.

      I repeated the incantation with every part of my being, thinking about Cade, both parts of him. “Protect him with light. Protect him with love. Protect him from harm. Night and day. This shield shall keep the dark away.”

      It exploded in white light as I said the last word. Athan howled. I fell to the ground as my ears resounded with the sound, over and over again. Then the sound was gone and there was complete silence.

      I looked up and found the werewolf standing in front of me. He was my only protection now, but I didn’t care. I’d saved him.

      I got to my feet. His back was to me, looking out across the yard. Was Athan already on the attack again? I had to make sure Cade was alright first. I searched Cade’s werewolf body with my eyes, but he seemed unscathed. Athan hadn’t hurt him, had he? He wasn’t showing any signs of it although I couldn’t see much because of his long hair.

      I turned and followed Cade’s gaze. I didn’t see Athan. Then there was slight movement. Someone was struggling to stand. It was him.

      My jaw dropped as I focused on Athan. He looked burned. His skin was melting off one side of his face and his clothes were in tatters on that same side. His hair on the right side was completely gone. Had the Witch’s Bottle done that?

      Cade didn’t wait to find out. He attacked. Athan didn’t know what hit him. He flew backward with Cade on top of him. Cade snapped his massive teeth and this time he struck bone. There was a loud crunch before Athan howled again.

      This time Athan’s voice didn’t reverberate in my skull. Relief flooded through me. The connection was gone. Athan’s real life screaming continued, though. He was truly wounded. Maybe we had a chance at beating him. Maybe we would survive the vampire attack.

      Cade moved to strike again, his jaws going for the kill. Athan managed to maneuver himself out from under Cade before the werewolf’s teeth closed around his throat. It happened so fast that Cade’s teeth clamped down around air. Cade recovered immediately. He spun and ran at Athan without even faltering. Athan had tried to flee toward the trees, but he had stopped short. Cade slowed to a walk too as he took in the scene in front of them.

      I watched in awe as a small circle of very large and scary werewolves surrounded Athan. Even I started to back away. There was no way Cade could protect me from this many supernatural beings. Then I noticed that he didn’t seem to be afraid of them. His gaze was still on Athan as was all of theirs. They were working together.

      Oh. I think that made sense. I tried to search my brain for werewolf facts. I was a little more interested in vampires, but it did vaguely ring a bell that werewolves usually had a pack, sort of like wild dogs did. I looked at the group in front of us. Was this Cade’s pack? Not that I’d had a lot of time to think about it, but I had sort of assumed he was a lone wolf. Maybe he wasn’t.

      The pack shifted and tightened the circle. Athan actually looked panicked. His arm was hanging incorrectly at his side. I could tell from the carnage of the good side of his suit that it was where Cade had bitten him. The circle shrank even more.

      Even though Athan had to die for me to be safe, I watched the scene in horror. That many wolves would tear the vampire apart and they wouldn’t hesitate to do it. My stomach felt queasy.

      That’s when Athan made his move. He jumped up. Cade leapt at him, but the other wolves hadn’t expected it. Cade landed next to another wolf, but Athan hit ground on the other side of them, out of the circle. He took off at lightning speed toward the woods and the wolves immediately turned and laid chase.

      All except one of them disappeared into the trees. I stared after the group. Unnatural howls followed Athan into the night. The lone werewolf walked back toward me. His green eyes met mine and held them as he crossed the space left between us.

      He came to stand in front of me. His massive jaws could have devoured me, but they didn’t. We stood there for a long moment, looking at one another. I put my hand up to touch his face. He leaned into it, still looking into my eyes. I thought his fur was going to be coarse, but it was surprisingly soft.

      A particularly loud howl pierced the night air cutting short the moment. Cade turned his head and my hand fell away. The sound was followed by a series of others. Had they caught him?

      I looked at Cade. He had turned back toward me and dipped his head. I was unsure of what to do. I reached out to touch him again and found myself on his back as he swiftly shifted his body. I quickly realized he wanted me to ride him. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that, but he wasn’t really giving me a choice. I got a better hold on him and shifted my weight accordingly so that I wouldn’t fall.

      He started walking tentatively. I grabbed onto his fur, feeling nervous. He walked faster. I held on tighter. His pace turned into a trot. I clung to him. He didn’t go any faster. We made it to the tree line and ran into the woods.

      Minutes later we were out of the woods and headed toward the ocean. I hadn’t realized it was that close. I saw a group of people standing by the cliff. I tried to get Cade to stop, afraid they would see him, but he headed straight for them.

      They turned to look at us as we approached and I immediately recognized Mason. I thought he was naked at first and I almost turned away until I saw that he was wearing a pair of cutoff workout shorts. Oh. He was a werewolf too. Of course. Things were starting to click into place.

      Cade stopped in front of him and leaned down to let me off. I was glad when my feet touched solid ground. I turned toward Mason.

      “Where is the vampire?” I asked, not wasting time on small talk.

      “He’s dead,” Mason gazed out at the ocean. “We chased him off of the cliff. Then he fell down onto the rocks and into the water.”

      I looked out at what I could see of the dark ocean below. It was a long drop. The water swirled and crashed.

      “Can we be sure he’s dead, though?” I asked.

      “He’s dead,” Mason said again.

      The group around him murmured agreement. I looked around at them. I was surprised to see two women in the group. There were four of them in all, five when you counted Cade. They were all around the same age. I had so many questions about werewolves, but the most important one right now had to do with vampires. I turned back to the ocean, wishing I could see Athan’s body to be sure that he was really gone.

      I had to voice my fears. My safety depended on him being dead. “But vampires don’t die like humans do from a fall like that. At least, they shouldn’t. Vampires are supposed to be immortal. Right?”

      “That does make them different from us,” Mason agreed.

      Cade was suddenly standing next to me in human form. I was glad that I hadn’t seen him change. I’d had enough shock for one night and that might have put me over the edge.

      “But I bit him. That seemed to have a very real effect,” Cade said.

      I tried not to focus on the fact that he was also shirtless.

      “It did have a definite effect on him,” I said, focusing on Mason instead. “He was injured. I’m positive about that.”

      There was no mistaking the pain in the vampire’s howl when he’d been bitten. That and the Witch’s Bottle had done major damage. Was either one of them enough to kill him, though?

      Mason nodded. “And werewolf bites are fatal to a vampire. They take a while to kill, but even if he managed to survive that fall it will be the death of him. That witch’s spell didn’t help him out either. There will probably be effects from that too.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked again.

      “Positive,” Mason said.

      The waves crashed on the rocks below. There was no sign of Athan. I looked over at Cade and his eyes met mine, this time in human form. I really wanted to believe that Athan was dead and that this nightmare was finally over.
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      Cade and I spent the night at Mason’s. Separately. It was for safety. I was still scared and there would be a whole pack of werewolves to protect me if Athan came back. Although, it seemed like I was the only one with doubts.

      When they finally went to bed, most of the pack slept in sleeping bags on the floor of the living room. I managed to get my own room with Cade’s next to mine. He’d demanded it since it was his job to keep me safe. Mason got the other private room since it was his house.

      I had a hard time sleeping and only fell asleep sometime after the sun came up. I woke up after noon, still exhausted. The sun was already high in the sky and I could hear people moving around downstairs. My back hurt. I stretched. Hitting that cabin wall had definitely caused some bruising.

      “Sera?”

      My eyes flew to the bedroom door. “Cade?”

      “Can I come in?”

      I got out of bed and opened the door. Cade was already dressed. The clothes were a little bit big on him and I wondered if he’d borrowed them from Mason. I was surprised he hadn’t run back to his cabin to grab fresh clothes instead. Maybe he and Mason had made up while I’d slept. The pack had all worked together the night before, after all. Maybe things were okay between them now.

      Cade walked past me and sat on the bed. I realized that I was still wearing my clothes from yesterday. I felt rumpled and dirty from battle. I touched my hair. It was a mess. I tried to smooth it down, but I really needed a mirror…and a hot shower.

      “I wanted to talk to you,” Cade said.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, sitting down next to him, hoping that I didn’t smell too bad.

      Cade seemed unable to meet my eyes.

      “What is it?” I asked again. Was it about my grandmother? Was she dead? “What is going on?”

      After a moment, Cade looked at me. “I’m really sorry for not telling you that I was a werewolf.”

      It was the last thing I’d expected him to say. Relief surged through me and I almost laughed. I caught myself in time. I didn’t want him to misinterpret it.

      I looked at Cade seriously. “It’s okay. I can’t thank you enough for almost dying for me. I mean, there is no way that my stupid stakes, holy water, and soup cans would have been enough. The Witch’s Bottle didn’t even do the job. So, thank you. I wouldn’t be here without you.”

      Cade frowned. “No. That’s not why I came to talk to you. I don’t need a thank you. I’m just really sorry for leaving you like that. I know you panicked. I should have told you. I spent last night thinking about everything and…”

      “It’s…”

      “It’s not okay,” Cade finished for me. “The way you feel about being a witch is how I feel about being a werewolf.”

      I was silent. I’d assumed I was the only one who had a hard time with the supernatural. It made sense that he didn’t like that part of himself. I definitely understood.

      Cade continued, “So, thank you for embracing that part of yourself last night and saving me.”

      “It sounds like we’re even,” I said. “You saved me too.”

      Cade smiled. “We’re nowhere near even. You saved us both. I repay my debts.”

      I disagreed. “No, we…”

      Cade’s cell phone rang, startling us. It was the first time I’d heard it ring since we’d arrived. Cade seemed surprised too. He reached for it, glancing at it to see who was calling as he brought it out. He froze and then showed me the Caller ID. It was my grandmother.

      A thousand thoughts flew through my mind, but I grabbed the phone and answered it. “Grandma! Where have you been?”

      I held my breath and waited to hear her voice. I listened with every fiber of my being. It had to be her. It had to be…

      Her soft gravely voice sounded on the line. “I’m so, so, so sorry, Seraphine. I’ve been dealing with things here.”

      It sounded like my grandmother, but was it actually her? I hesitated. I’d been fooled before. I looked at the Caller ID on Cade’s phone. She was definitely at her house or someone was.

      I met Cade’s eyes. He was frowning. He was thinking the same thing. The vampire had pretended to be my grandmother last night.

      Still, this sounded like my grandmother and the vampire would barely have had time to get back to San Diego and call me. In addition to that, he’d had injuries and was likely dead. Plus, it was daylight and he’d waited until night to even try posing as my grandmother. Still. I had to be sure.

      “This is you, right Grandma? You are my grandma?” I asked.

      “Yes,” she said.

      It rang true. It wasn’t a lie. It had to be her. I had to make sure this time, but I felt hopeful. She couldn’t cover up a lie to me. So far she was telling the truth. She was my grandmother. She’d said so.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “I’m okay,” She said. “More importantly, how are you and Cade?”

      “We’re surviving, but grandma, what happened to you? Why haven’t you called?” I asked. “I’ve been really worried.”

      “I’ve been busy trying to vanquish the vampire before he got to you, but now he’s gone,” she said.

      “He’s gone?” I asked. I still had my doubts, but I suddenly felt more hopeful about this too. “How? What happened?”

      Cade leaned toward me. The phone was the only thing separating our faces. I did my best not to look over at his lips. I focused on what my grandmother was saying instead.

      My grandmother sighed. “Well, it’s a bit of a tale, but after I sent Cade to take you away, I went to find the vampire. I summoned him and we fought, but he was too strong. The coven and I gathered and they were helping me prepare a very complicated spell, but when we tried it, I realized that he was gone. What happened out there? He found you, didn’t he? Did Cade…”

      “But you’re okay?” I interrupted her. “How’s Bella?”

      “Bella? Are you alright? Bella’s been dead for the last year. Honey, what is…”

      Bella had been my grandmother’s favorite dog. I was testing her. She’d passed.

      “I’m alright, grandma,” I said. “I was just really worried about you.”

      “But Bella?” she asked.

      “It’s nothing,” I said.

      “You’re sure?”

      “Yes. I was just worried when you didn’t call.”

      “I know and I’m sorry I couldn’t call. I was trying to protect you and I knew you’d have a hard time believing me. There wasn’t even time to call. I was trying to get to him before he found you. I was sure Cade would get through to you, though.  Now, what happened out there?” my grandmother asked again.

      “Have you talked to dad?” I asked instead of answering her.

      “About this? Of course not.”

      “Don’t you think he should know?” I asked.

      “No. Besides, he’s at that science conference he goes to every year. There was no need to worry him. He wouldn’t have understood anyway. Your father is a very logical man. I would recommend that you don’t talk to him about this. Your mother never did.”

      Grandma had passed my second test. The vampire shouldn’t know any real details about my family and this statement rang true too. I’d also learned something that I hadn’t expected to: my mom was a witch and my dad either didn’t like it or didn’t really know. I wondered if my mom had married him because she wanted to be normal too. I didn’t blame her. Being a witch made my life feel unnaturally complicated.

      “So, dad doesn’t need protection?” I asked.

      “No. Besides, as far as I can tell the vampire is gone now.”

      I had one more question. “How did you know a vampire was even after me?”

      “I felt it. Sort of like your dreams. I knew you could die. I had to try and protect you from it.”

      “You did. The vampire is dead,” I said.

      “What do you mean?” she asked. “Will you finally tell me what happened out there?”

      Cade nodded at me. I took a deep breath. Talking about it felt a little like reliving it.

      I just said it. “He did find us and he did try to kill me. I threw the Witch’s Bottle at him and it smashed, hurting him. Cade attacked him and bit him as a werewolf, wounding him even more. Then he fell off of a cliff and into the ocean.”

      I glanced at Cade again. I had assumed my grandmother knew he was a werewolf, but I hadn’t asked. He didn’t even flinch. She knew. I wondered what debt he was repaying to her. It must have been a big one to agree to risk his life for mine.

      My grandmother sighed. “I was hoping that he’d never even made it to the two of you, but I had another bad feeling last night just before we did the spell. Then when it seemed like he’d been killed, I felt relieved. I called you as soon as the coven left.”

      The coven had been there all night and into the day? What was my grandmother not telling me? If the vampire had already been vanquished why had they pulled an all nighter? They were not young women.

      “I actually had a dream the night that Cade showed up,” I said.

      My grandmother was quiet. “I know. And I know all of this must remind you of the night your mother died.”

      Grandma had passed my last test. It had to be her. The vampire was not this good at pretending. Truthfully, I should have seen it last night. My grandmother would not have needed help to walk around a dead deer even in the dark.

      “Was it a vampire, grandma? Did a vampire really kill my mother?” I had to know.

      She was silent for a moment. “Yes. I’m sorry, honey. I know she wouldn’t have wanted you to dwell on her death, though. I’m very sorry this happened. I’ve kept you so safe until now.”

      I nodded even though she couldn’t see it. I had tears in my eyes and a frog in my throat. I took a deep breath. I felt Cade’s warm hand on my back. I looked over at him and his eyes held mine.

      “Are you okay?” my grandmother asked.

      I took a deep breath before I answered. “Yeah, I’ll be fine. It’s just a lot to think about. I definitely need to talk to you more when I get home, grandma. I have so many questions.”

      “About being a witch?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      “And I’m happy to answer them,” she said.

      I smiled, but all was not resolved for me still. “Grandma, I just have to ask one more time. Was the werewolf bite enough to kill the vampire? I mean, it’s not a stake or anything, but…”

      “A werewolf bite is lethal to vampires. It’s enough,” my grandmother said.

      I breathed a sigh of relief. Mason had told me the same thing repeatedly, but hearing my grandmother say it made me feel so much safer.

      “Where are you now?” my grandmother asked.

      “We’re still in Big Sur. We were just waiting to make sure that it was safe to go home.”

      “You can come home,” my grandmother said.

      “Really?” I felt tears in my eyes.

      Cade smiled at me over the phone. I returned his grin. It was over.

      “Really,” my grandmother said.

      “I’m going to let you go, grandma. I’ll call you when I get back home.”

      “Alright, honey. Stay safe.”

      “I will,” I said.

      I barely waited to hear her goodbye before I ended the call.

      “She’s alive?” Cade asked, turning his body to face me, his leg brushing mine.

      An electric current flashed through my body. I tried not to react. I couldn’t tell if Cade noticed or not.

      I simply nodded. “Yes. I even checked like four times. It’s definitely her. There’s no way the vampire could know some of those details. Besides, she said it was her. I’d have known if it was a lie.”

      “Great,” Cade sounded relieved. “I’ll feel better when I see her, though.”

      “Me too,” I said.

      I smiled, feeling significantly lighter. I think we had both assumed my grandmother was dead when Athan transformed into her. There was no way Athan could have known the details she’d just responded back to me, though. It had to be her.

      I turned to Cade. “Can I ask you a question?”

      “What?” Cade asked.

      “You owe me a favor, right?” I felt bold. I’d almost just died the night before. I could ask for this.

      “I do owe you a debt,” Cade corrected me.

      “Whatever. Would you like to repay it right now?”

      Cade seemed suspicious. “How?”

      “Can I have a hug?” I asked.

      Cade half laughed.

      “I’m serious,” I said. “I hurt everywhere and there’s just so much to process. I could really use one.”

      Cade looked at me. I waited to see what he would do. After a moment he moved toward me and enveloped me in a hug. Currents of electricity surrounded me, lighting my body on fire. I leaned against him and his head rested on top of mine. I relaxed. I felt protected. Everything was going to be alright. I listened to his heart as it beat in rhythm to mine. I wanted more, but I was happy at this moment. Cade’s arms were around me and I wrapped mine around him. We stayed that way, embracing each other, for what felt like a blissful eternity.

      Athan was dead. We were safe. I could even have a happily ever after if I found one. I could go back to my normal life and everything would be fine. It was too bad that normal suddenly seemed way less appealing.
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        If you plan to continue with this series, there’s an epilogue…but I suggest you stop here if you don’t like cliffhangers and don’t plan to continue.

        Thanks for reading!
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      I was back at work on Monday morning. It felt strange. Normal definitely didn’t feel right anymore. I took another sip of my coffee and focused on my work. I glanced at my phone. There were no new messages. I pondered writing Cade another one, but I set my phone down instead. I’d already texted him once this morning with a good morning, but he hadn’t responded.

      It was driving me crazy. Maybe that was the problem. Since he’d dropped me off on Saturday night, I couldn’t get my mind off of him. There were a thousand things wrong with that. We’d only just met. We lived hours apart. He was a lawyer. Okay, that wasn’t a bad thing. Still, he was also a werewolf. Did he really fit into my life? How were we going to make this work? His job took a billion hours a week and his supernatural life took the rest. I took another sip of coffee. I had work to do. I really didn’t have time to think about this. Besides, he hadn’t even made a move on me before he dropped me back off at my apartment. I might never see him again.

      “Hey, you’re back,” Edison walked in, interrupting my thoughts. “Are you feeling better?”

      I grinned at him, glad for a distraction from my brain. “Yeah.”

      “I hear the IRS thing got worked out,” Edison said.

      “Yeah, John worked it out with them and I am so glad. I was not looking forward to all of the work that we’d still have to do if we were getting audited.”

      Secretly, I sort of wondered if Athan had worked at the IRS in the first place. John had fixed everything way too fast. Truthfully, I’d probably never know.

      Edison smiled at me. “Well, I’m really glad you’re not swamped with work today because a bunch of us are going out after work again tonight if you’re interested.”

      “Sounds fun,” I said, glad to not spend the night alone in my apartment pining for Cade.

      Edison nodded. “Great. We’re meeting at the place across the street whenever you’re done.”

      “Okay. I’ll see you there, but probably closer to seven. I’m a little behind since I wasn’t here on Friday,” I gestured to the piles of paper on my desk.

      Edison laughed. “I’m just glad you can make it.”

      “Me too,” I said, glancing at my phone again.

      Cade still hadn’t texted me back. I definitely needed to go out tonight. This obsessing was not good.

      [image: ]

      It was just after seven and I walked across the street in a hurry, still a little freaked out by the night. I knew there was nobody after me anymore, but I still couldn’t shake the fear. I should have asked Edison to walk me over, but he’d already left the office when I’d checked for him. I opened the door to the bar and felt my anxiety dissipate. I made it.

      It was still crowded for the end of happy hour. I scanned the room. I spotted Edison at the bar. He saw me and waved.

      “What are you drinking?” He asked as I walked up.

      “I’ll have a glass of cabernet sauvignon.”

      He turned to the bartender. “Two glasses of cabernet sauvignon.”

      “You’re not a beer guy?” I asked as I sat down on the empty stool next to him.

      “I prefer red wine actually,” he said.

      “Interesting.” I looked around and didn’t see anyone from work. “Where is everyone else?”

      “Actually, it’s just you and I today,” Edison looked sheepish.

      I frowned. “What? I thought everyone was going out.”

      Edison smiled. “We did, last week, but I still owed you a drink.”

      “Oh.” A quiver shot through my stomach.

      Then I felt guilty. Cade. Except that I shouldn’t feel bad. Cade hadn’t even texted me back yet from this morning. We weren’t anything.

      Besides, I couldn’t leave now. Edison had just bought me a glass of wine. It would look strange if I left. Besides, I’d known Edison for ages. We were only colleagues having a drink together. He wasn’t actually interested in me, was he? Butterflies fluttered in my stomach. No. That couldn’t be.

      “You look a little spooked,” Edison said.

      “Huh? Oh. I…I’m just surprised,” I managed. “I thought other people were going to be here.”

      “I’m really sorry. I didn’t mean to freak you out,” Edison seemed genuine.

      “I’m fine,” I said or at least I was trying to be.

      Edison nodded. “Okay.”

      The bartender brought us our wine. I immediately reached for mine and took a long sip. Edison did the same, watching me the whole time. I felt my cheeks starting to turn pink. Why did things feel weird between Edison and I all of a sudden? Was it because of Cade? But all of the girls had crushes on Edison. It wasn’t like he was singling me out, right? He was friendly to everyone.

      “Why don’t we sit in a booth?” Edison asked. “I see an empty one. I actually wanted to talk to you tonight too.”

      “Okay,” I said. Wait. Was this a date? What did he want to talk about? Something was weird. Was he alright?

      I followed Edison over to a booth toward the back. It was definitely more private. I couldn’t help thinking that it would be perfect for a date. Butterflies swooped through my stomach again. Edison slid into the booth and I followed him, almost spilling my drink. Edison grabbed my hand to steady it and I almost dropped my wine completely.

      “Careful,” Edison said, taking the glass from me and setting it on the table.

      “Thank you,” I managed.

      Edison peered at me. “You know, when you didn’t show up on Friday, I thought you’d quit because of the whole IRS thing.”

      “Oh, no. Of course not. I was just sick. I…” I stopped. I could hear the lying in my own voice.

      “Yeah. Kelly mentioned your boyfriend called,” Edison said.

      “Oh. Uh…he wasn’t my boyfriend.” I changed the subject. “So, how was your weekend?”

      Edison appeared to think about this. “Unexpected.”

      I turned to look at Edison, concerned. “Oh. What happened?”

      “It’s a long story, but I realized I had to make a big decision.”

      “What kind of decision? Is everything alright?” I met Edison’s blue eyes. He didn’t have cancer or something did he?

      Edison held my gaze. My breath caught and I couldn’t look away even if I’d wanted to. The blueness in his eyes filled everything. I waited for his answer.

      “About you.”

      “About me?” I asked.

      My stomach did a summersault as Edison leaned toward me. He hesitated. Then he moved even closer.

      “Yes. Seraphine, you’re mine,” he whispered.

      I believed him and everything else in the world melted away. There was only us. Seraphine and Edison.

      I felt my phone buzzing in my purse, but I didn’t move. I couldn’t. Edison leaned in. I stayed frozen as his mouth moved closer. His lips touched mine in the softest of kisses. His blue eyes never left mine. They were all I could see.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      I barely heard him as his lips touched my neck. I felt the white hot kisses he peppered down my throat to the very core of my body. I leaned my head back to let him continue. I wanted more. My body melded with his. He wrapped his arms around me. Mine had already wrapped around his waist, embracing him. I could feel his breath on my neck. More. More. More.

      That’s when I felt it - a bite.

      
        The End
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        Continue the series in book two, Embracing the Vampire:

        http://www.mildaharris.com/p/embracing-vampire.html
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      The floorboards creaked under my feet as I paced back and forth in front of my parents’ bedroom. I tugged on my lower lip as I worried over my mother. The twins were asleep and I should’ve been, too, but when I heard my mother moaning and the midwife was called, I knew something was wrong. It was too early.

      “Savvy, come here.” My mother sounded weak but calm.

      Pausing, I peeked in the door. “Yes, mom?”

      “What has you up in the middle of the night? You should be sleeping like your sisters.” She frowned at me while reaching out to hold my hand.

      Slowly, I sat down on the edge of the bed. “Are you okay?” I could feel tears prickling my eyes, but I refused to cry in front of her. I needed to be strong while Daddy summoned the midwife.

      “Of course. This is completely natural.” She nodded and squeezed my hand.

      This should’ve reassured me, but it didn’t. “It’s too soon.” There. I’d said it out loud.

      “Yes, but only by a few weeks. The baby should be fine.” Mom shrugged like it was no big deal. Then a new contraction hit her, and she closed her eyes while she concentrated on breathing.

      Before it subsided, daddy breezed into the room with the midwife on his heels. “Savvy.” There was an edge to his voice and I could sense his fear.

      “Daddy.” I squeezed his hand.

      “Trouble sleeping?” His eyes sparkled as he looked down at me.

      My head hung slightly. “A bit.”

      “Well, why don’t you step out of the room while the midwife checks your mama, then I’ll tell you both a story.” He grinned. “Maybe I’ll bore you to sleep.” Then he messed up my hair and pushed me toward the door. “See you soon, little pup.”

      “Daddy, I’m twelve,” I grumbled as I exited the room. “And I’m already a woman.”

      “Is this true?” I heard him ask Mom while I stood in the hallway.

      “Yes.” She sighed. “Last month.”

      He stomped his foot. “Why wasn’t I told?”

      “You had more pressing concerns. There was a cave-in at the mine, remember?”

      “Nothing is more important than the safety of our daughters.” He huffed. “After the baby is born, we need to contact your sister.”

      Mom patted his hand. “Already done. She uses her spray every day.”

      The midwife returned from the bathroom and sat at the end of the bed. “I need to check you, Bea.”

      Obediently, my mother rolled onto her back, and I moved to press mine against the wall beside the door so I wouldn’t witness the exam.  could hear my father murmuring words of love to my mother. “Have I told you I how beautiful you look when you’re carrying our child?”

      She giggled. “You may have mentioned this. Soon, you’ll be telling me how beautiful I look while nursing our child. Sometimes, it’s about how beautiful I look while baking.” Mom laughed. “That’s when I know you’re lying.”

      “Or maybe I just always think you’re beautiful,” Dad countered.

      When they were together, it seemed like they forgot the rest of us were around. Case in point, a few seconds later, the midwife spoke again.

      “Okay, done. You’re dilating nicely, but the baby is still breech. I’m going to call a doctor.” A chair scraped against the floor boards.

      “Which doctor?” This was the first time my father had sounded concerned.

      “Doctor James,” the midwife murmured.

      “Flo, you know we don’t get on with them.”

      By the time I moved to the doorway, Daddy was rubbing the back of his neck.

      “It’s dangerous. She may need an emergency C-section. You understand this, right?” Flo gritted out her question.

      Reluctantly, my father nodded. “Fine.”

      When Daddy used that word, things had completely gone south. I desperately wanted to smooth over the tensions. “Can we have that story now?” I moved toward the bed and sat beside Mom.

      “You bet, pup.” He sighed and pulled the arm chair closer.

      “Dad…” I frowned.

      “Sorry. So, what do I call you now?” Already, I could see the sparkle returning to his eyes. “You could try Savannah. After all, you chose it.” I grinned.

      “Did I tell you the story of how you ended up with your name? Any of you?” He tugged at his chin.

      I shrugged. “Maybe once or twice. You could tell it again.”

      “Okay.” He chuckled and I knew everything would be just perfect. “So, your mother and I had just married. We decided to leave Arizona and start our own pack somewhere new.”

      I wriggled happily. “That’s why we’re the Phoenix pack.”

      “Yes, we never should forget our roots.” He reached for Mom’s hand and they shared a special smile. “And you’re named so we never forget where you came from either.”

      This was the part that grossed me out. “You can skip over this part.” I rolled my eyes.

      “We were on our honeymoon, and your mother wanted to see the Atlantic Ocean and experience the genteel south. That’s how we ended up in Savannah.” He leaned over and kissed Mom’s hand. “And that’s how you ended up being conceived on a sailboat there.”

      I shuddered. While I truly cherished their devotion for one another, I hated seeing their affections. “Okay, moving on. And you decided you loved the green and the mountains. You loved being able to run free under the full moon without fear.”

      “Still do.” He waggled his brows at Mom.

      “I think I just threw up in my mouth.” I clapped a hand over my lips for emphasis.

      “Has she always been this dramatic?” Dad’s brows peaked as he spoke to my mother.

      “Always. You love it. She makes you laugh.” Mom giggled. “You just forget.” She shrugged and then she jabbed me in the back.

      “Ow,” I complained. “That hurt.”

      “Yeah, you think that hurts? Try losing your mate.” She squeezed Daddy’s hand. “Childbirth, paper cuts, stepping on a Lego…none of this compares to a mate passing.” She shook her head sadly. “I’ve heard it’s like having your soul ripped out of your body.” She stared up at Daddy. “I’ve decided to die with him because I’m not strong enough to go it alone.”

      “Aw, Bea,” he murmured against the back of her hand. “No one is dying anytime soon.” Then he puffed out his chest. “I’m the Alpha. What I say goes.” Then he pretended to put his foot down heavily on the floor.

      The door opened wider and Flo returned, this time with a man. He was older with graying hair and tiny glasses on his face. “Alpha or not, there will always be things you can’t control.” The doctor scowled as he roughly felt my mother’s belly. “Like this baby being breech.”

      My father stared at the floor and rubbed his hands together. I knew he was trying to remain calm.

      As scared as I felt, I started to yawn. I didn’t mean to, but it was nearly two in the morning and I had yet to fall asleep. I stood and glanced back and forth between my parents. “I should go. The doctor is here. Wake me if you need anything.” I kissed Mom on the cheek. “I love you,” I whispered into her ear.

      “Love you more,” she teased.

      Then I repeated the ritual with my father. My arms were still wrapped around his neck when the doctor interrupted.

      “Now, my time isn’t cheap, especially since I’m sure we’ll have to do an emergency C-section.” He frowned. “How do you plan to pay? I take cash or cards.” He tapped his foot impatiently.

      “Depends on the price. How much?” My father rose from the chair and stood tall, revealing his height.

      The doctor took a step back. “Two thousand.” He swallowed hard. “For everything.” He pushed his glasses up his nose.

      My head tilted as I studied him. I didn’t like this man. I didn’t want him touching my mother. I crossed my arms over my chest and watched.

      “I don’t carry that much cash.” He eyed the man, and I could read the disgust in his face.

      “Then I guess I’ll be going.” Doctor James hefted his doctor bag and began to walk out of the room.

      My mother moaned in pain as another contraction hit. Suddenly the idea of no doctor seemed worse than dealing with this man. My brain raced to find a solution. The safe. “Daddy, downstairs.” My eyes were wide with excitement, but my father shut me down immediately.

      “Savvy, go to bed.” He growled.

      I started toward the door with my head down. When I reached the hall, I turned around, hoping if he saw how sad he’d made me, he’d apologize or call me back. Something. Instead, I saw him reaching into his pocket.

      When he pulled out his hand, he opened his palm to reveal the contents. The gold nugget was one of the decent sized ones. “Will this do?”

      The doctor’s face lit up. “So, it’s true. You aren’t just simple homesteaders. You’re gold miners.”

      My father shook his head. “Found this plowing a new field.”

      “Sure you did.” The doctor sneered. Then he snatched the nugget and pocketed it. “Let’s get this over with then.” He turned his attention to my mother.

      Dad turned and saw me. “I’ll walk Savvy to her room.”

      With slumped shoulders, I stood waiting in the hall for him to join me. When he did, he threw an arm around my shoulder and placed a finger over his lips. We walked down the hall in silence. Then he ushered me into the bathroom at the far end of the hall, turning on the lights before speaking in his normal voice. “Be sure to go to the bathroom before you go back to bed, Savvy.” He winked.

      “Okay, I will.” My brow furrowed. What was happening?

      He closed the door behind us, turned on the water in the faucet, the shower, and the exhaust fan. “White noise,” he whispered in my ear. “Listen carefully, pup.” I started to open my mouth to object, but he laid a finger over my lips and shook his head. “The doctor is from a rival pack. We can’t open the safe when he’s around; he’d hear it. We have to keep our secrets from the rest of the world, or they will come after us to take what’s ours. Understand?”

      I nodded and swallowed hard. “Sorry, Daddy.”

      He hugged me close. “You didn’t know. Off to bed.” Then he turned away as he shut everything down. I had already wandered into my room when he found me. “Oh, look. You’re so grown up, you don’t even need me to tuck you in.” He chuckled.

      “I’ll always need hugs, Daddy.” I held out my arms, eager for the comfort he provided. Then I rolled over and fell asleep.

      A few short hours later, I woke to wailing. I threw back the covers and rushed from my room. The twins met me in the hall.

      “What’s going on?” Shelby wrapped her arms around my waist.

      “I don’t know. Go back to bed.” I peeled her off and pushed her back into the room.

      “How are we supposed to sleep through that?” Lenoir glared at me.

      “I’ll close the door. If that doesn’t work, put a pillow over your ears.” I glared at her as I closed the door.

      Slowly, I made my way to Mom and Dad’s room. My heart thudded in my chest. This wasn’t good. This was pain. This was anguish. This…was practically a howl.

      When I reached the door, I peered inside. The doctor stood there frowning while he worked on using butterfly sutures to close my mother’s stomach. “She should start healing soon. Staples would only hinder the process,” he grumbled by way of explanation.

      I felt better knowing she was alive. Still, my father had stepped out onto the balcony. His wails were what woke me. Thinking I could comfort him, I tiptoed out and stopped by his side. In his arms was a baby, blue, not moving. I inhaled sharply and that was the first time he noticed me.

      “He was stillborn.” Tears dripped from my father’s eyes. “The cord wrapped around his neck. He died before Dr. James could remove him from the womb.” He looked away as he choked back sobs.

      I wrapped my arms around him. “It’ll be okay, Daddy. You can try again.”

      Shaking his head, he murmured, “Your mother almost died. There will be no more children.”

      My eyes widened. “But…you need a son. The pack will need an Alpha one day.”

      “Without a son, we’re more vulnerable. I know this. You know this. And now the rival pack knows.” He jerked his head meaningfully toward the doctor.

      “The Hippocratic Oath,” I reminded him. “Doctor-patient confidentiality.” I struggled to offer him comfort.

      “Nothing comes before the pack. If his Alpha ever presses him, he’ll have to reveal the truth.” He shook his head. His tears had finally dried. He swiped at his nose with his sleeve. “Stay with your mother. I need to run. I’ll be back.” He passed me the baby.

      In the time it took me to settle the bundle in my arms, my father had already shifted, leaving a pile of clothes behind as he trotted down the stairs to the yard. I watched as he raced out to the tree line. Soon he disappeared from sight, but I could hear him. The predawn silence was shattered by the sound of his howls.
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        Ten Years Later

      

      My heart raced as I sped down the road to the Phoenix Pack homestead. This place had been the culmination of my parents’ dreams, a place off the grid where they could raise their family and live quietly with their pack.

      I’d finished my last final for the spring semester of my senior year at Appalachian State. We were days away from graduation and for a few minutes, my biggest fear had been my grade on the anthropology exam. I really wanted to make the Dean’s List again and make my pack proud. My phone had chimed, and I soon discovered a text from my mother begging me to stay away and stay safe. Naturally, I had to rush home, even though it was a solid two-hour drive. As daughter of the alpha, I had a responsibility to my parents and my pack.

      As I pulled up the long, winding driveway, I smelled smoke. My eyes burned and I covered my mouth as I choked on air. There were fire trucks blocking my path, so I pulled onto the grass and hopped out of the car. One of the firefighters saw me racing toward the main house, which was now fully engulfed in flames. He caught me as I tried to run past him.

      “Hold up, miss.” He gripped me firmly around the middle, and I wriggled and twisted in his arms until I faced him.

      “That’s my family home!” I pushed against his chest, determined to break away, but he seemed equally determined to hold on to me. “Let me go!”

      “I can’t do that. We have to keep everyone back while we get the fire under control.” He looked down at me, his jaw set, completely unmoved.

      Shaking, I stared past him, watching as timbers creaked and a section of the roof fell in. “How did this happen? I don’t understand.” I moved back and forth frantically as I hoped to catch sight of my family.

      “We have an investigator who will figure this out as soon as the blaze has been extinguished.” Then he turned me around and pointed behind me. “Is this who you’re looking for?”

      I followed his finger and discovered my younger sisters were coming up the driveway. The bus must have dropped them off. The twins were seniors in high school this year. Their eyes were wide as they stared at our home, fully engulfed in flames. As soon as they recognized me, they rushed to hug me. They were bigger, but their affections hadn’t waned through the years.

      “You have finals. Why are you here?” Shelby gave me an extra squeeze, which seemed to be as much for as me, since I could feel her shaking.

      “Mom messaged me to stay away.” I frowned as I struggled to make sense of everything.

      Lenoir sighed as she wrapped her arms around her body. “That explains everything. You always did love to do the opposite of what you were told.” Then her brow furrowed and she whimpered, “I’m so glad you’re here.”

      “Me too.” I nodded as I watched other kids climb the long, winding hill to the homestead. Roughly fifteen families lived there. There should be so many parents running about collecting together. Instead, I saw none of the adults. Inside me, something died. I think it was hope.

      We stood there for what seemed like hours. My stomach growled, but the thought of eating made me feel sick. Still, I had to remember it wasn’t only about me anymore. Those four years of ultimate freedom during college were over. Now, I had sisters to think of and a pack… Well, we might have still had a pack. I swallowed hard as I worried what would happen to us if we were suddenly completely alone in the world.

      “I’m hungry,” Shelby whispered as she glanced back and forth between me and Lenoir while looking guilty. “I skipped lunch to retake my chemistry exam.”

      “Please. You’d be hungry if you’d had lunch. Face it, you love food.” Lenoir glared at her.

      Shelby’s chin jutted out and she placed her hands on her hips. “You’re just mad I have the good metabolism and can eat anything I want.”

      “Live it up while you can, sister. Remember what Mom always told us?” Her brows rose and she leaned in. “She used to be able to eat whatever she wanted…until she had children.”

      “Yeah, well most men like a woman with some curves.” Shelby stuck her hip out. “Mine can handle a little meat just fine.”

      Lenoir opened her mouth to retaliate, but I couldn’t listen anymore. “Stop,” I moaned. “Go to my car. I have a whole bag of snacks I bought at the grocery store and forgot to bring up to my room in the dorm. Grab the other pups and share!”

      They glanced at me, squealed, and raced back to my vehicle, while gesturing for the others kids to follow them. I shook my head at their antics even as I wondered how they could be so calm at a time like this, when our home had burned down and our parents were missing. I scanned the area. Apparently, the fire was finally under control. The firemen seemed more relaxed. So, I slowly made my way toward the house, careful to stay in the tree line and out of sight.

      I’d made it almost halfway there when I saw numerous sets of eyes on me. For several seconds, I stood there staring apprehensively. I sniffed the air. There was no wildlife nearby. These had to be shifters. The question, of course, was whether or not they were friend or foe. I started to move closer when I heard shouts coming from the firemen.

      “Found a body! No, make that two bodies!”

      Without hesitation, I raced to the main house where I’d grown up. Once a proud two-story plantation style home, the place was now a pile of rubble. I stopped short of the porch and realized they were calling from the back of the house. I walked past charred bushes and shriveled leaves until I reached the veranda. The firemen were lifting debris and moving it, but already I could see two sets of blackened feet.

      While they worked, I stood off to the side, silently waiting to find out if these were my parents. I could feel eyes on me. In an effort to hide my intentions, I gradually turned away from the house, covering my face with my hands. Sure enough, as I studied the forest, I saw a lone set of eyes staring back at me. I bit my lip and moved closer to the house. Before long, the firemen had completely uncovered the bodies.

      “Coroner is on the way,” one commented quietly.

      The one who had been holding me back earlier seemed to suddenly realize I was there. “You need to go back to your car, miss.”

      “They could be my parents. Aren’t you going to need me to identify them anyway.” I clasped my hands in front of my chest as I pleaded my case. “Please don’t make me wonder. I’ll stay here all night worrying over who died in the kitchen.”

      His shoulders slumped and I could feel I’d won him over, but then two detectives rounded the corner and walked up to me. “Who are you?” One asked as he pulled out a notepad and pen.

      “I’m Savannah. Savannah Silver.” I reached for my backpack but quickly realized I’d left it in the car. “My driver’s license is in my car.” I frowned as they studied me.

      “And what are you doing here, Miss Silver?” The second detective tilted his head as he stared.

      “My mother sent me a text. Told me to stay away. Said it wasn’t safe to come home.” I shrugged.

      “So, you rushed right here, I see.” His face was grim.

      “You know what? I never got your name.” I wrapped my arms around my body. “And if you can’t understand why I’d rush home from college to check on my family, then screw you.” I turned and strode toward the firemen. The one who spoke to me stood there with his mouth gaping. Must not have been a lot of people who spoke their mind anymore. I was too tired for pleasantries, especially when they weren’t being pleasant. I took a deep breath and finally looked at the bodies.

      The man seemed to have a chest wound. Even in a shifter, with the right bullet, this was deadly. I recognized the watch on his arm. This was definitely my father. Then I studied my mother. She was holding him. Immediately, I knew what had happened. He was killed and she chose to die with him, just like she’d sworn years before. I felt like someone had kicked me in the gut. I couldn’t breathe. No matter how much air I gulped in, I couldn’t fill my lungs. Soon, my eyes overflowed, and warm, salty tears dripped down my face. I swallowed hard to hold back the sobs.

      “Do you know them?” The man who seemed to be the lead detective stared at me, waiting for an answer.

      I nodded, fervently. “My parents. These are my parents.”
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      My knees threatened to buckle. Then I felt two strong arms wrap around me. When I looked up, I realized the fireman had come to my rescue. “Thank you.” My voice sounded strained even to me.

      “It could be hours before the fire is completely out and the chief investigator declares it safe enough for you to pick through.” His brow furrowed. “I’m guessing you’ll want to try to salvage whatever you can.”

      I swallowed hard and nodded. “Yes. I grew up here. This is the only home I’ve ever known.” I felt like I was being watched. When I scanned the woods, I saw eyes staring back at me from the dark. There was a good chance whoever killed my parents was out there watching and waiting. Inside, I could feel my wolf snarling, and I knew I had to get out of there before I revealed my abilities. I blew out a breath. “Okay. I’ll take my sisters and get some food, but then I’m coming back.”

      He studied me for a moment before responding. “I’m going to stay here and watch over the place until you return.” He stared out into the woods, much like I had moments before.

      My eyes narrowed and I tried to sniff deeply without being too obvious. Now that the smoke had cleared some, my olfactory senses could process scents other than the overpowering odor of our burning home. A second later, I detected what I was seeking out. The fireman was a wolf shifter too. Then he interrupted my thoughts.

      “There are some terrible people in this world, people who would take advantage of the fire and rifle through this mess to steal from you.” He slowly released me and took a step back. “I won’t let that happen. I promise.” There was something in the way he said it, in the way he glared into the woods while he spoke. I actually believed him.

      “I appreciate this. I won’t be long.” I turned and raced back to the car. When I arrived, I found Tanner herding all the kids together and my sisters staring at him with such admiration, I wanted to puke. “What are you doing?” I snapped. “And when did you arrive?”

      He raised both hands and took a step back. “I’ve been here about fifteen minutes. Came straight from work. Just trying to help.”

      I could feel the hairs standing up on the back of my neck and I knew why. The pack was my responsibility. My father had been the Alpha. I didn’t want even another pack member trying to take over my role. “A car would help. Or a van. Don’t suppose you have one of those?”

      “Actually, I have an Expedition.” Tanner proudly jerked his thumb toward the vehicle parked behind mine. “I can seat eight, maybe nine if they’re tiny.” He grinned.

      I did a quick head count. One thing was obvious: there were no adults in the group. “Where are all the parents?” I frowned as I looked around our homestead. Most of the outbuildings were intact, as well as the other cottages. The fire had been completely concentrated around my family’s home.

      “I heard some noise coming from the forest. I’m guessing they all shifted and ran. The kids were at school, so they focused on saving themselves.” He shrugged.

      This went against everything I’d been raised to believe. Why did no one rush to protect the Alpha? Who killed my parents?

      “We have too many kids to all fit in the two vehicles.” I sighed as I searched out my parents’ minivan. I saw it sitting in front of the detached garage, unscathed. All these years of downplaying their wealth to keep us safe. Still, they were probably killed for it anyway. I yanked open my vehicle door and pulled my keys from the ignition. Before I started college, my parents had entrusted me with all kinds of information and paperwork, but most importantly, with all the keys. I slowly removed the one for the minivan. “Which one of you wants to drive?” I glanced back and forth between Lenoir and Shelby.

      “I’ll drive!” Shelby grinned and grabbed for the key.

      “I’ll ride with Tanner.” Lenoir blushed and looked away.

      I rolled my eyes. “Awesome. Let’s go to the Asheville Phoenix House. It’s half an hour away. I’ll order us pizzas to be delivered.”

      “Sounds great, but I know nothing of the place.” Tanner chuckled as he smiled down at my little sister.

      “Right. Why would you?” I shook my head. “Follow me.” Then everyone climbed into the vehicles and drove off.

      The littlest pups had chosen to ride with me. I could sense how close to tears most of them were at the moment. “Let me order pizza and then we’ll talk, okay?” One by one, they all nodded. So, I made my call and stuck to the basics, a couple of larges with extra cheese, a couple of larges with pepperoni, and four two-liters of soda. Then I blew out a breath and prepared to address the pups. “I’m sure you have questions,” I began.

      “Where’s my mommy?” The little girl in the back seat whimpered.

      “Well, I don’t know. When I arrived, everyone was gone. They’re probably hiding. This is why I’m going to go back with Tanner after dinner. We can pick up your parents and everyone can be together.”

      “Because the pack always stays together?” The boy beside me wore a hopeful expression on his face.

      “Always. Nothing can keep the Phoenix Pack down. This is just a stumbling block. We’re all gonna be just fine.” I nodded in my most reassuring manner, but I felt like a fraud.

      We rode in silence for the next twenty minutes. When we finally pulled into the driveway, the kids pressed their faces to the windows, except for the little girl in the middle. She complained. “I wanna see! Move your fat head.”

      “Patience. We’ll be there in a minute.” I sighed.

      “How long is this driveway? It looks longer than the one to the homestead.” The boy beside me was practically bouncing out of his seat.

      “Maybe.” I stopped in front of the gate and punched in the code on the keypad beside the entrance. Slowly, the metal creaked open, and we eased through the opening with the rest of the caravan sneaking in behind us. Finally, I pulled around the circular drive and came to a stop in front of the steps to the main house. I’d only been there a few times and each time I had, I was struck by the grandeur of the place. Asheville Phoenix House looked like an antebellum plantation, complete with sweeping staircases, countless Corinthian columns, and three spacious stories. I smiled as the kids gasped when they exited from my vehicle.

      “We’re staying here?” The little girl’s eyes were wide with surprise.

      I nodded. “Yes, for tonight and maybe for as long as it takes.” I bit my lip. The thought of rebuilding was daunting. “Pizza should be here soon. Let me unlock the door and then you can explore.”

      I trudged up the porch steps and found the key on my keyring. Then I opened the door, stepped inside, and turned on the lights before I let them enter. “Be careful. This place is old. Don’t break anything.”

      They rushed to the bottom of the three-story spiral staircase. I could hear them, their excitement, their curiosity, but I was more concerned with other matters, like our safety and security, like rounding up the rest of the pack, like leading us toward a brighter future.

      Tanner strutted up the steps and joined me on the porch. “So, what’s the plan?” He puffed out his chest some. As the oldest male there, though younger than me by two years, I’m sure he thought it would only be a matter of time until he was in charge. This only strengthened my resolve to lead us.

      “We eat. We leave Lenoir and Shelby in charge of the little ones, then we go back to the homestead and try to collect the rest of our pack.” I shrugged as if this should all be obvious to him.

      He tugged at his chin a minute. “Okay, well, I’ll drive, since I have the bigger vehicle.” The he crossed his arms over his chest.

      “Right. Or we could take two vehicles because some might not have a way to get here, and we don’t want to have to make multiple trips.” My brow rose in challenge.

      “I can see that.” He opened his mouth and I expected him to argue, only a buzzing sound emanating from the house interrupted. He jumped, but I simply wandered to the security pad on the inside wall and answered the gate alarm. I held the button on the intercom. “Who is it, please?” Then I released to hear the response.

      “Pizza.”

      “Come in.” I pressed the button to open the gate.

      “Quite the system we have here.” Tanner studied it.

      I nodded. “Too bad there wasn’t anything like this at the homestead. My father wanted to downplay our wealth.” I shrugged. “I’ll handle things differently.” Then I turned on my heels and skipped down the steps to meet the food.

      Tanner followed and soon held all the pizzas while I paid. Then I grabbed the bags with the soda and we mounted the stairs once more to feed the kids while the pizza delivery man drove out through the gates.

      “Dinner!” I made my way to the enormous eat-in kitchen. This wasn’t the night for formality. We’d eat around the counter and on the kitchen table. Hell, some could sit in the keeping room for all I cared.

      As I passed out pizza and directed pups to seats, Tanner followed behind pouring soda. “I couldn’t help but notice your comment a few minutes ago,” he murmured as we made our way back to the island.

      “Oh? Which one?” I could feel my wolf snarling again. I wouldn’t be able to hold her back much longer.

      He shrugged. “You know, the one about how you’ll do things differently.”

      “Yeah. What about it?” I narrowed my eyes at him.

      Tanner cleared his throat. “Well, Savvy, the packs are always lead by the Alpha.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “Uh huh. They have been.”

      “So, what makes you think you’re going to be running things now? I mean, just because your father was the Alpha…” His voice trailed off when he saw my face.

      I pointed to the French doors off the kitchen. “Outside. Go,” I gritted out. I watched as his eyes widened. “I’m going to show you why I’m the Alpha now.”
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      Tanner strode to the door, opened it, and gestured for me to go first. I gnawed on my lip as I stormed past him. Maybe he had intended to have a conversation, but I had something a little more assertive planned. From the veranda, I stomped down to the lawn. When I hit the grass, I whirled around to face him. The way he leisurely strolled down the stairs irritated me even more.

      He rolled up his sleeves. “Now, Savvy. There’s no need for you to get upset.” He flashed a smile. I’d seen other girls, my sisters included, swoon over him. My reaction was considerably different. His behavior felt condescending.

      “Really, Tanner? And why should I remain calm? How do other wolves act when their superiority is being questioned?” I could feel the growl in my throat. My wolf yearned to be free.

      “Superiority?” His brows rose. “Savvy, you’re sweet. You’re like the princess of the pack.”

      “The what? You think I’m a princess?” I spat the words. “You don’t know me at all.” My hands fisted at my sides.

      “I don’t know you well, but you were raised as the Alpha’s daughter. It’s not like you were groomed to run things.” He shrugged.

      I glared at him. “Wasn’t I?” With an arm, I made a sweeping gesture around the estate. “You knew nothing of this place. You are probably completely unaware of any of our holdings, right?”

      “Well, no, but I meant in a more physical sense.” Tanner tugged at his collar and I knew I’d hit a nerve. He needed me. Alienating me would mean more than simply losing my respect. He’d lose access to everything the Alpha pack owned.

      “It’s all being handed down to me,” I whispered. “My sisters will get a nice lump sum, but the rest is mine. My father told me this long ago, when he realized he wouldn’t have a son.” I stepped closer. To my satisfaction, Tanner struggled to hold his ground. I smiled in a way that made him positively flinch. “Know what else?” He shook his head. “My father taught me to defend what’s mine.”

      Tanner swallowed hard. “We’re all taught how to take care of ourselves.”

      “Try me.” I snarled. In an instant, I had shifted and stood on a pile of my clothes. My lips curled back to reveal my teeth. A growl emanated from my throat.

      Holding his hands up, Tanner murmured, “We don’t have to do this, Savvy.”

      In response, I snapped at him. Until he shifted, we wouldn’t be able to speak. The psychic connection only worked in wolf form.

      His eyes were wide, but I watched him work to cover his fear. “Fine.” He smirked. “Your funeral.” Then he stood before me, on all fours, looking about the size I imagined. While I had blue eyes and dark charcoal fur mixed with white and a pure white underbelly, Tanner was a reddish brown with matching hazel eyes. I could easily be mistaken for a large husky. He was all wolf.

      My funeral? I asked him. Are you sure about that?

      Tanner shook out his fur. Then I heard him laughing in my head. I’m reasonably confident, yes.

      Then don’t keep me waiting. Show me what you’ve got. And when I take you down, maybe I’ll let you be my Beta. I narrowed my eyes at him.

      Once more he chuckled. I’ll show you, all right. And when I take you down, I’ll make you my wife.

      Nothing could have incited my anger further. The hair on the back of my neck stood on end and I growled in response.

      You haven’t even heard my offer yet. Tanner snickered.

      I rushed him and knocked him onto his back. Then I stood over him and snapped at his neck a few times until I saw the fear and fury in his eyes. Done stalling yet?

      When I moved away, he struggled to his feet. You don’t have to be so intense.

      Of course, I do. The Phoenix Pack is at stake. This is serious. I circled him as I spoke. The Alpha must protect the pack, just like the pack protects the Alpha. When there are tough decisions to be made, it lands on the Alpha. There’s much more to this role than bossing people around and having a big bank account.

      I know that. Tanner bristled.

      Angrily, I shook my head. If you understood this, then we wouldn’t be having this conversation. You’d understand you’re out of your league. You’re no Alpha, Tanner.

      Finally, he snarled and leapt at me, but I ducked and he flew past me, landed hard, and rolled. You can’t be the Alpha. He sneered.

      I waited, prepared to respond. I knew what he thought and I was going to make him say it. Why can’t I be the Alpha, Tanner?

      He glared at me. You’re a girl. Everyone knows the Alpha is a male.

      I laughed, hoping it sounded as cool and confident when he heard it as it felt to me. See, this is where you’re wrong. I spoke quietly as I padded towards him, slowly closing the distance. The Alpha has never been a female because no female has ever fought for the position. Only now, I am.

      You can’t. He glanced around nervously.

      While we spoke, all the pups had snuck out onto the veranda above us. They watched with rapt attention. Most of them were so young, they probably didn’t know who was who. Oh, but my sisters did. Shelby stood there stoically. Lenoir had a hand over her mouth. For a split-second I wondered whom they were rooting for. I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply. I needed to concentrate. This fight was too important. There were no do-overs. This was winner take all, in every sense. We were deciding who would be leading the Phoenix Pack. Sure, someone else could challenge, but it was essentially unheard of.

      Watch me, I warned.

      Tanner raced toward me, but I side-stepped what would’ve been a tackle. He skidded to a stop several feet away. Immediately, he came rushing back towards me. He was scared and off balance. I intended to use this to my advantage. This time, as he neared, I leapt and knocked him off his feet. We rolled together. There was a flurry of snapping and gnashing of teeth. At one point I connected with his shoulder. I had fur in my mouth and the metallic taste of blood. He’d heal soon enough. He wouldn’t even scar. Still, I wanted him to remember. I wanted there to never be any doubt who was the stronger wolf, the better strategist.

      Finally, Tanner made it to his feet. He limped slightly, suggesting I might have hit a muscle or nerve. With my head down and eyes trained on him, I waited for his next move. All the while, I heard his thoughts. Don’t lose to a girl. The pups are watching. Be strong. Be smart.

      I laughed. Go on. I’ll give you a freebie. I’ll just stand here one time. Make it count. Save face.

      His eyes widened. Then without considering if I was serious, he came after me, going directly for the throat. I almost admired him for the effort. Instead, I had to ensure he didn’t do any damage, intentionally or accidentally. Rather than panic, I tucked my head down against my chest, then twisted my head up under his. As expected, Tanner couldn’t hang on and I’d managed to turn the tables. We were a whirling, circling, mass of fur and snapping jaws. To an outsider, it seemed frantic and confusing Ah, but I felt controlled and determined.

      He can’t beat me. I reminded myself, but knew he’d hear too. I fight to honor my father and mother, who lost their lives for this pack. I could feel him slowing, his intensity faltering. I fight for all females. An Alpha should be determined by strength and abilities, not gender. I nipped at his ear and he whimpered and drew back in surprise. I fight for the Phoenix Pack. We are battered, but not broken. We are down, but not out. Tanner stared at me incredulously for a split second and took advantage. I knocked him off his feet and went for his throat. Soon my teeth were biting into his neck. He struggled to get free, but I simply applied more pressure. Once again, I could taste his blood.

      Tanner whined. Reluctantly, I eased up on my grip.

      Say it, I urged. Say it and you can heal. We’ll be done with this nonsense.

      They won’t accept you. His words sounded like a desperate plea.

      They will. I glanced up at the pups on the veranda.

      You’ll have to defend your position again and again until the day you die. Tanner gasped for air.

      Maybe, maybe not. What say you? Want to be considered for a position as my Beta? I lay on the ground, still holding him, confident he understood I meant to remain that way for as long as necessary.

      His eyes closed. I yield, Alpha.

      I stood, released his neck, and stepped back. As soon as he was free, Tanner disappeared into the woods behind us. No doubt he hoped to lick his wounds and heal in private. Without thinking, I walked over to my clothes and shifted.

      “Inside, pups!” I heard Shelby ushering them back into the house.

      My cheeks turned pink while I struggled to pull on my panties and then my bra. When I glanced up at the veranda, Lenoir was glaring down at me. “What’s with the look, Lennie?” I frowned.

      “Why’d you have to humiliate him that way? Why do you always have to run things?” She pouted and then stared off into the woods. “I’m going after him.”

      “No, you aren’t. Let him be.” I slid my feet into my flip flops and then marched up the steps.

      Her chin jutted out. “Says who?”

      My brow rose. “Your Alpha. Get used to it. I’m a born leader.” Then I hooked my arm through hers and pulled her into the house.
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      Twenty minutes later, the pups had all been fed. I merely picked at a piece of pizza. My stomach was in knots. How could I consider eating at a time like this? So, I nibbled on a slice while watching the clock. Obviously, Tanner had decided to sulk in the woods, which meant I needed a new plan for picking up the rest of our pack. I studied Shelby. She seemed lost in thought. Lenoir was pacing in front of the French doors, staring out into the darkness.

      “He’s not coming back right now.” I sighed. “Give him some time.”

      “I doubt he’ll come back at all, thanks to you,” Lenoir snapped. Her hands were balled up at her sides, and I could feel the anger radiating from her.

      “What would you rather I do? Should I have let some poser run the pack? Should I have let him win to save face, all the while knowing he couldn’t handle it? Please, tell me, oh wise one.” I tossed my crust in the garbage and wiped my hands on a napkin. Then I walked over to her and placed my palms on her shoulders. “It may not seem like it now, but I did the right thing. This is what’s right for the pack. Daddy has been grooming me for this role over the last ten years.” I stared into her eyes, but she was clearly unmoved.

      “Whatever, Savvy. You always know best, right?” She glared at me. “I’m going to go find him, bring him back.”

      I shook my head. “You can’t. You have to stay with the pups. Since he decided to take his sweet time nursing his pride, I need to take Shelby with me to get the rest of the pack.” Lennie stiffened and I pulled back.

      “Fine.” She crossed her arms over her chest and whipped around so quickly, her ponytail slapped me in the face, which seemed about right.

      “We’ll be back as quick as we can,” I murmured. “Make sure the little ones go to bed soon. Even though it’s a weekend, we don’t need them overtired and cranky.”

      She grunted in response.

      Shelby rolled her eyes and stood. “So, I guess I’m driving the minivan again?”

      “Yeah, I think that would be best. Let’s go. It’s getting dark.” I picked up my keys from the counter and strode to the front door. I could hear footsteps matching mine and knew at least one of my sisters had fallen in line. As I reached the car, I glanced up at the second story windows and found Lennie’s disapproving eyes staring back at me. With a sigh, I hopped in my vehicle and drove back to the homestead.

      Half an hour later, I pulled up the driveway. The fireman stood pacing around the smoldering pile of rubble which had once been the homestead. As I neared him, I could sense his agitation. By the time I reached his side, I understood why. A howl broke the silence. I knew it came from a member of my pack. “Thank you for sticking around.” I nodded at him.

      He responded in kind. This wasn’t a situation where we would ever exchange pleasantries. We were dealing with death and destruction. Still, I could tell he wanted to speak with me. “You’re Savannah Silver?” His brow furrowed as he studied me.

      “Yes.” I crossed my arms over my chest. For a moment, I could see him sniffing the air. I knew what he was doing. He’d be disappointed. In the past ten years, I’d never once forgotten to use the spray. There’d be no trace of wolf in me at all. My brows arched.

      “I knew of your family.” The fireman studied my face while I stared back at him. “I thought we had…something in common.” He shrugged. Another howl rang out and echoed through the mountains. “And yet…” He squinted into the woods.

      “Thank you for your help.” My pack was insistent. They wanted to leave the woods and this guy was making it impossible. “I need to collect some things and then get back to the little ones.” I bit my lower lip. It had taken everything in me to not refer to them as pups in front of him.

      “Hi.” Shelby had exited the minivan and joined me. Never one to miss an adventure, she grinned up at him.

      “Hello.” He tilted his head to the side as he glanced at her, and then he closed his eyes and turned his attention back to me. “I had a matter I wanted to discuss with you, but obviously, this isn’t the time.”

      I frowned. “Yeah. I can’t even think right now.” I glanced at Shelby. “Let’s go.” Then I jerked my head toward the house. I watched as she waved shyly at him, then traipsed after me. I rolled my eyes. When had my little sisters become so guy crazy? Would this ever happen to me? I wrapped my arms around my body as I wandered around the corner of the house, to the very spot my parents were found. I was holding out. I wanted what the kind of relationship they had. Now that I was Alpha, I might never find it. Where would I find an Alpha male who could match me in every way, shape, and form?

      “He was hot,” Shelby whispered. “Of course, I’m a sucker for men in uniform.” She giggled.

      “Not now, Shel.” My whole body groaned. “We have a pack to find, a murder to solve, and a homestead to rebuild. How can you even think about guys at a time like this?” I threw my hands up in frustration.

      Her shoulders drooped. “I don’t know. I just saw him and then there was this tingle in my tummy. I had to speak to him.” Her brows knit together while she considered her words. “I couldn’t even stop myself. Weird, huh?”

      “Right. Truly bizarre.” I rolled my eyes. I scanned the area. Finally, the fireman had left and only our pack remained. I whistled as loudly as I could, and then I waited.

      Soon, wolves skulked out of the woods from all around the homestead. They had been keeping watch. We’d have much to discuss on the ride back to Phoenix House. I watched as they disappeared into the neighboring homes. Minutes later, they all returned, dressed and morose.

      One of the elders walked straight up to me. “Savvy, I’m so sorry. We were too late.” Gigi choked back a sob. “Can you ever forgive us?”

      I swallowed hard and then nodded. “Of course. The Alpha should always be quick to listen, slow to speak, forever fair and just.” Then I licked my lips and waited for my words to sink in.

      Her eyes widened and then Gigi lowered her head and stared at the ground. “Thank you, Alpha.”

      I studied the group of adults. Most of them followed her lead, bowing and showing me the proper deference, but there would always be one or two who would balk. Case in point, Tanner.

      Frank stepped forward, his thick arms crossed over his barrel chest. He swallowed hard and then sighed. “Savvy, I thought you knew.”

      Patiently, I waited, knowing what he would say, already anticipating every argument. I was ready, as ready as I’d been earlier, maybe even more so. Here, where I felt even more tied to our land, our home, I’d fight to defend what was mine and protect what was ours.

      When I greeted his remark with silence, he continued. “Alpha isn’t an inherited position.”

      Glen stepped up beside him and tugged awkwardly at his collar. “That’s right, Savvy. This is a position which must be earned.”

      “I already did.” Then I moved into fighting stance. “I beat Tanner as a wolf. Did someone want to challenge me in human form? What will prove to you I’m more than capable of acting as your Alpha?” I eyed each person in the group.

      Dallas stepped forward. He’d been my father’s Beta, second in command. His face gave nothing away. “Aye.” He grunted at me.

      I smirked. “Speak your piece and then let’s get on with it.”

      “As the Beta, I should be next in line. There.” He huffed.

      Clearly it pained him to confront me. “Oh, but it’s not an inherited position. It doesn’t get passed on to the next in the pack or the eldest child. If you’re serious, pick your form.” I knew what he would do. Dallas had always been predictable. There was no way he’d be seen as a man beating on a woman. Better we were both wolves and the playing field was level.

      In an instant, he shifted and lunged at me. Apparently, there’d be no circling, no sizing each other up. He wanted this to go down quick and dirty.

      I leapt the other direction, rising as a young woman but landing as a wolf. Instantly, I snarled. Guess you won’t be playing nice.

      His laugh echoed in my head. This isn’t the time for games, Savvy. The pack is at stake.

      Exactly. So, no hard feelings, right? My lips curled back.

      His head twisted to the side. About what?

      Remaining the Beta, or even being demoted. The pack already has an Alpha. And you have much to answer for, since my father was killed on your watch. I lowered my head, but my eyes never left his face.

      A growl rumbled in his throat. Packs have never had a female Alpha. The Phoenix Pack won’t start now.

      It already has. I snickered.

      Dallas charged toward me. Inwardly, I sighed. This was like my fight with Tanner all over again. He hoped to intimidate me with his size, but my father had taught me long ago that bigger didn’t mean better, men weren’t superior to women, and those who thought more than they fought would always rule the day.

      My father’s words rang true. He’d have been so proud. He’d always warned me about Dallas. I remembered a conversation we’d had a few years ago.

      “He thinks because he’s big and tough, he should be the Alpha.” He lifted my chin. “We know better. Right over might.”

      “What makes you think I’m right?” My brow furrowed.

      “You have the heart of a warrior.” He chuckled.

      I smirked. “Like you.”

      He nodded. “Yes, and the sharpest mind of anyone I’ve known. You get this from your mother.”

      My cheeks warmed. I found few similarities to my mother. She was beautiful, graceful, and loved counseling father behind the scenes. They were the perfect team, the perfect couple, the perfect leaders for our pack.

      “You may not be what the pack wants, but when the time comes, you’ll be exactly what they need.” He hugged me close.

      I swallowed hard as I tried to accept I’d never be wrapped in his love ever again. Dallas took advantage of the split second I’d been distracted. He lunged, aiming for my shoulder, but I whipped my head around catching him off guard. Then I knocked him to the ground and went straight for his throat.

      His eyes widened in shock. Savvy…

      What? My teeth dug into his fur, and for the second time that evening, I found myself tasting the blood of one of my pack mates. I didn’t enjoy it but understood the necessity.

      You wouldn’t. He closed his eyes and tried to scratch at me with his hind legs.

      His sharp nails dug into my skin. This was of little importance. I’d heal. If I gave in, the pack could be lost. My jaw closed further, tightening on his windpipe. He gasped for breath and froze. Say it.

      I can’t. Dallas struggled for breath.

      Would you rather die than see me as Alpha? Believe me, it can be arranged. I growled as I stepped on his chest. I could feel warm sticky blood running down my legs from his scratches. Did you know my father taught me how to rip out another wolf’s throat?

      No. He struggled against me, thrashing at me with every bit of reserve he had left.

      Instead of worrying or feeling frantic, I simply focused on gradually applying more pressure until he whimpered. I could finally sense his fear. Last chance. Last warning.

      You’re the Alpha. His eyes closed and he positively winced. You’re the Alpha.

      Those words seemed to hurt Dallas more than the fight. I released him and watched as he scampered away from me. He lay on the ground, head on his legs, completely humbled. Slowly, the rest of the pack lowered their heads. In an instant, I was officially the Alpha. I couldn’t be happy about it. How could I when I’d had to lose so much to win the title?
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      We loaded the vehicles and drove back in silence. As I parked in front of Phoenix House, I made the announcement the pack had been waiting on. “Let’s check on the pups, then we’ll assemble in the Great Room for a meeting.”

      Their relief was evident. They quickly rushed into the mansion. I leaned heavily against the car door and focused on the future, pushing the sadness away. There was no room for it, no time for it. The pack needed me.

      “Well, I think that went well,” Shelby joked as she pressed her back against the car beside me.

      “You think?” My brows rose.

      She shook her head and laid a hand on my shoulder. “You had to fight Dallas. You have to be the Alpha.”

      I stared into her eyes, reluctant to simply trust her words. In them, I found no deception, no doubt. “You mean it.”

      A hollow laugh escaped her lips. “Of course. You’re my sister. I’ve always known you’d be the next leader. Father wanted it that way. You’re stepping up, just as he expected you to.”

      “This won’t be easy.” I crossed my arms over my chest and sighed.

      “Nothing worthwhile ever is, dear.” Shelby rested her head on my shoulder.

      I rolled my eyes. “You know you channeled Mom there, right?”

      She snickered. “I’m supposed to. You must’ve known I was groomed for a role, too.”

      I glanced up at the window where I’d last seen her twin. “What about Lenoir?”

      She shrugged. “Maybe this is why she feels so lost. She was the baby, the smaller twin. Nothing much was ever expected of her. Our parents weren’t even sure she’d live.”

      Pushing my back off the vehicle, I slowly stood. “Okay. Let’s do this.” I took my first step, but Shelby reached out, grabbed my arm, and stopped me.

      “There’s something you should do if you want the rest of the pack to see you as the Alpha.” She bit her lip.

      I frowned. “I won. I beat an elder. I beat Tanner. What more can I do?”

      “Pick a mate.” She winked and then raced past me and up the steps.

      Pick a mate. From everything I knew about being a shifter, this wasn’t how it worked. We didn’t simply mate for convenience. While I’d seen differing levels of devotion among the pairs in our pack, the relationship I’d seen at home had shaped my ideas of the kind of mate I wanted, the way I’d imagined our life together. This would be far more challenging than Shelby could dream.

      Shaking my head, I made my way to the Great Room and prepared to address my pack. Everyone was assembled inside, sitting on the couches, chairs, and even lounging on the floor. This was my chance to unify them, bring everyone together. As I scanned the room, taking visual attendance, I realized Tanner had finally returned in my absence. He sat in a far corner of the room in a chair while Lennie curled up on the floor near him. The sight made me feel prickly. Especially since his eyes met mine and he refused to look away, all while my little sister threw herself at him.

      Taking a seat in the chair to the left of the fireplace, I began. “Twenty-five years ago, my parents moved from Arizona to Asheville, after a honeymoon in Savannah.” My cheeks grew warm. There were some chuckles in the room. Everyone knew the story. “They settled here because they had a big dream for the future and the pack they would create. Because they never wanted to forget their roots, they called themselves the Phoenix Pack.” I could hear murmurs in the room.

      “Once, our name was solely about our past. Now, it takes on a double meaning.” Heads tilted. Some elders nodded. “You may be familiar with the legend of the phoenix. In case you aren’t, the phoenix is a bird who lives a long time and dies in a burst of flames. Out of the ashes, a new phoenix is born.” I clapped my hands together. “Today, my parents died, and the Phoenix Homestead was destroyed. This isn’t the end of our story. Like the bird of the legend, we shall rise up from the rubble and build a new homestead, a stronger pack.”

      “That’s right,” one of the elders murmured. “Preach, Savvy!”

      A smile played at the corners of my mouth. “Tonight, we shall mourn our loss. In the morning, the work begins. We’ll see what we can salvage. We’ll get rid of anything we can’t. Before you know it, we’ll be back in our homes. Together.” Finally, I allowed myself the luxury of a smile.

      “And we’ll punish whoever murdered the Alpha and destroyed our homestead, right?” Tanner’s eyes narrowed and he rubbed his hands together.

      My left eyebrow arched dangerously. “That should go without saying, but yes. The person or persons who are responsible for my parents’ deaths must pay.”

      He smiled, eager to dole out some vengeance. Finally, he had a place to direct all his pent-up rage. “Good.”

      “Any other questions?” I glanced around the room, but everyone seemed to be contemplating my speech, or their own situation. In human form, I had no idea what the rest of the pack thought. “Well, there’s food in the kitchen. I’ll order more pizza, if we need it. Then let’s get some sleep. Tomorrow will be a long day.”

      The men and women slowly stood and wandered around. I knew none of them had cause to visit the Asheville Phoenix House previously. They were in awe of the property and exhausted from the day.

      The room cleared of all but one woman, an elder who’d lost her mate many years ago. She’d powered through and chosen to live so she could raise their pups. Lula gnawed on her lip while she studied me.

      I grinned as I moved to sit beside her. “How’d I do, Lula?”

      She reached out and patted my hand. “Not bad, Alpha.” Her head tilted and I knew she had more on her mind.

      “Go on, Lula. I can tell you’re dying to say something.” I playfully huffed while I waited.

      Lula held my hand in both of hers. “I know you have a lot going on right now between rebuilding and ferreting out those who played a role in your parents’ deaths.”

      “But?” I urged her to finish.

      “Well, you need to add one more item to your agenda, Savvy.” Lula paused to lick her lips. “You need to find a mate.”

      I sighed and yanked my hand from her grasp. “You don’t think the pack will truly accept me without a mate? Is that it?” I ran a hand through my long, wavy hair and instantly wished I had a ponytail holder available.

      “It’s not that, dear.” She shook her head. “See, being the Alpha is a huge responsibility. It has always been a two-person job.”

      “Two?” My brow furrowed. “There’s a second Alpha?” I rubbed my shoulder as I worried over who I’d have to fight next.

      “The Alpha’s spouse is pretty much Alpha by proxy. The support, love, strength, and sounding board they provide is essential to the success of the pack.” Lula struggled to her feet. “Arthritis,” she grumbled. “Just please…think about it.”

      I nodded sadly as I watched her limp away. This was the second time tonight I’d been told I needed to find a spouse. Closing my eyes, I leaned back and considered the only prospects I’d met. Tanner. I scrunched up my face. Anyone else in the pack was too young, too old, or already mated. My head tilted. There was that fireman. We’d spoken to each other. He’d touched me. I’d felt nothing. Still, he seemed nice. I sighed. With my luck, he was already mated. This whole finding a mate thing wouldn’t be easy.

      Though I was utterly exhausted, I knew I had to prepare for the coming day. I checked my phone. Already it was after eight in the evening. There was little chance anyone would answer my call, but if I left messages, I might hear something first thing in the morning. Opening the browser on my phone, I searched for architects near me. We’d need to redesign and rebuild the main house.

      I scrolled through the firms in the results. None of them spoke to me. For some reason, I rather thought one would stand out. Then, I saw it: Rogue Designs. I clicked on the website. The portfolio was impressive. The pricing was a little higher than I anticipated, but I could afford it. After taking a deep breath, I hit the phone number and listened to it ring. On the third ring, while I was preparing for the voice message I would leave, a man answered.

      “Rogue Designs, how can I help you?” He had a deep voice that resonated within me and had me imagining what he looked like. In my mind, he was a cross between Vin Diesel and Dwayne Johnson. “Hello?”

      His second greeting jolted me to action. “Oh, yes, uh…hi?”

      He chuckled. Clearly, this man was used to rendering women speechless. “How can I help?”

      “I need an architect.” Suddenly, I started blurting out everything. “My family home burned down and my parents are dead and I need to rebuild as quickly as possible because I have two younger sisters to care for and so many people relying on me…”

      “Slow down,” he urged. His voice had grown serious. “Now give me an address and I’ll meet you at nine in the morning to look over the site. Will that work?”

      I liked how he cut through the crap and went straight to the point. I exhaled, feeling immensely better. “Yeah. That will work.” I rattled off the address.

      “And who will I be meeting there?” His voice seriously caressed me through the phone.

      “Savvy. Ugh. I’m Savannah Silver. See you then.” I felt so unnerved, I ended the call without even asking his name. “Dammit,” I grumbled. Rarely did anyone leave me so off balance that I made these kinds of mistakes. Tomorrow, I’d have to be back on my game.
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      In the morning, I made sure everyone knew what they had to do and how they were going to accomplish it before I left the security of the gated estate. “Wait!” Dallas stopped me before I could climb into my car.

      “What is it?” I was distracted as I tried to mentally prepare for the day.

      “We don’t have the gate code.” He crossed his arms over his chest.

      I sighed. “Nor will you. This wasn’t an oversight. I’m following father’s instructions. Only the Alpha is to ever have access to this information.”

      “Then how do we get back in?” He spoke carefully, but I could sense his rage beneath the surface.

      “Simple. Either one person remains here at all times to push the button, or you wait for me to return and we enter together.” I glanced at the time on my phone. “I have to meet the architect at the homestead and I have several stops on the way. We’ll talk later.” I watched as his hands dropped to his side with clenched fists. “When will you be up there to work on sifting through the rubble?”

      Dallas frowned. “As soon as possible, Alpha.”

      There was more than a hint of disgust in the way he spoke my title, but I refused to address it at the moment. I had more important concerns. “See you at the homestead, Dallas. Soon.”

      Though it was barely after seven in the morning, there were reasons I wanted to leave already. For one, I needed caffeine desperately. For another, I wanted to check on the safe before the rest of the pack arrived. This had always been the biggest Phoenix Pack secret. It must remain that way. The funds in my father’s account only told part of the story. The wealth hidden in the wall explained everything.

      After stopping at the nearest gas station to buy several sodas, I drove the mountain roads while deep in thought. There were only so many reasons to murder a person: jealousy, revenge, to keep a secret, and probably most popular of all, money. My parents lived a quiet, peaceful existence. The pack stayed on our lands. We never ventured past our territory. By outward appearances, we lived a modest existence. Though rumors had circulated through the years, no one outside of the pack knew about the mines.

      Slowly, I navigated the gravel driveway to the homestead. There were no other vehicles in the area, so I confidently exited my car and strode to the house. The fire had obviously started in the kitchen and then radiated through the wooden structure. Parts of the second story had collapsed, but luckily not in the study, my destination. Pushing open the front door, I froze. My parents had always left it unlocked, a sign of how safe they’d felt on the homestead. I wouldn’t make the same mistake.

      I picked my way through the entry, past the stairs, and shoved living room furniture out of my path. Finally, I reached the French doors, which closed the study off from the rest of the house. Taking a deep, steadying breath, I pushed them open so I could assess the damage. I sniffed the still smoky air, hoping I might catch the scent of the killer or killers. Unfortunately, I smelled nothing other than the hint of an accelerant, and the stench from the charred wood.

      Scanning the room, I discovered much of the furniture had been moved and the paintings had been removed from the walls. The area rug in the center of the room had been tossed in a corner. My fists clenched at my side. I’d discovered the motive. Obviously, this was about money and I was reasonably confident the safe was still secure. Cautiously, I moved to the built-in bookcase my father had so cleverly designed. Then I reached up and tipped the decorative finial until it was horizontal, so I could separate the two sections. With little effort, they slid into the walls on either side, revealing a huge wall safe. I punched in the code my father had taught me, then the green light appeared and a click echoed through the empty house. I pulled back the door and took a quick peek. Nothing seemed to be missing. My shoulders heaved in relief. Reaching inside, I grabbed the go bag my father kept at the ready, which was a cross body satchel filled with our most important documents, like birth certificates, social security cards, loan and insurance information. Then I added the ledger and the checkbook before throwing the strap over my head and adjusting it. Confident I had everything I needed for the moment, I quickly shut the safe, repositioned the bookcases, and locked the finial in place as I heard footsteps nearing the room. The doors swung open and Dallas appeared.

      My eyes narrowed. “What are you doing in here?”

      He panted and pointed. “Two men. At least one is a shifter. Arguing.”

      With a sigh, I exited the study and ran to what remained of the front porch to survey the situation. The fireman had returned. He had an inspector with him, judging from the clipboard and business casual attire. A third man stood there all tall, dark, and brooding. My breath caught in my throat when he turned and caught me staring.

      “Savannah Silver?” He crossed his arms over his chest and frowned.

      Maybe I didn’t meet his expectations. Over the last twenty-four hours, this had become the norm. No one believed in me, despite my abilities. “Yes.” I huffed as I rushed over to the men.

      The fireman spoke first. “I found him checking out the property.” He jerked his head angrily at the man who’d spoken to me.

      I nodded. “Thank you.” Then I turned my attention to the man who hadn’t taken his eyes off me since he first noticed me. I struggled not to shrink under his scrutinizing gaze. Holding out my hand, I prepared for our introduction. “Please call me Savvy. Are you the architect?”

      He grasped my hand in his to shake, but I was only aware of his touch. My wolf whined. My stomach fluttered. My heart raced. I stared at our hands a moment before yanking mine back. When I glanced up at his face, I saw a smile playing at the corner of his lips, but there was some indecipherable look in his eyes.

      “Quinn Holderman.” Then he reached into his pocket and pulled out a business card. “Rogue Designs.”

      “A man of few words, I see.” I pursed my lips, stuffed the card in my satchel, and then turned on my heel. “Follow me.” I started to walk toward the house when I heard him mumble under his breath.

      “Gladly.”

      I fought to hide my reaction. I was too far away. There was too much noise from pack members working around the homestead. I shouldn’t have heard him. Only…I did. A twitch began under my eye. When we reached what was left of my parents’ home, I paused and waited for him to catch up. “You don’t look like an architect,” I commented absently.

      Quinn laughed, then sobered. He tugged at his chin while assessing my attire. “You don’t look like you can afford me.”

      My brows peaked. “Oh, really? And why is that?”

      He gestured while he spoke. “Flip-flops, jean shorts, and a t-shirt you probably picked up at Goodwill.”

      I tilted my head. “Looks can be deceiving. Trust me. I can afford you.” I motioned for him to follow me, but he remained rooted to the ground.

      “Trust isn’t really my thing. Perhaps you could give me money instead?” Quinn stared down at me. He stood a good foot taller than me.

      Since I was barely more than five feet tall, I was used to craning my neck at people, but this time it bothered me. I shrugged. “Okay, how much would you like?”

      “You want me to design something to work on the existing foundation?” He raked a hand through his hair.

      “That would be nice.” I nodded.

      “Well, I’d advise against it.” He held out his hand, ready to tick off reasons on his fingers.

      “Of course, you would.” I muttered under my breath.

      Quinn paused and chuckled. Then he grew serious. “Really. It might not be safe. The foundation. The fire.”

      “I see where you’re going with this.” My shoulders sank. “So where would you suggest I rebuild?” I wrapped my arms around my body and struggled to control my emotions.

      “Miss Silver?” The inspector interrupted our discussion. “There’s a detective on the way. He wants to speak with you.”

      I turned to face him. “That’s fine. I’ll be here.” Then I glanced back and forth between Quinn and the inspector. Losing my parents hurt more than I cared to admit. I didn’t want to think about it. As long as I could keep moving, keep busy, I wouldn’t have a moment to grieve. I was the Alpha now. I couldn’t afford to appear weak or emotional. I couldn’t give them any reason to doubt my ability to lead. Inhaling deeply, I shook my head. I could feel a sob rising in my throat, but I choked it back. “I need…a moment.” Then I sprinted to the back of the house before anyone could stop me, before the first tear fell. I needed to let my wolf run free, but there was no way this would happen for hours. I looked about wildly, but there was nowhere to go, nowhere to be, nowhere to hide. Sitting hard on an Adirondack chair, I covered my face as I rocked back and forth.

      “Hold it together, Savvy,” I whispered. “You can do this. You have to do this.”

      Suddenly, someone squatted in front of me and laid his hands on the arms of the chair. I froze and inhaled deeply. No scent. Nothing human, nothing shifter. I frowned. Impossible. I uncovered my face and tucked my hands beneath my thighs. Blowing out a breath, I concentrated on masking my emotions while raising my gaze. “Quinn.” For some reason, his presence flooded me with relief. “I’m sorry,” I murmured. “It’s just…” I gestured to the house behind me.

      “I know.” His eyes locked on mine. Slowly, he reached out and cupped my face. My lids lowered as I pressed my cheek against his palm. “The fire happened yesterday? You amaze me, Savvy.” Quinn stroked my cheek one time with his knuckles and then stood. He held his hands out to me and helped me stand, but even after, he didn’t let go. “Talk to the detective while I check out the land and take some measurements. Then we’re leaving.”

      I stiffened. “I can’t. I need to take care of things here.”

      “No, you don’t. There are so many people here to help you. What you need to do is come to my office so we can work on the design.” Quinn didn’t wait for a response. Instead, he spun me around and laid a hand on my lower back as he walked me to the front of the house.

      I didn’t hate it. I didn’t hate him. In all honesty, he intrigued me, and after dealing with Tanner and Dallas, it was nice to be around a guy who didn’t doubt me or hover about waiting for me to fail.
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      I recognized the detective. We’d spoken briefly the day before. He was there when my parents were found. His eyes were on me as I neared. Quinn removed his hand from my lower back, laying it on my shoulder, ever so briefly.

      “I’m taking measurements and making a rough drawing of the lot, then I’ll need you to come with me so we can get the design process started.” He stared, waiting for a response.

      Feeling completely numb, I nodded. “Okay. Thank you.” My words were barely louder than a whisper. I watched him move toward the tree line and finally turn back toward me. He had his phone out and seemed to be typing on it. Notes, no doubt.

      “Miss Silver?” The detective interrupted my thoughts.

      “Yes?” I wrapped my arms around my body. The mountain air was chillier in the morning. Normally, it didn’t affect me. As a wolf shifter, my temperature ran hotter than humans. Today, everything bothered me.

      “I’m Detective Sands. You may remember me…”

      “Of course.” I sighed.

      His brow furrowed. “We’ve done our preliminary investigation. As you know, your father was shot.”

      My head tilted. The detective seemed to be holding back. “What is it?” I prodded.

      “Strange. And it could be nothing. Homemade bullet. Silver.” He shrugged. “Thought I’d mention it in case you knew anyone who might smelt metal.”

      “No, I can’t think of anyone offhand.” I followed his gaze as he studied the rest of the pack, working around the homestead. Their homes had survived the blaze with only minor damages, and those were due to the firemen’s efforts to save my family’s place. I frowned. “None of them would have harmed my father. They’re simple people. They have gardens. They craft. They aren’t violent in the least.” I stood with my shoulders back, but my eyes landed on the spot several feet away where Dallas and I had fought the day before. There were still blood droplets in the dirt I hoped Sands wouldn’t notice.

      “Can you think of any reason someone might want to hurt your father?” He rocked on his heels.

      My eyes narrowed as I considered his question. “I’ve been gone for the better part of four years. I’ve only been here when college was on break and even then I had internships which kept me away most of the days.” I swallowed hard and laid a hand on my chest. My wolf paced angrily, which made me anxious around strangers. “I was supposed to graduate in a few days.” I closed my eyes and breathed deeply. “You may want to speak to my sisters. They’re seniors…graduating next month.” I covered my face briefly with my hands. Even thinking about these experiences without my parents left an aching hole in my chest. I rubbed my forehead and looked at the detective again. “They might have overheard something. I wish I could help you, but as far as I know, life was great.”

      “Of course.” He scribbled something on a pad. “Can I speak with them at school? It will only take a few minutes.”

      “Sure. Anything to find the killer.” I nodded sadly. “I really need to work with the architect. Do you mind? I want my sisters to have a home. Plus, talking about the murder is seriously upsetting.” I licked my lips. “We were a close-knit family. My parents were crazy in love even after all these years.” I offered a watery smile. “I don’t know how I’m going to recover from this, how my sisters will either. I…” I had no idea what else to say. I could’ve babbled on for some time, but luckily Quinn suddenly appeared at my side.

      “Savvy, do you have a minute? I have an idea.” He glanced at the detective for approval. When Sands nodded, Quinn gestured for me to follow him.

      After rubbing my eyes, I waved at the detective and traipsed after Quinn. When he stopped near the corner of the porch I asked, “What’s your idea?”

      “The barn.” He pointed to one of the original structures on the homestead.

      “You want us to live in a barn.” I scrunched up my face.

      Quinn chuckled. “No. I see it’s unused. I want to salvage it and make you an amazing timber frame home.”

      “Right. A wood house.” I nodded. “We had that before. I was hoping for something more secure and flame retardant.”

      “Like what? A tank? A fortress?” He rolled his eyes.

      “Hey, a fortress doesn’t sound half bad right now. There’s a killer on the loose and I have siblings to protect.” I huffed. “Not that you’d understand.”

      Quinn forced my chin up. His brow was furrowed. “You’d be surprised what I understand.”

      I swear it felt like he was staring right into me and I withered under his gaze. Pushing his hand away, I sighed. “I’m sure.” Shaking my head at the old barn, I turned toward him again. “Okay, we definitely need to talk. Let me tell my…friends where I’m going. I’ll follow you.”

      As was customary, I sought out Dallas to share my plans. “I have to go to the architect’s office. I’m not sure how long it will take. I’ll call you.”

      He nodded but barely met my eyes. “Fine. I can take care of things,” Dallas mumbled.

      “I know. I have faith in you, otherwise I wouldn’t leave.” I studied him for a moment, hoping for some kind of response, but he simply moved away from me and started planting a new row of green beans.

      Though his response was disheartening, I refused to acknowledge his actions had impacted me in the least. Instead, I strode confidently to my vehicle and followed Quinn down the mountain, through town, and finally stopped at a stunning arts and craft style mansion constructed with wood and stone, perched on a cliff overlooking nothing but forest. As I stepped out of my vehicle, I couldn’t help but gasp.

      “Thoughts?” Quinn studied my reaction while I tried to take in all the incredible aspects of the house.

      “I’m awed.” I shook my head, unable to find all the words needed to adequately respond. Then I turned to him. “Also, I’m curious. Why did you bring me here?”

      He chuckled as he held out his keys. “This is my home and also my office.” He winked. “I like to keep my life simple.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yes, I can tell.” There was nothing simple about the design of the place.

      “Come on. I think there are some features you might want to incorporate into your new home.” Quinn motioned for me to follow him up the steps onto the porch, and then through the oversized wood and glass door.

      Once inside, I admired the open floor plan, the way so many natural elements had been incorporated into his space. This attention to detail and his sense of style spoke to me. Who knew I could find the right architect so easily? I mentally patted myself on the back. “This is really nice.” I shrugged. “So, let’s copy it, add a moat, a drawbridge, and stick it on my property. Problem solved.” I laughed.

      With a grin, Quinn studied me. “Your heart isn’t in this right now.”

      His words had a sobering effect. I looked away, unable to meet his eyes. “Not really, no.” I sighed.

      He took a step closer to me with his arms open. I had this urge to simply fall into them and press my face against his chest. I wanted to hear his heart beating and feel alive again. Right now, I was simply going through the motions. I gazed up at him expectantly, waiting for him to give me a sign he was amenable to the closeness. Instead, he suddenly stuffed his hands inside his pockets.

      “Let’s go talk in my office,” he suggested as he gestured toward the stairs. “It’s in the walk out basement.”

      I nodded and followed him. “Thank you for meeting me so quickly. I’m sure you have other projects requiring your attention. I’ll try not to take up too much of your time.”

      Quinn turned to face me at the bottom of the stairs. For the first time, I noticed his bright blue eyes and dark brown hair. My breath caught in my throat. I stumbled with three steps to go. Before I knew what was happening, I fell forward. My eye lids shut, unwilling to see the floor nearing. I fully expected to land in a crumpled and highly embarrassed ball at his feet. Only that didn’t happen. My face was smushed into his chest. I heard his heart and felt his muscles rippling under my cheek.

      I blinked and looked up at him. “You caught me.” There was no hiding the wonder in my voice.

      “I’ll always catch you, Savvy. If you let me.” His face had grown serious.

      “Thank you,” I whispered.

      He casually helped me find my footing, and I realized the entire basement had been converted to his office. I inhaled deeply and nodded my approval. Quinn had moved to the nearest bookshelf. His fingers dragged along the spines, finally stopping on one. “Here it is.” He grinned and I could actually feel his passion for design. As he opened the book, he truly came alive. “I’m hearing your need for security. I’d like to pair this with something natural looking. Lots of stone, wood, and glass.”

      “Where’s the security?” I frowned.

      “Install CPI,” he joked. Then he sobered. “Really, it’s a special glass.”

      “Is it also a special wood?” I huffed. “The house did catch fire. Arson.”

      Quinn tapped his chin. “Have you considered getting a dog?”

      My lips twitched. We’d never had a dog. Hell, we’d never had pets. My father explained cats would be too jumpy around us because of our wolves. I suspected a dog might feel the same way. “No, I haven’t.” I tilted my head. “Is this your idea of security? A dog?”

      “They’re great for security and companionship. You never have to feel lonely.” He shrugged. “Just an idea.”

      “Or, it’s one more thing for me to take care of,” I grumbled and then rolled my eyes. “And crap. Now I’m channeling my mother.” Before I could say another word, my phone began to ring. I grabbed it from the satchel. I recognized it as being a call from App State. “I’m sorry. I need to get this.” I glanced around, wondering where to speak with some privacy, when Quinn helped herd me out the basement door. Standing there on the concrete pad, I mustered the nerve to answer. “Hello?”

      “Savannah Silver, please.”

      I quickly recognized the voice. “Dean Simms? This is Savannah.” As the Dean of Students, I should’ve been expecting his call.

      “Oh, Savvy.” He blew out a breath and it only served to make me more nervous. “I know about your parents. Were you planning on walking on Saturday?”

      My shoulders sank. “Not anymore. It wouldn’t be the same. It wouldn’t feel right…” I could spout out a million reasons I no longer wanted to participate in my college graduation. Thankfully, he stopped me after two.

      “Well, I don’t mean to bother you at a time like this, but we’re going to need your room emptied by then. Is there someone you can send?” I could hear him tapping his pen nervously.

      I rubbed my forehead. “No one. It’s just me.” He cleared his throat uncomfortably. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll take care of it. Will someone mail me my diploma?”

      “Of course. And please know, we’re all very sorry for your loss.” A moment later, I realized the call had ended.

      For a second, I stood on the concrete staring out over the mountains. It was so beautiful, so peaceful. My wolf paced insistently. I knew she wanted to run. Not now. Soon.

      The door behind me opened. “Is everything okay?” Quinn soon stood behind me.

      Somehow, I had no idea how to respond. Sometimes it felt like nothing would be okay ever again.
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      “Let me come with you. I’ll help you.” Quinn followed me to my car.

      “I’m perfectly capable of packing up my room.” I huffed and turned to face him. “I’m not some helpless chick who needs rescuing. I’m strong. I’m tough. I can do this.” I glared at him for emphasis.

      The sides of his mouth twitched. I soon realized he was trying to hide a smile. This happened a lot around me. My cheeks began to burn. This seemed like a pretty normal response to being completely humiliated.

      “You don’t think so? You think I’m some damsel in distress?” I unlocked my car door, yanked it open, and sank down in my seat while I jammed the key in the ignition. The engine roared to life, but before I could close my door, Quinn had squatted down beside me.

      “Don’t be mad,” he murmured.

      I looked away. If I stared into his eyes, I’d melt. I didn’t want to soften in the least. “I’m not mad,” I grumbled. Quinn laid his hand on my thigh. I could feel the warmth soothing me. Frowning, I stared down at my leg.

      “So, what is it then? How did I upset you?” He stared at me silently.

      I shook my head. We couldn’t discuss this. Anything we said would make me feel like the girl I claimed not to be. Instead, I pasted a smile on my face, took a deep breath, and faced him. “I’m fine. I’m just gonna go take care of some business.” I shrugged then reached for the door handle.

      “Wow. I earned a ‘fine.’ You’re seriously pissed. Well, I’m gonna go take care of my business. I’m designing your house. Think you’ll be back tonight?” Quinn leaned in until he was inches from my face. “Because I’d love to show you some preliminary plans. I know you’re in a rush.”

      I closed my eyes. Dammit. Why won’t he let me be mad? That would be so much easier. Inhaling deeply, I nodded. “Yeah. This won’t take long. I already started bringing stuff home during spring break a few weeks ago.”

      “Stop by.” He smiled. “I’ll make dinner.”

      “It could be late.” I bit my lip.

      Quinn chuckled. “Then I’ll make a late dinner.” He took a step back so he could shut my door.

      God help me, I nodded. I agreed. What the hell had I agreed to? Then I gave him a slight wave as I drove away. I spent the rest of the drive thinking. What was Quinn’s motivation? Why was he being so nice to me? If he was a shifter, I’d have suspected he was in line to woo me. I groaned. I was already fighting off Tanner, who apparently hadn’t given up, judging from his interactions with me in the meeting last night. I shivered as I recalled how he stared at me while Lennie sat demurely at his feet.

      Crap. I’d forgotten to tell my sisters what was going on. As soon as I parked in front of my dorm, I sent them a group text.

      

      Me: Had the initial meeting with the architect. Now packing up my dorm room. When I return to Asheville, I’ll meet with the architect again to finalize the plans. Home much later. Sorry! Dallas is in charge in my absence.

      

      They were in class, but Shelby still managed to find a way to respond. While I climbed the steps, I heard my phone chime.

      

      Shelby: I’m going to need to hear more about this architect. We haven’t met him yet.

      I laughed. She had been groomed for mother’s role and seemed to be taking to it like the proverbial duck to water.

      

      Me: We’ll talk later, Shelby, not that there’s anything to say.

      

      Even as I typed it, my cheeks burned. The way he looked at me, this man was trouble. I took a deep breath as I reached my door. Though I had literally been here yesterday, it felt like years had passed. Walking in, I glanced around, wondering what I should take, what really mattered to me. The rest I’d have to haul out to the dumpsters. I could feel my wolf growling. She hated this kind of labor. Maybe I should’ve let Quinn join me after all.

      For a moment, I leaned on the doorframe. The task seemed ridiculously time consuming, especially when time felt so precious. There was a tap on my shoulder. When I turned, I found my RA standing beside me holding her clipboard. “I seriously haven’t even done anything yet. Another violation?” I sighed. Over the past few years, I’d been in trouble more than once for silly infractions like music being too loud and the time I accidentally started a fire with my hot pot.

      She shook her head sadly. “No violation.” She swallowed hard. “The Dean told me…everything. I’ve organized people to help you. I know you probably don’t even want to be here. Your sisters…” Her eyes watered.

      “Please don’t cry. You’ll make me cry and so far, I’ve managed to hold it all in. I need to. I don’t have time to mourn yet.” My shoulders heaved and suddenly, I found myself in a hug, which soon turned into a group hug. So many arms wrapping around me, offering support. When they finally released me, I realized the jocks had joined us.

      The RA sniffled. “Okay then. Tell us what goes where and we’ll handle it.”

      “Seriously?” My brows peaked. I glanced in my room to see my old roommate from my freshman year yanking my suitcase from under my bed.

      “I’ll load your clothes.” She smiled shyly.

      My shoulders sagged from relief. “Thank you,” I whispered.

      An hour later, we’d finished. I passed on my posters and most of my décor, keeping only my college mug and all my family photos. The time passed so quickly, I didn’t even have time to feel, which was precisely what I needed.

      Finally, I returned to my vehicle. The RA had joined me. “I really appreciate all the help.”

      “Of course.” She grinned shyly and then frowned. “Wait. If your house burned down, where are you going to keep all this stuff?”

      I slapped my forehead. “You make a valid point. Guess I need a storage unit.” I hopped in my car. “Take care,” I murmured, my attention already on my phone as I searched for a place near the homestead. Then my phone rang. I recognized the number. “Hello, Quinn.” My heart beat erratically for a second.

      “Hello, Savvy.” His voice positively caressed me through the phone. “So, I was wondering how everything was going, if you had an estimate for when I should plan dinner…” His voice trailed off and I knew it was my cue to fill in the blank.

      “Yeah. I’m on my way back.”

      He clapped his hands together. “Perfect. I’ll start prepping for dinner.”

      “Whoa, Chef Boyardee. I still have a few things to do before I can stop by.” I shook my head at his impatience.

      “Oh. Want me to come with you?” There was an edge to his voice.

      I frowned. “No. I’ve got it.”

      “Right. Tough. Strong.” He sighed. “I didn’t forget. Still, I’m coming with you. This is for your safety.”

      The idea of companionship was truly tempting, but I had responsibilities that were meant for me and me alone. “That’s silly. I’ll see you soon.” Then I ended the call.

      I drove straight to the Public Storage closest to the homestead and rented a unit. With all the people staying at Phoenix House, I didn’t need to clutter it up with anything more than my clothes. Plus, we’d need a place to store anything we managed to salvage from the fire. Then I unloaded my vehicle and secured my unit with the lock the manager provided. This was the easy part. Now, I needed to go to the homestead. There were secrets I needed to hide before demolition and then construction began.

      As expected, by the time I arrived, the rest of the pack had returned to Phoenix House. I parked as close to the house as I dared. The sun was slowly descending in the sky. My wolf paced impatiently. Tonight, I promised her. Once more I made my way to the study. Before opening the bookcase, I closed my eyes and listened. Greeted by silence, I finally unlocked it and punched the code into the safe. There were bank bags, the kind that required a key to access. And while I’d taken the check ledger earlier, I now turned my attention to the gold which had been dug out of our mines. Pulling out my keyring, I unlocked the bags and quickly loaded them with nuggets and containers of gold. Then I locked them, pocketed the keys, and stuffed the bags in my satchel, which now felt considerably heavier. Careful to cover my tracks and return everything as it had been, I finally moved toward my vehicle.

      When I reached the porch, the hairs on the back of my neck stood up. Something had changed. I sniffed the air. Shifters. I smelled two. My heart beat erratically. I wanted to jump in my car, but I knew instinctively they planned to prevent my escape. While the eyes in the forest had stayed away yesterday with so many people around, tonight, on my own, I wouldn’t be so lucky. “Well, fuck. Just fuck,” I muttered. Sure enough, the moment I stepped off the porch, the wolves came racing out of the tree line. I couldn’t shift and leave the gold unattended. The most I could hope for was I’d somehow evade their efforts. As a human, I was definitely no match for them. Before I fully prepared, they were within fifteen feet of me. While I stood there, bracing for impact, an animal cut them off and knocked them over. My protector looked to be part Siberian Husky, part wolf. While the shifters were distracted, I threw the gold in the car and locked the door, ready to step into the fray. Only I soon realized I wasn’t needed. The huge husky had backed the shifters into the woods while snarling and snapping his jaws. Finally, they disappeared, but he remained on guard, the hairs on his neck at attention, a low growl coming from his throat.

      “It’s okay, boy.” I stiffened. What made me talk to him? He certainly wouldn’t understand me, and as soon as he took one whiff of my hand, he’d turn on me too. My spray had surely worn off by now, and I hadn’t taken the time to reapply. Raking my hands through my hair, I leaned against my vehicle. “Quinn is waiting on me.” I sighed. Then I felt the fur against my legs and the comforting pressure of a warm body pressed against mine. “Thank you,” I whispered. He whined and nuzzled my hand. I stiffened at first, expecting a snarl, but instead, he licked me. With a laugh, I murmured, “I like you too.”

      Feeling particularly brave and confident, I squatted down beside him. Then I wrapped my arms around his neck and buried my face in his fur. He wore no collar, but he seemed too comfortable around me to be a stray. “I’ll be back tomorrow. If you’re still around, I might just take you home with me.” I bit my cheek. The last thing I needed was a dog. Then Quinn’s words echoed in my head. Having a guardian might not be so bad after all.
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      By the time I arrived at Quinn’s place, I was barely holding it together. The realization of how close I came to being killed had hit me. The idea of leaving my sisters alone wrecked me. No one should have to deal with so much loss so close together. What if I wasn’t the last victim of these shifters? My need to protect the pack was strong. I’d eat a quick dinner, approve Quinn’s design, and hurry back to them.

      Taking a deep steadying breath, I opened my car door and a hand appeared. Apparently, Quinn had been watching for me. “Hi,” I whispered.

      His head tilted while he studied me and helped me out of the vehicle. “What’s wrong?” His frown deepened. “You’re safe, but rattled. Everything okay?”

      “Yup. Just fine,” I lied even though I lacked any true skill in that department. Further proof: I couldn’t even meet his eyes.

      “Great!” Quinn’s voice grew low. “Now tell me the real story.” He wrapped an arm around my waist and walked me into the house once I’d grabbed my satchel and locked the door. “I opened a bottle of wine.”

      I shook my head. “Can’t. I’m driving.”

      “Not for hours. We have much to discuss. You can have one glass to soothe your nerves.” He pulled out my chair and waited for me to sit. I settled into the chair, dropping my bag beside it. Then he walked around the table, poured me a glass of merlot, and set it beside my plate when I failed to reach for it.

      “I had a run in with some wild animals.” I sighed. This part wasn’t a complete lie. We’d barely met. How the hell could I talk to him about shifters? How could I let him into my world? And this is when I realized the hopelessness of my situation. Even if I liked him, even if I was attracted to him, this had no future. Any time and energy spent on him took time away from my hunt for my mate. I stared at my plate. He’d prepared chicken parmesan with angel hair pasta, in addition to a Caesar salad and garlic bread. My eyes watered at his kind gesture.

      “You hate it? I thought this would be safe.” Quinn bit his cheek and stared into the kitchen. “I can throw some steaks on the grill.”

      With a sniffle, I murmured, “It’s not that.” Finally, I met his eyes. “This is perfect.”

      Quinn grinned. “Whew. You had me worried.”

      “I’m sorry. Everything is overwhelming right now.” I felt raw, like I could lose it at any moment. I didn’t want to be that girl, crying in front of him, but I was the Alpha and there was no place for me to vent, nowhere safe for me to be vulnerable. This was why I needed a mate. This was why I shouldn’t be with Quinn. I sniffled. When I looked up, he was squatting beside me.

      “You’re safe here, Savvy. You can let it out. Have you even had a chance to mourn?” He reached out and tucked my hair behind my ear.

      I shook my head vigorously, already afraid to talk. Words might be replaced by sobs. Instead, I breathed. Quinn let me. He simply stroked my hair. “Too many people rely on me.” I struggled to speak, every word caught in my throat. “I look after the family.”

      “Your sisters?” His brow furrowed.

      I swallowed hard. “Everyone.”

      His eyes widened. “All the…homesteaders?”

      “Uh huh.” I nodded. I think I expected him to argue with me, question the veracity of my statement.

      Quinn sat down hard on the floor. “Wow. I had no idea. I’m…surprised.”

      My eyes narrowed. “Because I’m so young?”

      He started to speak, but apparently thought better of it. “Right.” He rubbed the back of his neck, stood, and returned to his seat.

      I began to pick at my food, stuffing a forkful of salad into my mouth. Then I reached for a slice of bread. All the while I could feel Quinn studying me. After swallowing the food in my mouth, I glared at him. “What?” The word came out not as merely a question, but also as a challenge. I dared him to speak his mind.

      Quinn dabbed at his mouth with the linen napkin. He seemed to be carefully choosing his response. “I heard your father…managed the homestead. I didn’t realize you had…inherited the position. That’s all.” He shrugged.

      My brow arched. “I didn’t inherit,” I snapped. “I earned it.”

      “Like a lottery? Drew the longest straw? How did that work, exactly?” He folded his hands on the table.

      I licked my lips. “I proved to be the most fit candidate for the position. Satisfied?” Inside, my wolf bared her teeth.

      His head tilted as he struggled to process my explanation. “Sure.” He picked up his glass and then frowned. “Only…”

      “Only what?” I growled impatiently.

      Quinn took a quick sip before setting his wine on the table again. “If you’re in charge, you’re in more danger now than you were before.”

      I rubbed my forehead. He was right. I wouldn’t admit this to him, of course, but mentally, I prepared defense strategies. Glancing at the clock, I realized I should’ve been back to Phoenix House already. “Can we talk plans now? I’m going to be that horrible guest who eats and runs.”

      With a nod, Quinn pushed his plate to the empty spot beside me and grabbed an iPad from the counter before sitting. “This is what I worked on. Two story home. Four bedrooms, three and a half baths. Huge gathering room and dining area. Tell me what you think.”

      Taking a bite of bread, I reached for the tablet. “I need an office on the main floor,” I announced.

      “Of course. Now that I understand your position, I can adapt the home more to suit those needs. Would you like a safe room?” He spoke evenly.

      I laughed. “No. Someone with my position doesn’t run and hide when faced with danger.” I pushed my chair back from the table. “Time for me to get back to the pack…of people waiting for me.”

      Quinn chuckled. “Right. And where are you staying? I could run by with the new plans for your approval in an hour or so.”

      “We have a place in Asheville. My father invested in some real estate.” I bent over and picked up my satchel. “Given the circumstances, I’m not exactly sharing our location these days.” I winked.

      “Understandable, I suppose.” Tugging on his chin, he murmured, “Invested in real estate, huh? Not bad for a modest homesteader.” His brow rose in challenge.

      “He was really good with money.” I shrugged and then turned toward the door.

      He huffed as he grabbed my arm. “Wait, Savvy.” He raked a hand through his hair.

      I blinked a couple of times while I waited for him to say something. Meanwhile, my mind raced to figure out what he might want. “Oh, right. The check.” I reached into the satchel and pulled out the ones I’d taken from the safe earlier. My father had made me a proxy on the account when I turned eighteen. I marveled at his forethought. In a matter of seconds, I’d scribbled off a check for five thousand dollars and passed it to him. “There. That should be a decent start and instill your confidence in me.” I forced a smile even though my mind was a million miles away.

      Quinn studied it. “The Phoenix Group.” He passed it back to me. “I don’t want your money, Savvy.”

      My brow arched. “You did this morning. Have you changed your mind about working with me?” I crossed my arms over my chest.

      He stuffed his hands in his pockets and rocked on his heels. “Not at all.”

      “Then what? More? Do you want me to make it for ten? Fifteen? Just tell me and I’ll give it to you.” I felt desperate to secure him, ensure I’d see him again even if it made zero sense.

      Closing the distance between us, Quinn wrapped his arms around me and hauled me up against his body. Then he bent his head low and captured my lips. My mind instantly went blank. I couldn’t think, only feel. My heart raced. Little electric currents radiated through me. When Quinn finally pulled back, I covered my mouth, eyes wide in shock. I’d never felt anything like this.

      “I want you,” he murmured into my hair.

      I melted into him. My wolf whimpered with need. Dammit, I wanted him too. My body responded to him in ways I’d only imagined. I closed my eyes.

      “I want you safe.” Quinn nuzzled my neck.

      In response, I ran my fingers through his hair. He grazed my skin with his teeth. Inside, my wolf howled, calling for her mate. I froze and pushed away. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t…” I turned on my heels and rushed toward the door.

      “Savvy,” he pleaded.

      Part of me wanted to stop, but I couldn’t. I jogged down the steps, half expecting Quinn to come after me. When he didn’t, I struggled with a combination of relief and disappointment. Pressing my head against the roof of the car, I tried to calm down, an act made infinitely harder by my agitated wolf. I started to unlock the door, my hands shaking so badly I could hardly get the key in the lock. A scratching sound attracted my attention and had me immediately on guard. I whipped around, scanning the area. Then I found the origin of the sound. A dog. Maybe even the dog, sniffing around Quinn’s trash can. I crouched beside my car. “Hey, boy. Is it you?” Sure, we were a few miles from the homestead, but he could’ve followed me, I suppose.

      The dog’s ears perked and he glanced over his shoulder in my direction. When our eyes met, he danced and galloped over to me. I wrapped my arms around his neck.

      Grinning, I leaned back. “So, you want to come home with me, huh?”

      The dog leapt around and pawed at my car door.

      I shrugged. “You win.” Then I stood, opened my door, and stepped aside so he could jump in. Once he had, I sank into the driver’s seat and quickly scanned Quinn’s windows, hoping to see him one last time before I pulled away. He clearly wasn’t watching me. I sighed, started the car, and drove away.
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      The dog rode shotgun, staring out the window like he was wildly interested in our surroundings, which made me giggle. He turned and cocked his head sideways like he didn’t understand what was funny. “It’s you.” I laughed. “Your excitement.” I began to relax and he laid a paw on my hand. “I like you too.” I could feel the stress melting away. This silly dog made me feel at ease in a way only Quinn had before.

      Finally, I reached the gate to Phoenix House and punched in the code. The gate opened and I followed the driveway up to the mansion. When the dog saw the place, he made a sound that roughly translated to ‘huh?’

      I nodded. “I live here for now. This is the Asheville Phoenix House. We have lots of places scattered around the mountains here. There’s a place out near Boone.” I sighed. Then I looked at the dog and frowned. “I didn’t pick up anything for you. No bowls. No food.” I rubbed his head. “Think you can survive on people food for the night?” He danced in response.

      I opened the door and we exited the vehicle. As we walked into the house, the dog remained at my heels. Soon enough, the pups realized I’d returned with a pet. They fawned all over him. I laughed, but he looked highly uncomfortable. “You’re fine. I’m going to the kitchen to talk to the adults.”

      Sure enough, they were all gathered around the table and sitting on stools by the island—all except for Lennie, who sat on the floor beside Tanner. Though it made my blood boil, I strode over to the fridge, pulled out a can of Coke, and popped the top. As soon as I’d had a few sips, I realized the room had grown silent. “Okay, so the architect has designed a fantastic home to replace the one we lost.” I blew out a breath. Then I heard the sound of scratching that could only come from a dog walking on tile. I smiled at him.

      “What’s this?” Shelby grinned and rushed over to him. “We’ve never had a dog before.”

      “We don’t have a dog now.” I shrugged. “He looked hungry and lonely, so I brought him home.”

      With a hand on her hip, my sister sighed. “And that’s how it begins.” She squatted down and rubbed his head for a moment. “He’s definitely yours. Look!” Shelby gestured to the dog. “He can’t take his gorgeous blue eyes off of you!”

      The rest of the pack remained silent until Dallas spoke up. “Alpha, how long will it take before we can move back home. I know the pack always stays together, but we’re driving to the homestead each morning so the kids can catch a bus. School will be out soon…” His voice trailed off. “There’s much work to be done. We need to be there, not here.”

      I leaned on the counter, my hands clasped together. “I know. I’ve been thinking about this.”

      “And what did you come up with?” Tanner grumbled.

      Standing tall, I shared my impulsive decision. “I’m going to take father’s truck, buy an RV, one of the tow behind ones. There’s no reason for all of you to be inconvenienced because our home burned down.” I nodded at Dallas. “We’ll move back tomorrow. The three of us will live in the RV until the house is built.”

      The pack looked instantly relieved. “Thank you, Alpha.” Dallas bowed slightly.

      Taking another swig from the can, I finished off the Coke. “Okay, I don’t know about you, but I need to run off some tension. Feel free to join me if you’d like.”

      There were murmurs amongst them and I recognized the interest. Few things made us happier than running through a forest on a clear spring night. I motioned for the dog to follow me, then I made my way to the Alpha’s bedroom on the second floor. Pushing open the double doors, I waited for him to enter before closing them behind us. Then I ran and jumped on the king-sized, four-poster bed.

      “Looks like I’m buying an RV tomorrow.” I rubbed my temples. The dog crawled closer and pressed his wet nose against my cheek. “I’m going to be camping for months. You’ll be my only security.” I sat up abruptly. “You’ll stay with me, right?” I took his face in my hands. “I need you. And that’s saying something because I never need anyone. My father taught me that.” I laid my chin on his head.

      Finally, feeling calmer, I slid off the bed. “I have a surprise for you. Don’t freak out, okay?” I lazily undressed, folded each item, and placed them on the bed for when I returned. I loathed shifting on the fly and having to gather up a pile of clothes.

      The dog had been staring at me until I began undressing, and then he averted his head, growing suddenly interested in the French doors leading out to the deck. He pawed at the door. Maybe he had to pee.

      “Gimme a second. Almost done.” I tucked my panties under my shorts. “Remember, you’re not going to lose your shit. It’s still me, only better.”

      Peeking over at me, the dog panted while glancing at me and then the door. I strode past him to open the doors. There would be no opening them in wolf form. Then I laughed at his impatience and shifted. To my surprise, he was bigger than me when I was in wolf form. Ever so cautiously, I moved toward him, waiting to see if he’d bare his teeth, growl, or snarl. He did none of those things. Together, we made our way down the stairs to the backyard.

      At the bottom, I recognized several members of our pack who had shifted to join us. They bowed as I finished descending the stairs. The dog looked at me, the confusion or maybe even wonder, obvious. Shelby came and stood beside me for a moment.

      Can we talk before bed tonight? There was a playful look in her eyes.

      About what? When she didn’t answer immediately, I questioned further. Is this sister talk or pack talk?

      Her head tilted. Both. Then she trotted off toward the woods. Bet you can’t catch me, she teased.

      I launched off my back legs. Bet I can.

      Soon the rest of the pack had followed and our romp through the woods had begun. I wish you could hear me. I glanced over at the dog keeping pace with me, his tongue hanging out of his mouth, exuding pure joy. I wish I was as free as you, but father chose me, groomed me until I went off to college, and left me responsible. I had to become the Alpha. I paused. We were on the edge of the mountain. From there, we could see for miles during the day. At night, the sky opened up, speckled with countless stars.

      The dog sat so close, I could feel his heat, his reassuring presence. While he leaned into me, he seemed to look around, constantly on the alert, wary of every sound. For someone who suddenly had to watch out for everyone else, it felt nice to have someone watching over me, even if it was a canine.

      Though I’d expected the run would soothe my restless wolf, it didn’t seem to be working. Still, she howled for her mate. Opening my mouth, I indulged her, allowing this baleful sound to escape me. The dog’s head dropped. Then he pointed his nose at the sky and joined my song. His sounded different. His was more of a yip yip howl. I liked it. Finally, my wolf seemed content. I lay on the ground and the dog did the same, wrapping himself around me, laying his head on my back. I could’ve slept like that, only I was needed elsewhere.

      We should go back. I stood, hoping he’d get the hint. I turned toward the house, ready to run as fast as my four legs would carry me. My wolf loved her freedom. The dog nuzzled me and licked at my face. Oh, boy. Come on. I’m already involved in one hopeless relationship with Quinn. Not you too. So, I jetted away and raced back to the mansion.

      As we neared, I slowed my pace, first to a jog, then to a walk. At the edge of the woods, I halted completely, taking time to sniff the air. While once I was carefree, I was quickly becoming careworn. I didn’t smell anything out of the ordinary, so I stepped out of the forest, ready to mount the steps to the Alpha suite. I hadn’t made it more than two feet when I was tackled from behind. In an instant, I had rolled and found my feet. My head was down, lip curled to reveal my fangs, and a growl resonating in my throat. Then I heard the giggle before I had a chance to recognize her.

      Thought you were going to get me. Shelby was in a mood to play.

      Before I could respond, the dog had tackled her. He stood over her, glaring down, snarling and snapping his jaws like before.

      Wanna call off your hound? Shelby rolled her eyes.

      Before I even thought about others being around, I shifted so I could communicate with the angry husky mix. “Hey, dog. It’s okay. It’s my rotten little sister.” I walked over, crouched beside them, and pet Shelby. The dog stepped away, his head down. Then his ears perked up and I realized the rest of the pack had returned. He whipped around and looked at me, standing there naked.

      “Up we go!” I laughed. “Shelby, if you want to talk, come knock after you dress.” I started up the stairs with the dog behind me, pushing me the whole way. “They’re safe too. Just part of the pack.” I grinned as I retrieved my clothes from the bed and began dressing.

      Once completely clothed, I shut the French doors. “Let’s snuggle.” I jerked my thumb at the bed. Immediately, he hopped on the bed and danced around while he waited for me. I had barely flopped onto the mattress when I heard the light rapping on my door. “Come in,” I called.

      Shelby peeked her head in. “Is it safe? Do I risk being attacked again?” Her brows arched.

      I laughed. “Not if you behave. Otherwise my fierce protector will eat your face.” Then I shrugged like it was no big deal.

      “Not my face! It’s my only true asset.” Shelby batted her lashes at me. “How will you get me mated and out of the house if I’m horribly disfigured?”

      My lips twitched as I tried to hide my smile. “Dowry.”

      She grabbed a pillow from the chair by the door, hopped on the bed, and began to pummel me with it. With a giggle, I grabbed one from the bed to defend myself. “Hey! I thought you wanted to talk.”

      Immediately, she stopped. “I did.”

      “So, what is both sister and pack business?” I gave her the side-eye.

      “Tell me about the architect.” Shelby wiggled her brows at me.

      “Oh, that’s nobody’s business.” I looked away, reluctant to share.

      “Come on. There’s something going on. I can feel it. Spill.” She crossed her arms over her chest.

      With a sigh, I leaned back on the pillows while Shelby climbed around the dog to join me at the head of the bed. When she finally settled in, I rolled my eyes. “You’re ridiculous.”

      “Geez, I just wanted to be comfortable. Sue me.” She glared. “Architect.”

      “Nothing to tell.” I played with the hem of the pillow. “This needs to be repaired,” I noted absently.

      “Is he cute?” Her brows popped up.

      The dog lay on my legs and stared up at me. “You too?” I shook my head. “Yes, I find him very attractive.”

      “Do you think he likes you?” Shelby was practically bouncing.

      “He told me he did.” I smiled shyly.

      She slapped her thigh. “Hallelujah! We’ve found your mate.”

      I shook my head. “Nope. Not a shifter.”

      With a frown, she tapped her lip. “Are you sure? Father recently told me to be careful because he’d just found out there were at least three other packs in the area. He always worried one of them might snatch me up and run off with me.”

      “Not everyone is a shifter!” I grew agitated.

      Shelby leaned in. “How can you be sure?”

      “He doesn’t smell like one. There. You satisfied?” I laid my hand on the dog and rubbed his ears.

      “You’re disappointed.” She sighed. “Me too.” She curled up and wrapped her arms around her knees.

      “Why are you disappointed?” I rolled to face her, and the dog crawled up the bed and nuzzled in my neck.

      “Because I think I found my mate.” She squeed. “Sorry. I really like him. The attraction was undeniable.”

      My brows rose. “Oh really. And where did you find this magical male?”

      She leaned in. “The fireman. Before you ask…I’m pretty sure he likes me too.”

      I rubbed my face. “So Lenoir is busy chasing Tanner and you’ve got the hots for a fireman.”

      “You’ve got the architect,” Shelby reminded me. “Besides, it doesn’t matter. You know I’ll never leave you until I know you’re happy.” She slid off the bed and wandered over to my side. “But I’d like to reiterate how much I like this guy, so hurry up and get happy.” She giggled and then ran out the door before I could swat her.

      I groaned. “Like it’s that easy.” I shook my head. “Finding a mate is a big deal. And let’s face it, I’m no easy conquest.” The dog groaned. “Oh, you’ve noticed?” I chuckled. “Plus, I’d have to find a shifter who was okay with his wife as the Alpha. I don’t know a single man who would ever fall in line like that.” I rolled toward the dog. “Good thing I still have you.” I frowned. “But you could use a name. What shall I call you? Quinn is too obvious. Maybe you need a dog name and not a people name. Like…wolf?” He whined. “Or husky.” He stared at me blankly. “Okay. So, I suck at naming.” Inside, my wolf paced. “Let’s call you…Howl.”

      The dog was still for a moment and then he licked my face.

      “Ew, stop! You lick your butt with that tongue. Gross.” I pushed him away from my face. “I’m exhausted. Wanna go to bed?” I hopped out of bed to turn out the lights, and then I pulled back the covers, ripped off everything but my panties, and climbed back onto the mattress. “We’ll talk more in the morning, Howl.”
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      I didn’t want to wake up because I was having the prettiest dream. Quinn was with me, in bed, naked. His arms were wrapped around me as he spooned me. His erection had found the perfect spot, pressed against my butt. Soon, his hands were roaming all over my body, gliding gently, teasing my skin. His fingers easily slid beneath my panties and I didn’t object. Hell, I spread my legs, giving him more access to my deepest, darkest, most private places. His lips grazed the back of my shoulder. I could practically feel his breath tickling my skin, could nearly hear him moan as he rubbed against me. My wolf whimpered impatiently before she howled for her mate. Then there was a loud crashing sound downstairs. I jumped and there was a muffled thud on the other side of the bed.

      Sitting up quickly, I frantically looked for Howl. He wasn’t in bed. He wasn’t on the floor beside me. So, I crawled over to the other side and peeked over. Sure enough, I found him on the floor. “Did you fall out of bed, silly boy?” He perked up and panted happily. Then he rushed over to the French door and pawed it.

      “I get it. I need to pee too.” I slipped out from under the sheets and strode over to open the door for him.

      At first, he merely blinked a few times. Then he stood and trotted out the door. After I watched him gallop down the stairs, I decided to leave the door open for him and then shower and prepare for the day. Twenty minutes later, I was clean and dressed, but I couldn’t find Howl anywhere. Standing on the deck, I called for him. Then a knock on my door had me giving up and wandering inside. I closed and locked the French door just as Lenoir timidly entered the room.

      “Hi,” she whispered.

      “Hello, Lennie. What’s up?” I tried to sound pleasant, but I’m afraid my annoyance was obvious.

      She huffed. “Why are you mad at me?”

      “I’m not.” I shrugged.

      Lennie stepped closer. “You are. I see it. Everyone sees it. Even now.” She threw her hands up in frustration. “I need your help, Savvy. I don’t need you judging me.”

      I pursed my lips as I considered how to respond. “I don’t mean to come off that way, but you’re my sister. And I can’t stand watching you demean yourself for someone who isn’t interested in you. Understand?”

      She shook her head. “He’s my mate. I know it.”

      “Wanting something doesn’t make it so,” I argued. “Even if you want this really badly, it doesn’t mean he will come around.” My shoulders drooped. I could see she was unmoved by my words. “You know, as your Alpha, I could order you to stay away from him.” I crossed my arms over my chest.

      “You’d be condemning me to death.” Lennie whimpered and covered her face with her hands. “You just don’t understand.”

      “I’d like to. Try me.” I sat on the bed and patted the mattress beside me so she’d join me and we could talk like we used to when we were little.

      Her head tilted and she reluctantly sat where I’d suggested. “If he could just see me like he sees you, Tanner would know we’re meant to be.”

      I frowned, uncertain where to go with this discussion since she seemed so determined. Before I could come up with something wise and Alpha-worthy, a new knock sounded on my door.

      “Is Lennie with you?” Shelby leaned into the room. When she saw her twin, she sighed. “I thought you were going to meet me at the van. We have to go to school.”

      “I’m done with all my tests.” Lenoir moved closer to me, as if she thought I’d take her side and save her from her fate.

      “Yes, but attendance still counts. You want to graduate in a couple of weeks, don’t you?” Shelby’s hands were on her hips.

      Lennie’s head hung. “I suppose.” Reluctantly, she hopped off the bed and then turned to me. “Can we talk more later?”

      I laughed. “We’re going to be stuck together in an RV for the next few months. I don’t think we can help but talk.”

      “Good. I need you to understand.” She picked at a cuticle nervously.

      They started out the bedroom door, but I stopped them. “Hey, Howl isn’t downstairs, is he?”

      Shelby snorted. “You named him Howl?” Then she shook her head. “He’s not down there.” Obviously, she sensed my concern. “Savvy, he’s a stray. I bet he’ll come and go. Watch. He’ll show up again tonight. He knows when he’s got it good.” She winked at me and then the twins disappeared down the stairs.

      After deciding she was probably right, I pulled my hair back into a ponytail, and made my way to the kitchen. Lula was sitting in a chair, staring out at the backyard. “It’s surprisingly peaceful here,” she murmured when she saw me.

      “Well, we’re back off the road and the gate helps.” I grinned. I could smell the coffee and realized one of the women had even made bacon and eggs.

      “That’s for you.” Lula pointed at the food. “They left it for you.”

      I prepared my plate and poured myself a coffee before joining her at the table. “Where is everyone?”

      “They went back to the homestead. I’m going to clean up the house before I return. Can you have someone pick me up later?” She took a sip from her mug, and I could tell something was bothering her.

      “What’s wrong, Lula?” I laid a hand on her shoulder. “You can talk to me.”

      “Don’t be mad, Alpha,” she murmured with her head down.

      “Why would I be mad at you?” I scoffed at the idea.

      She leaned forward. “I called your aunt.”

      I slapped my forehead and sank in my seat. “I should’ve thought to do that. After all, Aunt Jo lost a sister.” With a smile, I murmured, “Thank you, Lula.”

      “I should’ve asked, Alpha.” Her eyes watered.

      I grabbed a napkin from the middle of the table. “Nah. You were being helpful.” For a moment, I stared at my plate. “I’m actually not hungry.” My wolf had been restless ever since I woke and it had turned my stomach. Instead, I packed some bacon in a baggy, then poured some coffee into a travel mug I found in the cupboard. I started to pick up after myself, but Lula shooed me away.

      “This is my job, Alpha. You go take care of business.” Then she shoved me out the front door.

      As soon as I started the car, I decided to call Quinn. When he answered, he sounded breathless. “Did I catch you at a bad time?”

      “Not at all. I just finished exercising.” He cleared his throat. “What can I do for you, Savvy?” He sounded remarkably happy despite the way we left things the night before.

      “So, you’re not mad at me?” I was filled with self-loathing for how timid I sounded.

      “How could I be mad at you? In fact, you should come over. I’ll make breakfast and we can finish those plans before you go RV hunting.” He chuckled.

      “RV hunting. Right. Did we talk about that?” I frowned.

      “Savvy, quit arguing with me and come over.” He sighed. “I’m hanging up now. I’d better see you in the next fifteen minutes.”

      “Or what?” I challenged him.

      His voice grew deep, the way I loved it. “Or your breakfast will be cold. See you soon.”

      I held the phone to my chest once our call ended. Then when my heart had stopped racing, I drove to his place. Sure, I felt a twinge of guilt for leaving Howl, but he wasn’t mine. He could come and go as he pleased. Still, I felt as responsible for him as I did the rest of the pack.

      Determined to present a confident façade, I strode up the steps and knocked firmly on the door. When Quinn opened it, I opened my mouth, ready to offer some snappy comment. Instead, his lips were on mine, his arms wrapped around me. “What do you do to me?” Quinn whispered in my ear.

      “Me? Pretty sure you’re the one with the lips who decided to get all handsy.” I giggled.

      “Apparently, I have an extremely visceral response to your presence.” He pulled me into the house and shut the door behind us. “I see you and I have to touch you.” He walked me to the table where he had food on plates, hidden under heavy silver lids.

      “What’s all this?” My eyes widened.

      “Sit down and I’ll show you.” Quinn pushed my chair in and then elegantly draped a linen napkin onto my lap.

      I shook my head. “I don’t even know what to think.”

      He leaned low and murmured in my ear. “No thinking. Only eating. And then approving the plans so I can get the builders to work on your new house.”

      “Mm, I like the sound of that.” I lifted my fork, but only managed to hover over the food. “Are these crepes?” My stomach, which had been churning earlier, was now grumbling for a meal.

      “Of course. Nothing but the best for you, Savvy.” Quinn eyed me, and I could feel my cheeks flushing in response.

      “Thank you.” I couldn’t even look at him. When he was near, I suddenly had needs and wants I’d never experienced before.

      We made short work of the food, since we were mostly silent. As he cleared our plates, Quinn touched my ponytail. “You look adorable.”

      “It’s practical.” I shrugged.

      He nodded. “Right. Given your plans for the day, it makes sense.” His shoulders heaved. “Can I help?”

      I stood abruptly. “I’m fine. I’m just buying an RV and cleaning out the house.”

      His hand grazed mine and I shivered at the contact. “I hope you know that having help doesn’t make you weak.”

      Whipping around, I glared at him. “It sure as hell doesn’t make me strong. There are a lot of guys just waiting for me to fail. If I can’t accomplish this on my own, how the hell can I be trusted to lead the pa—to care for the people on the homestead?”

      Quinn gnawed on his cheek and then shrugged. “Fine. We’ll do it your way, but I’m warning you, I’ll never be far away.”

      I sighed. “I know. You’re what…a few miles?” I hugged him briefly. “Thank you. For everything. Now show me. I gotta get to the homestead.”

      “You’re going to eat and run again, aren’t you?” His lids lowered and I could feel his disappointment.

      Slowly, sadly, I walked into his arms. “I don’t know what you want, or what you expect, but I promise you…I’m nothing like what you’re used to.” I frowned.

      Lifting his chin, Quinn finally met my gaze. “And how do I stack up to what you’re used to?”

      I snorted and quickly covered my mouth. “Sorry. I’m not used to anyone.”

      His eyes narrowed. “What does that mean?”

      Immediately my cheeks were on fire. “Let’s look at the plans.” I turned and clapped my hands, hoping to change the direction of our discussion.

      “Are you trying to tell me you’ve never been with anyone?” His brow furrowed.

      Part of me really wanted to ignore his question, but the rest knew I had to be honest. Then he’d know I really wasn’t his type. “Yeah. That’s what I’m saying. Plans, please?” I scanned the room for the iPad he’d shown me the night before.

      Quinn groaned. “I’m trying to process this. Give me a minute.”

      “I don’t have a minute.” I rubbed my temples. My head had begun to pound, probably from the blood shooting to it every ten seconds. “I promised I’d wait,” I whispered by explanation. “It was really important to my father. He told me it would matter to my—husband. Not once have I regretted the decision.” My eyes teared up as I stared into his gorgeous blue ones. “Until now.” I sniffled and swiped at my nose. “I hope you’re happy.”

      Instead of running, like I expected, Quinn crushed me to is chest. “Your father was right,” he murmured into my hair.
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      After leaving Quinn’s house, I drove straight to the nearest Asheville RV dealership, which meant going to Hendersonville. My heart wasn’t in it. I didn’t feel any excitement even though I should’ve been thrilled to return to our homestead. Instead, I was consumed with the unexplainable sense of loss. By the time I met up with a salesman, I was ready to buy the first tow-behind I found.

      “What’s your price range?” The guy smiled at me in way that made me mildly uncomfortable.

      “I don’t have a limit. Let’s find one that meets my needs, then find me someone to deliver today, and I’ll buy it.” I sighed.

      He tugged on his chin. “So, do you want to get the credit application going and we can look after we get the results.”

      Only sheer restraint kept me from growling at this man. “No,” I gritted out. “I will pay for it. I’ll get a cashier’s check as soon as you give me the total. Got it?”

      His eyes widened briefly, but he quickly recovered. “Well, then let’s get searching.”

      By the time I’d seen three different models, I was completely over this chore. I didn’t even bother trying to hide my frustration anymore. “Find me one with bunks and a comfortable living area in the back, a bedroom for me, a nice functional kitchen, an outdoor kitchen, and a bathroom I can turn around in. I’ll take it.”

      The man scanned the list of models on the lot. “I think I have just the one for you.” He quickly steered me to one on the far side of the lot. “Now, it’s a little pricey.”

      “I don’t care.” I tightened my ponytail and followed him.

      He unlocked the door. “Take a look and let me know what you think.”

      I walked into the open living space, which consisted of a couch, a U-shaped booth, and a kitchen with an island. To the right was my bedroom with a queen-sized bed. The TV was on a swiveling panel, so it could be watched in the bedroom, if I was so inclined. I walked through the kitchen and found a small, but functional pantry. The bathroom was on the left with a standup shower and door to the outside. The entire back was a bunk house, which could sleep three, plus an entertainment center where the twins could have their own television. When I walked out the door, I found the outdoor kitchen.

      “Fine.” I shrugged. “This will work.”

      The salesman was practically rubbing his hands together as we returned to the office to complete the paperwork. Meanwhile, I trudged behind him lost in thought, until my phone began to vibrate. I grabbed it from inside my satchel and grinned when I saw Quinn’s name appear on my screen. “Hey.” For some reason, I sounded breathless.

      “Don’t do it,” he warned. “I have a better idea.”

      “Don’t do what?” I covered my other ear with my hand. The background noise drowned him out. The mountains didn’t help either.

      “You don’t strike me as a camper.” Quinn chuckled.

      I hesitated before responding. “I’m not.”

      “So, if you buy an RV, you’re wasting money,” he explained.

      I paced just inside the showroom. “I know, but I don’t have any alternatives. We have to move back to the homestead.”

      “Savvy,” he murmured.

      I could almost feel him caressing me through the phone. Closing my eyes, I leaned against the wall. “Yes, Quinn?”

      “I have an idea. It’s a better idea. It’s a practical idea.” His excitement was obvious.

      With a groan, I asked, “What’s the idea?”

      “Tiny house.”

      “What?” I croaked. In my mind, I pictured a living space so tight, the twins and I were practically on top of each other. Nothing relaxing about that. I shook my head.

      “I know what you’re thinking. It’s nothing like that. I’m texting you an address. Come meet me,” Quinn urged. “Then, if you still want an RV, I’ll help you negotiate a deal.”

      My temper flared. “So, you think I can’t do it?” I stormed out of the showroom and made a beeline for my car. “I can do this. I was already about to do it. What makes you think I need your help?”

      He swallowed hard. “Maybe I don’t think you need me,” he admitted quietly. “Maybe I just want you to need me some. Would that be so terrible?” He sighed. “I sent you the address. See you soon.”

      Then he ended the call and I felt like an ass. Why did I always think the worst of him? Why was I so determined to exert my independence? Why couldn’t I let anyone help me? His text chimed and I loaded the address into the map and started on my way. While I drove, I considered all these questions paining me. The truth was difficult to accept. My father had made me this way. He didn’t want me to ever need a male. I could still hear his voice in my head. This is how you’ll know the love is real.

      Apparently, if I didn’t need a guy, but I still wanted to be with him, we were on a level playing field. I wouldn’t be some sucker. I’d be the strong, fierce woman my father trained me to be. I’d be the Alpha, completely untouchable. I’d prepared for this role for ten years, never really expecting I’d actually have to step up. My parents were supposed to still be here. My chest tightened. My wolf whined. Then, thankfully, I arrived at the destination. The last thing I needed was more alone time to think.

      Quinn had been watching for me. As soon as I parked, he opened my door and offered me a hand. My brow rose. “You do know I can get out all by myself, right?”

      He chuckled. “Of course, but as a gentleman, I should open doors for you. I should make you feel safe and cared for.”

      My brow furrowed. “And why would you do that?”

      Leaning close, he whispered, “Haven’t you figured it out yet?”

      “Figured what out?” I giggled because everything about this seemed so silly.

      He wrapped his arms around me and drew me close to his chest. “I like you, Savvy. I could more than like you.”

      My breath caught in my throat. Why couldn’t he be a shifter? Why did life have to be so complicated? “But you can’t. I told you. Last night, even.”

      “I know. No rush.” Quinn smiled down at me. His whole face seemed to light up and those eyes pierced my soul. Seriously, my wolf was about to lose her mind.

      I rubbed my temple. He didn’t get it. This wasn’t one of those things time could fix. This was an impossible situation. “Show me,” I murmured.

      He bent his head and grazed my forehead with his lips as he continued to kiss a path to mine. By the time he reached his destination, I was ready…more than ready. I was ravenous. Hell, I almost forgot. I pulled back and placed my hand over his mouth. Shaking my head, I tried to clear the fog in my brain that blotted out everything but him. “No, Quinn. Show me the tiny house.”

      If he was disappointed, he hid it behind a mirthful mask. “Of course. This way.” He gently took my hand in his and pulled me into a huge warehouse. Inside, were several homes in various stages of completion. Then he stopped and pointed. “That one.”

      My jaw dropped as I stared at the tiny Craftsman with a porch. I was in love. “I’ll take it.”

      He laughed. “You haven’t even looked inside yet.”

      “I don’t care. It’s beautiful. And it even fits in with the homestead.” My heart raced. I wanted to believe this was because of this amazing find, but I feared my reaction had more to do with the man standing behind me with his arms casually wrapped around my waist. “This is the one,” I murmured. Inside, my wolf howled and I tried to convince myself I was still talking about the house.
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      Once the deal had been made, I drove back to the homestead. I still had to unload the house. Some would go in the dumpster I’d ordered. Some would go in my car to be transported to the storage unit. A truly tiny pile would soon be moved into our temporary home. Thinking about it made me smile. This was right. Oh, and there were few things I’d enjoyed more than watching Quinn negotiate my purchase. By the time he was done, I had free blinds for the place in addition to free delivery and set up.

      I tossed the ottoman in the dumpster. Most of the furniture was ruined either by water or smoke damage. For last few hours, I’d been trekking back and forth. Determination to finish had me lost in my own thoughts. Quinn had called, but I couldn’t reach the phone in time. Standing on the porch, I prepared to return his phone call when I heard the sound of a vehicle on gravel. The house had been set up. The homesteaders had gone back to the Phoenix House to pack. Suddenly, I found myself all alone. I stood at the ready, prepared to shift in an instant if necessary. The vehicle came to a stop at the end of the driveway. I recognized it as a taxi, but still I felt uneasy. We didn’t have visitors here.

      Movement to my left caught my eye, I whipped around and saw Howl racing toward me. Relief swept over me. Together, we faced whoever was about to emerge from the cab. The door opened, the cab driver stepped out to open the door for his passenger and then the trunk to remove luggage. Finally, we saw a woman emerge. My entire body sighed. “Aunt Jo?” I jumped off the porch and rushed to greet her. As I neared, her arms opened to me, but the smile at seeing me still couldn’t hide the pain she felt at the loss of her sister. I took a deep breath. “I know,” I murmured as we hugged.

      “Tell me everything. I’m here to help.” She studied me while smoothing my stray hairs. Then Aunt Jo glanced at Howl. Her brow arched. “You should know, I don’t plan on leaving until everything is settled.”

      I laughed. “Will you be staying with us, auntie?”

      Studying the homestead, she shook her head. “I don’t do well with packs.” She glanced down at Howl. “Not everyone is cut out for pack life.”

      “Oh.” I didn’t know how to respond to her remark. “So that would make you a…”

      “Rogue. I’m a rogue, dear.” She sighed. “And you should be happy I am.” She rifled through her purse and pulled out a bottle of her famous spray. “If I hadn’t gone rogue, this never would’ve been. You can’t imagine the lives that have been saved because of it.” Aunt Jo smiled proudly.

      “I’m sensing there’s a story, maybe some family history I’m currently unaware of?” Then I gestured for her to follow me to the porch after I carried her bags to my vehicle. “We’ll figure out where you’re staying soon enough. I need a moment to rest after the back-breaking labor. Shall we sit and talk a bit?”

      With a slight nod, Aunt Jo hesitantly sat beside me on the top porch step. “I suppose I need to check in with whomever is running things now, just so I don’t look like a threat.”

      I bit my cheek and shrugged. “You already did.”

      Her eyes widened. “Savvy! You?”

      “Yes.” I grinned. “Won it.”

      “Who challenged you? You need to make sure this can’t be contested.” Aunt Jo shook her head while smiling. “I never thought I’d see a female Alpha in my lifetime.” She swiped at her eyes. “I’m so proud of you. You give me hope. Maybe in this new age a woman truly can be anything and have it all.” She glanced at Howl. “Maybe if it had been this way when I was your age, I wouldn’t have gone rogue.”

      “Father trained me for this, when it was obvious he wouldn’t have a son.” My head hung as I recalled the night everything changed.

      “Your father was a good man. He was a forward thinker. That’s why the Phoenix Pack has prospered.” She sighed. “Before they left, we were all part of the Golden Pack, originally from Colorado. I joined your parents here when they started your pack. I found my mate.”

      “Wait. You found your mate?” I frowned. “Then how are you a rogue?”

      She glanced at Howl. This time he leaned more heavily against my legs. “I denied him. I didn’t want the future he offered. I couldn’t be less than I am, could never be satisfied as the simple housewife to a successful doctor.” Aunt Jo stared into my eyes. “So, I left, moved to California, studied at Berkeley, and finally created the special perfume—and cologne—which has preserved many a pack.” Her smile seemed sadder now.

      “I thought you couldn’t leave your mate. I thought it would be so painful many wolves chose to die with their mate.” I shook my head. Right now, it felt like all my beliefs were crumbling.

      Aunt Jo reached out and laid a hand on my thigh. “We knew we were meant for each other. My wolf recognized him, but I couldn’t go through with it. I left.” She shrugged.

      “What happened to him? Did he die?” My eyes widened as I tried to process all this information.

      “No, but he has mostly lived a half-life, I believe. This is what happens when you decide to love the one you’re with, rather than mate with your true love.” Howl whimpered. Aunt Jo stared down at him. “He refused to take a wolf mate. Instead, he found a dog shifter, and they had a son, I heard. There are problems in the pack. Their leader is greedy, driven, and essentially completely corrupt.”

      The dog lay on my feet. He seemed almost sad. I laid a hand on his head. “It’s okay, Howl.” I could feel my wolf growing agitated. “Something you said…about your wolf recognizing its mate. How’s that work exactly?”

      Our discussion was interrupted as Lenoir and Shelby pulled up. They jumped out of the minivan and rushed to hug the aunt none of us had seen since we were little. Aunt Jo patted the wood. “Come sit. You’re old enough to hear this too.” She waited until they had settled in before continuing. “Savvy asked about your wolf recognizing its mate.”

      They both leaned in, but Shelby was the one who spoke. “Ooooh! Tell me.” Her cheeks grew pink. “I think I found my mate.”

      “How lovely for you!” Aunt Jo gave her shoulder a squeeze. “Did your wolf grow agitated? Or even better, did your wolf howl?”

      Shelby’s head tilted. “There was some definite pacing in there.” She sighed. “He wasn’t looking at me. He was too busy paying attention to Savvy.” She jabbed me in the side.

      “Ow. And I thought you said he seemed to like you too?” I frowned.

      “Well, he looked at me curiously. I thought maybe he felt something.” Shelby bit her lip.

      “Nobody ever sees us with Savvy around.” Lenoir huffed. Then she stared at Aunt Jo with teary eyes. “I found my mate too. When I look at him, my wolf dances and whines. She only settles down when I’m near him. I can’t handle it, so I give in.” Her head hung. “That’s why I come off as pathetic. It’s better than the alternative.”

      “I’m so sorry, Lennie.” My heart hurt for her. Then Howl seemed to sense my sadness, and he began to lick at my fingers. I held his face in my hands. “Thank you,” I murmured as I ran my hand through his fur.

      Aunt Jo’s brow peaked. “Want some advice, Lenoir?”

      Lennie nodded her head fervently while she sniffled. “Yes. More than anything. This…is torture.”

      “Make him see you. In my experience, that’s all it takes. The minute your eyes connect, he’ll feel it. He’ll know. Then everything will change.” Aunt Jo patted Lennie’s hand.

      For a moment, I played with my ponytail. Then I slowly caught my aunt’s attention. “Is the wolf ever wrong? Has a wolf ever wanted a human?”

      She smirked. “Never. Trust your wolf. She knows what our other senses deny.” Then she licked her lips and looked completely satisfied.
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      “What are you thinking, Savvy?” My aunt leaned closer.

      Howl couldn’t seem to sit still. His head bobbed as he looked first at Aunt Jo and then at me. I reached out and laid a hand on his back. “Relax, boy,” I murmured absently. In my mind, I was replaying much of the last two days and every interaction I’d had with Quinn.

      Shelby used my silence as an opportunity to question the woman she probably barely remembered. “So, what’s it like being a rogue?” A grin spread across her face.

      Aunt Jo laughed. “It has its pros and cons.” She shrugged.

      “Come on. We’re all adults here.” Shelby huffed. “Details. I need details.”

      Finally, Howl settled down. “Hey, she just arrived. Give the woman a break.” I glared at her.

      “She’s fine!” Aunt Jo patted my leg. Then she turned to address my ridiculously curious little sister. “I like not having to answer to anyone. I like being completely in control of my life.” She blew out a breath, and I knew we were getting to the dark side of her story. “Of course, I also have no one to love, no children, and no one to protect me. This wasn’t such a big deal when I was younger.” She winked at me. “I could hold my own in a fight.”

      I laughed. “I bet you could.”

      “As I get older, self-defense is increasingly more challenging. I’m battling arthritis.” She held out her hands so we could see her enlarged knuckles. “I need a hip replacement. I’m falling apart.” Aunt Jo chuckled, but I could tell she was worried.

      “You don’t have to be alone,” I reminded her. “You always have a place with us. You’d have to give up rogue status and fall in line with the pack, but it sounds like your wild days are done anyway.”

      Her head tilted. She seemed to be considering my suggestion. “I could give up my rogue status...” Howl interrupted her with a groan and Aunt Jo smirked. “This course of action isn’t so easy for everyone. Some shifters don’t fit in anywhere. Others choose not to fit in.” She gave my dog a knowing look.

      With a frown, I prepared to question her actions, but Tanner and Dallas burst out of the woods. “Alpha,” Tanner called. “There’s a problem at the mine.”

      I stood. “What’s wrong?”

      “We caught the scent of other shifters near it. We were about to get back to work, but had to cancel that plan rather than risk giving away the secret location.” He panted some, evidence of how far he’d run. As a wolf, he could race through the forest for long stretches and barely get winded. As a human, he wasn’t nearly as fit.

      Dallas scowled. “I warned your father this could happen. I told him we needed to tunnel in from the homestead to keep the mine’s location quiet.”

      My eyes narrowed. “You spoke to my father? What did he say?” I made a mental note to grab the daily journals from the safe next time I opened it.

      “He thought it was a terrible idea, refused to even discuss it.” Dallas kicked a rock with his boot. “I’m going back to my cottage.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “No, you’re not. We haven’t finished discussing the matter.”

      “There’s nothing left to say,” Dallas sneered. He started to turn and strut away, but I couldn’t allow that.

      If he continued to undermine my authority, more serious consequences would have to be implemented. I swallowed hard. The idea of banishing anyone bothered me. There were always challenges when the Alpha changed. He simply had to grow accustomed to the idea of a female leading the pack. “Stay,” I ordered.

      He didn’t even pause. With this many people watching, I had to take action. I was about to shift, when I heard a growl behind me. Then Howl rushed past me, leapt into the air, and tackled Dallas. Seeing him face down in the dirt while my dog snarled and snapped at him was immensely satisfying. I slowly neared him, circled and ultimately crouched at his head. “You’ll do as I say, Beta.”

      His inner struggle was obvious. Clearly, Dallas had no interest in following my rules and directions. He couldn’t even meet my eyes, but I still saw enough. In his face, I read a combination of fear and rage. Howl stepped on his skull, forcing him to eat dirt. He spluttered some before struggling to raise his head.

      “If you don’t listen to me, I will banish you. You swore allegiance to my father. I beat you in a fair fight observed by every adult in the pack. Don’t bring shame on yourself or your family.” My voice was low but intense. “I will do what’s right for the pack whether you agree or not. You can fall in line or leave. Those are your only two options.”

      Dallas turned away from me. I nodded at Howl, and the dog stepped off the man’s back. He quickly scampered to his feet. “Can I go now, Alpha?” He nearly spat the words.

      Though I was ready to go for his throat, I decided it was safer for him to leave my sight at the moment. Plus, I had more pressing concerns given Tanner’s report. “Go,” I growled. Then I watched as he raced off to his cottage. I was shaking mad until Howl leaned against my legs and started licking my hand. Squatting down, I wrapped my arms around his neck. “Thank you,” I whispered. “You soothe me.”

      Standing once more, I turned to see Tanner staring at me in the most unnerving way. Apparently, Howl agreed. I could hear a low growl in his throat. With a sigh, I addressed him. “Yes, Tanner?”

      He shook his head. “Nothing, I guess.”

      My brow arched. “No, if you have something to say, spit it out. I’m already mad, so you might as well be the cherry on top of my shit sundae.”

      Tanner shrugged. “I guess Dallas is having trouble accepting a female Alpha.”

      “What about you?” My eyes narrowed.

      He smirked. “Oh, you can boss me around all you like.” Then he chuckled.

      Howl didn’t think he was funny. His growl grew louder. I reached down to comfort him, running my fingers through his fur.

      “Listen up, man-pup. Never talk to me like that again.”

      “Hey, I’m pretty sure you wouldn’t be having this problem if you’d take a mate already.” He grinned and nodded. “I’m still available whenever you’re ready.”

      Out of nowhere, I heard a scream that evoked memories of Miss Piggy, followed by my sweet, demure, silent sister Lenoir tackling him. My lips twitched as I tried to hold back a smile. Then I gave up and laughed aloud as she settled in on his chest and pummeled him with her teeny tiny fists of fury.

      “You…you asshole!” Her voice was high-pitched, a combination of anger and hurt. “How could you say that to my sister when you’re supposed to be with me?” Lenoir grabbed the sides of his face and then leaned down until she was inches from the tip of his nose. “Maybe I don’t want you anymore. Maybe you can suffer the rest of your life without your mate. How about that?”

      Even as he lay there with Lennie hitting him, Tanner had been staring at me. Then she started to get up and he finally glanced her direction. For so long, she’d been nothing but a nuisance to him. She’d been a pawn in his plan to marry the Alpha. I don’t know if he was trying to prove a point, but he flipped her on her back and rolled onto her.

      “Lennie, what the hell are you blathering on about?” He huffed as he prepared to ream her out. “I’ve been nice. I’ve tolerated you because you’re Savvy’s sister, but enough is enough.”

      Lenoir had been staring off toward the woods. I could tell she was crying from the periodic sniffle. Then she whipped her head around, tears streaming from her eyes, her chin jutting out. “I couldn’t agree more. Enough is enough. I have no idea what I ever saw in you. How could I possibly think you were supposed to be mated to me is a complete and utter mystery.” She swiped at her face and tried to dry her eyes, but only managed to smear dirt over her skin. “Dammit.”

      Shelby started to move toward them. Her face was crimson with rage. She had always been her twin’s biggest defender. Her hands had formed fists, and she was ready to attack Tanner.

      “Wait,” I hissed. Then I nodded toward them. Something had happened. Something had changed between them. I could see it. Tanner was no longer irate but now the picture of calm.

      “Hush, Lennie,” he murmured gently. “I can fix it. Let me take care of you.”

      Though she had been trying desperately to remove the sand from her eye, Lenoir suddenly froze. “What did you say?”

      Tanner cupped her face, leaned down, and planted a kiss on her lips. “You heard me. Hold still, while I take care of you.” He slowly pushed the hair away from her face.

      The way he looked at her hit me in the gut. This was it. Lennie had her mate. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Shelby slapping a hand over her mouth. When I smiled at her, she moved in for a hug.

      “Don’t worry,” she whispered. “I promise I won’t leave you until you’re happy.” Shelby pulled back and grinned.

      I knew what was coming next. “Shall I hurry up and get happy?”

      She nodded enthusiastically. In response, I squeezed her hand. Then I glanced down at my little sister, now wholly embraced by her mate and my wolf sighed.
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      Once Tanner and Lenoir wandered away hand-in-hand and Shelby had sprinted to the new tiny house to pick her bed, I sighed happily and jogged up the porch steps with Howl on my heels. As I passed my aunt, she grabbed my wrist. “Where are you going?”

      “Study. I’ll be right back. I just want to grab something before I forget.” She released me and I continued to the front door, but as I opened it, I heard her speaking.

      “You’ll stay here.” Aunt Jo eyed Howl. He whimpered and lay down on the porch, clearly determined to wait for me.

      “You okay, auntie?” I frowned.

      She nodded. “I’m great. The dog is going to keep me company while you get what you need.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’ll be right back.” What I needed wouldn’t be in the safe, but could easily be accessed in the file cabinet. Though it was locked, I had the key on my keyring already. In a matter of minutes, I’d found the records I needed. I’d pulled out everything from the past year. This might be the only way I truly discovered what had been happening in our pack.

      After locking the cabinet again, I rushed back toward the front door, but something caught my eye. The sun streamed through the front windows as it sank in the sky. This time, the edge of a gold coin caught the light. I bent down and moved the chair enough to pick it up. The coin was stamped with a capital “B” on one side, and the image of a phoenix was on the other. My heart pounded in my chest. This coin belonged to Dallas. My father gave it to him when he made him Beta roughly five years ago before I’d even graduated from high school. I still remembered the ceremony. My mind raced as I wondered why it would be there. Dallas always carried it on him, proof of his role in the pack and thanks for his efforts. The gold had come from our mines.

      How did it get there? Why hadn’t Dallas mentioned losing it? My stomach rolled. He didn’t fear my wrath, so he hadn’t held back because of some unfounded worry. The reason for not telling me had to be nefarious. I held the metal in my hand before slowly pocketing it.

      Reaching for the door, I prepared to open it when I realized my aunt was deep in conversation with Howl. I paused, half laughing, eager to hear what she had to say.

      “Your intentions better be honorable. Savvy is special.” She frowned. “She has choices.” Her eyes widened. “So do you.”

      The floorboard creaked under my feet, and two pairs of eyes were suddenly upon me. “Hi,” I murmured weakly. “Found what I needed.” Then I walked through the door while my aunt studied me. “So, I’m going to go to the tiny house now. I need to do some research.”

      She nodded. “Good. What’s for dinner? Oh, and where shall I stay?”

      I sighed. Life was kicking my ass. “You know what? The research can wait. Let’s get you set up.” I held out a hand and hauled her to her feet. “Have you made a decision yet?”

      With lips pursed, Aunt Jo shook her head. “Not yet. This is a big decision.” She leaned on the railing. “I’ve been rogue for so long…”

      “Maybe you should ease into it then. Phoenix House in Asheville is now empty. I’ll take you there. We have supplies. I can leave money for you.” I laid my hand on hers. “You’ll see. Being in a pack isn’t so bad. Not when it’s the right pack.” I winked and motioned for her to follow me as I grabbed one of her bags.

      I loaded all her belongings into my car and then motioned for Howl to join me. He hesitated. “Come on, boy. You can go meet Quinn after we drop off my aunt.” From the passenger side, my aunt snorted. Howl hesitated for a split second and then took off into the woods. “Boy?” He didn’t even look back.

      Settling into my seat, I glanced at my aunt. “I mean…he’s not really my dog. He’s just this stray who showed up. We helped each other out.” I bit my lip, completely out of explanations and excuses.

      “Oh, he’s yours.” Aunt Jo smirked.

      Frowning, I asked, “Why do I feel like you know something I should know?”

      “Drive, dear.” She rubbed her gnarled hands together. “I need to put my feet up and take some medicine.”

      In less than an hour, I had her settled in at Phoenix House. “I can’t give you the codes,” I warned.

      “I don’t have a car. Where would I go?” She chuckled.

      “Okay, well call me if you need anything. I left my number on the counter.”

      Aunt Jo hugged me and then shooed me out the door. “Go talk to your architect. You have a lot to discuss.” Then she tapped her lips. “So, whose temperament would you say you have?”

      “Excuse me?” My brow furrowed.

      “Savvy, when you get angry, are you more like your mother or your father?” Her hands were on her hips and she tapped her foot impatiently.

      “More like my father.” I chuckled. “Why does that matter?”

      “Oh, this will be one helluva talk.” She laughed. “Now get out of here.”

      “Okay,” I grumbled. Then I hopped down the steps and jumped in my car. My heart raced as I thought about seeing Quinn again. For a split second, I contemplated calling him before I arrived, but I feared if I warned him, he’d prepare food. The last thing I wanted to do at the moment was eat. I had questions which required answers. This time, when we were together, I needed to pay attention to my wolf’s reaction.

      The drive to his place was quick. I was so deep in thought, I was actually startled to realize I’d parked the car. Taking a deep breath, I slowly stepped out of the vehicle and looked around. Howl wasn’t anywhere to be found. Where had he wandered off to when he left the homestead?

      Mounting the steps, I marched up to the door, hand fisted, prepared to knock. Naturally, he opened the door before I could feel the satisfaction of rapping on the wood. “Come on in, Savvy. I’ve been expecting you.” Quinn smiled warmly.

      My eyes narrowed as I stepped inside. “Well, if that were the case, I’d have thought you’d have been dressed.” I looked him up and down. His hair was wet, he wore a white bathrobe and had a plush white towel around his neck.

      With a chuckle, he murmured, “Well, you arrived faster than I anticipated. Priorities.” He pointed to the dining room.

      I followed his gesture to discover candlelight and an array of food laid out on the table. There was nothing heavy but a bunch of light hors d’oeuvres, some hot ones in chafing dishes, a cheese platter, a fruit platter, and even some mini desserts. My stomach grumbled. Apparently, I hadn’t realized how hungry I’d grown. “How the hell did you manage this?” I shook my head. I couldn’t accept a distraction right now.

      He was already behind me, his arms wrapped around my waist and his chin rested on the top of my head. “You like?”

      I growled. “No.” Then I softened. “Maybe.” My shoulders sank. “Yes.” I swear the last word sounded like a whimper. Closing my eyes, I tried to focus. My wolf paced. I could feel her frustration. She had me unhinged already when I needed to be calm and controlled.

      Quinn turned me to face him. “I’m going to believe the ‘yes.’ After all, it nearly killed you to admit it,” he teased.

      Reluctantly, I lifted my face until my eyes met his. Inside me, something sparked. I watched in fascination as he dipped his head and gently brushed my lips with his. My lids lowered. I could feel his breath on my neck as his teeth scraped against my skin. Inhaling deeply, I hoped to pick up on any scents from his body, pressed against mine. As usual, I detected nothing. At the same time, I was immediately filled with need, and in the quiet, I heard my wolf howl. Startled, I stepped back. This made no sense. After all, this seemed hopeless.

      His eyes sparkled as he gazed at me. “Some food, Savvy. You need to eat. You don’t consume nearly enough calories. It worries me.” Quinn wrapped an arm around my hips and casually walked me to the table.

      I shook my head. “I can’t sit still right now. I can’t explain it. I don’t want to eat.” I held up my hands.

      “I understand.” He pressed his lips to my temple and I swear, I wanted to absolutely melt into him. Then he let go and moved to make a plate.

      Wrapping my arms around my body, I grumbled, “I don’t know how you can eat at a time like this.”

      “It’s not for me.” Quinn chuckled as he grabbed some grapes and strawberries and then selected a few chunks of cheese. Finally, he added a couple of the mini eclairs.

      I nearly licked my lips. Maybe I should eat. Maybe if I weren’t so hungry, I could make sense of everything because being around him was confusing the hell out of me.

      He returned to my side and placed his hand on my lower back. I never realized how much I liked that simple gesture until now. Of course, I’d never craved a person like this before, either. Together, we wandered down the hall, and I realized this had to be his bedroom.

      “Quinn, I thought I told you…” My voice trailed off even as my strength to deny him evaporated.

      “You’re saving yourself, Savvy. I know. Trust me.” He set the plate on the nightstand and then lifted me up onto the bed.

      I sat there with my legs folded under me, biting my lower lip. When I was around him, I no longer felt in control. His presence made me weak and I hated it, hated him for it. Looking away, my face grew hot with shame.

      “Bite this instead,” he urged as he pressed a strawberry to my lips.

      Opening wide, I let him push the fruit into my mouth, then I bit down and groaned as the sweet juices dribbled into my mouth and down my chin. While I chewed, I started to reach up and wipe it, but Quinn captured my hand and leaned in to lick it. The way his tongue felt against my skin had me on fire. Was this how the phoenix felt before being reborn? On top of that, my wolf was going positively nuts. I whimpered. “I can’t eat.”

      He gave me a knowing look. “I can fix it. Let me help, Savvy. Let me take care of you.”

      I closed my eyes. His offer was so appealing, whatever it entailed. Even though warning bells rang in my mind, my wolf and my body wanted to comply. Hesitantly, I nodded. “Help me,” I whispered. My words sounded foreign to me.

      Instantly, Quinn joined me on the bed. He lifted me up like I weighed nothing and moved me so my head and upper back rested on his stack of pillows. As he straddled me, I quickly glanced down and realized he wasn’t wearing anything under the robe. I groaned and looked away.

      “What was that for?” He grinned and I guessed he knew I looked, knew I’d seen his pulsing erection.

      “Just wondering how many women you’ve seduced in this bed before me,” I lied. “You know, since you’re so smooth.”

      Quinn took my face in his hands and looked me straight in the eyes. “None,” he replied.

      My jaw dropped, but I quickly recovered. “None ever?”

      He rolled his eyes. “No, but none in this house. None in this bed. I wanted some things to be special and sacred too.” He sighed. “Now stop talking, Savvy. You said you’d let me take care of you.”

      My head tilted. “I did, but I have no idea what this means.”

      “Be quiet and you’ll find out.” Then he slid a hand under my shirt and cupped my breast.

      I couldn’t have said another word if I wanted. All I could do was feel in the moment. Somehow, this was right. Turning my head into the pillow, I moaned as he fondled my other breast as well.

      “Don’t hide from me, Savvy.” Quinn quickly removed my shirt and bra without any resistance on my part. When he finished and I lay back on the pillows once more, I read the approval and desire on his face. “This is why you’re here,” he murmured before kissing down the length of my body.

      The way his fingers wrapped around my hips, the way he stirred the need in me as his head rested momentarily on my lower abdomen had me nearly panting. I shook my head. “No, I came to talk.” I struggled to argue.

      Looking up at my face, Quinn’s heated gaze silenced me. “No, you came for answers. Pay attention. This is everything you need to know.”

      As he worked to unbutton my shorts and slide them down my hips, I frowned. “You’re not saying anything.”

      “Are you sure? I think my actions are speaking volumes.” His brow arched and he turned his attention to my panties. I thought he was going to remove them right away, like he had the rest of my clothing. Instead, he spread my legs and lay in between them.

      “You’re so beautiful, Savvy.” His words tickled my inner thigh as he kissed his way to my boy shorts. When he reached the cotton, Quinn slid his fingers under the fabric on both sides and traced his way up and down my labia. They felt swollen and sensitive. Then he slid a finger inside me. “You’re so wet,” he moaned.

      “I blame you.” I choked out the words.

      “I’ll gladly take responsibility.” He chuckled as he slid the remaining article of clothing from my hips and down my thighs, carefully removing one leg and then the other.

      I’d never let anyone touch me like this, never let anyone see me naked, never allowed anyone to get close to me. Why Quinn? Why now? My mind raced. “You said you’d help me,” I whimpered.

      He spread my thighs wide and slowly ran his tongue up the length of my slit. “Sweet Savvy, can’t you see that I am?” He laid one hand on my lower abdomen and used the other to explore. Quinn carefully slid one and then two fingers inside me and stroked me while he licked and sucked on my clit. This was a man who knew what he was doing. I loved and hated it all at the same time.

      Though my eyes had been mostly closed while Quinn had his way with me, I finally peeked and realized he was staring at me, studying me. “Let me know what you like. I only want to please you.”

      Inside, there was an unfamiliar pressure building. Something was missing. I knew what it was. “I want you in me,” I blurted out and then bit my lower lip shyly while waiting for his response. He froze while he considered my request. “Please.”

      With a frown, Quinn shook his head. “As much as I long to be in you, I can’t. Not yet.” Then he returned to his task. This time, he wouldn’t even glance at my face.

      For a second, I wondered what I’d done to upset him, but then as he continued to lavish attention on my body, I couldn’t think at all. I covered my mouth with the back of my hand. My breath came in tiny gasps. I closed my eyes to focus only on feeling. I’d hoped this would satisfy my wolf, but she was as frantic as before, eager to claim her mate. I braced for it. I could feel something building inside, like water pounding against a dam. Then it ruptured. My insides rolled like waves against the shore, and I became a quivering, whimpering mess while my wolf howled for her mate. Only when my orgasm ebbed could I finally fill my lungs, and then Quinn climbed up the bed and drew me into his arms.

      I rolled into him, regretting what little distance existed between us. His fiery hot erection pulsed against my skin. “Your turn.” I smiled shyly at him. Then I reached down and held his cock in my hand, marveling since I couldn’t even close my hand around the girth of it. “Let me help you.”

      Quinn grabbed my wrist and brought it up to his chest. “Not yet.” He blew out a breath.

      I could feel his heart pounding against his chest. “Why not?” I frowned, completely disappointed.

      “Do you have all the answers you came for?” He stared down at me.

      I recognized the hope in his eyes, but whatever message he intended to convey was completely lost on me. Biting on the inside of my lower lip, I shook my head sadly. “No.”

      His eyes darkened like a spring storm. “Then I guess we really do need to talk.”

      I nodded. “Can I pee first?”

      Silently, Quinn stood and offered me a hand. My skin tingled at his touch. There was something so familiar and comforting when our fingers touched. I gazed up at him, searching his eyes for answers. What I read in response was a plea for understanding. I frowned as I stood on the plush carpeting. Quinn placed his robe on my shoulders. I slid my arms into the sleeves and then cinched it around my waist before darting into the bathroom.

      After I turned on the light, I closed the door behind me. Then I rushed to the toilet. I peed fast, a product of being raised in a five-person, two-bathroom household. Once I wiped and flushed, I moved to the sink and turned on the faucet. I mindlessly reached for the soap, lathered, and rinsed. I towel dried my hands, while staring at my reflection. Shouldn’t I look different now? Sure, it was only an orgasm, not losing my virginity, but I felt different and thought it might translate to my appearance. Turning a little too quickly, I knocked over an aerosol can on the vanity. At first, I righted the can and didn’t think about it. After all, the design was familiar to me, created by my aunt.

      Then I froze. My heart raced as I picked it up. This was Aunt Jo’s spray. I rubbed my forehead with my free hand. Why would he have this?

      I leaned hard against the wall. In my mind, everything began to fall into place—the way he didn’t smell like a man or a shifter, the way my wolf wanted him, the way I needed to be near him. Quinn really was my mate. My lips twitched. I wanted to smile. He had been trying to tell me tonight and I hadn’t listened to my wolf. There had to be more to it. Obviously, I was still missing some key part. With a hopeful heart, I opened the bathroom door and prepared to walk out with the spray in hand. Quinn had promised me answers. I was ready to hear them.

      I strode toward the bed with a goofy smile on my face. Then I realized, he wasn’t on the bed. In his place sat Howl. I felt like an idiot. Without thinking, I hurled the spray at him. “You…you asshole! I don’t know whether to kiss you or kill you!”

      He tilted his head and whined while wagging his tail.

      “Very cute. Face me like a man.” I crossed my arms over my chest and tapped my foot. “I’m waiting.”

      He whimpered and lay down on his paws before shifting into the naked man I’d left minutes before. “Better?” Quinn bit his cheek and waited.

      Without saying a word, I let the robe fall to the floor and then I strode over to the bed and hopped on the mattress. I crawled over to him and planted a long, lingering kiss on his lips. He rolled onto his back. Naturally, I read this as an invitation. So, I straddled him and lowered myself onto his body.

      Quinn wrapped his arms around me. “No more secrets, Savvy. I promise. From now on, I’ll be an open book.”

      I squeezed him tight. “Great.” Then I sat up and rested on his pelvis while his erection slapped me in the ass. “Ready to make this official?” I waggled my brows at him.

      With a half-smile, he shook his head. “We can’t, unless I know we’re forever.”

      “My wolf wants to claim her mate,” I argued.

      “I know. Mine wants you too.” He sighed.

      I shrugged. This seemed simple to me. “Perfect! Come home with me.”

      “I wish it were that easy, Savvy. I really do.” He groaned.

      I flopped over onto the bed and yanked up the covers. Suddenly, I felt exposed. I sighed. “Explain it to me.”

      Lying on his side, Quinn wrapped an arm around me and held me close. “You’re so smart, you must’ve figured it out. I’m a rogue.”

      

      
        Read the rest of Savvy’s story in:

        Cursing the Moon, Howl: 2

        Healing the Heart: Howl: 3
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        A vampire and a werewolf, both exiles, find love in 1980 America.

      

      Alanna, a vampire, has lived on her own in a cabin in the woods for 150 years. She prefers her solitude.

      One day an injured werewolf, Valko, lands on her doorstep. As she nurses him back to health she finds herself falling in love.

      But there are forces out there working against them, and secrets that could tear their world apart…

      

      This paranormal romance is part of the Vampire Inheritance Saga universe, though you don’t have to have read any of those to enjoy this as this novel is a prequel.
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      When Randall looked up into her eyes and begged her not to kill him, she felt something. It wasn’t pity or remorse. She wanted him dead. He deserved to die. What was more, she enjoyed doing it.

      I feel pleasure.

      “You’re not suffering enough,” Alanna whispered.

      She sunk her fingernails into his neck, and cut the carotid artery. Blood drenched her face, and she moved her tongue around, to taste the fear in his life essence. She liked that he was terrified.

      “Please,” he begged. He was pathetic. An abomination. “I’m sorry.”

      She smiled; a single drop of blood dripped from her left canine. She’d never felt so alive than in this blissful moment of savagery. Was this what the vampires of old had felt before they’d been neutered by societal laws? Was this what it was to truly be a vampire?

      I am death incarnate.

      She dipped her head down and fed and fed until there wasn’t a drop of blood left in his body. The man who had raped her sister was a bony husk, barely human. She tore his body in two, and tossed the remnants into the river. He floated away like the scum he was.

      She wiped her lips, feeling satiated. Yet she wanted more. She’d had a taste of murder and fear soaked blood. Why should she give up now? She was a vampire. Vampires were ancient. They fed on blood, the blood of humans. Humans were insects.

      “Alanna!”

      She sat up, her simple woolen dress so seeped through with blood that its original color was unrecognizable. Her sister, Harriet, was standing by the copse of oak trees near the bend in the river, her mouth wide open in revulsion, and shaking her head in disappointment.

      “What did you do?” Harriet cried.

      The wind ruffled her sister’s shaved head. When she’d been raped, she’d been so distraught that she’d used a razor to sever her crisp, golden hair. She was thin now; a nervous, anxious ghost. The beautiful sister who’d led her on adventures across the Yorkshire moors was gone. Hopefully Randall’s death could bring the spark back.

      “I did this for you,” Alanna declared, smiling her blood-smeared smile. “He was going to get away with it.”

      “We don’t know that,” Harriet protested.

      Alanna shook her head. “He is the mayor’s son, and the mayor is the most powerful witch in England. Don’t be so naïve, Harriet. He never would’ve been convicted. You know that as well as I do. The politics of both the human and supernatural worlds keep people like that in power, people who can do what they want and get away with it.”

      Harriet leaned against the trunk of the nearest tree, and wept. Alanna came towards her, but her sister held her hands out, afraid. Her hands were trembling.

      “I would never hurt you,” said Alanna.

      “The mayor contacted the Fire Side Witches in Alaska,” Harriet explained. “We were never going to put him on trial. They were.”

      “They would never have treated him like they should! All these upper witches stick together.”

      Harriet shook her head. “Oh Alanna.”

      She turned back to the river, seeing nothing but the water. Randall’s remains had gone. The blood on the bank was still there, still staining the grass red, a testament to her murder.

      He deserved it.

      I liked killing him.

      But he deserved it.

      She felt Harriet’s hand on her shoulder.

      “We can cover this up,” said Harriet. She sounded desperate. “We can say he ran away to escape justice.”

      “Nobody escapes justice,” said Alanna bitterly. “Nobody.”

      Alanna charged past her, making her way through the apple orchard. The spring air charged her, but the blood that clung to her nostrils drove her onwards. There were plenty of people in her pitiful town who’d escaped justice over the years. It was time they got what was coming to them.

      [image: ]

      Alanna screamed as her body twisted and coiled. She collapsed onto the bloody floor, amid the shredded bodies of her victims. It was the worst agony she’d ever experienced in her life.

      “You can’t do this!” she wailed.

      The mayor distorted the spell that had claimed her, and snapped more of her bones. The pain was considerable. A part of her considered that it was worth it. She’d massacred the five people in the village’s tiny jail cell in one minute flat. Their victims had gotten justice, and Alanna had reveled in the exquisite torture.

      Now she felt sick.

      As the mayor’s spell crushed her bones and twisted her sinews, she felt every pain as a reminder of the horrors she’d committed. She didn’t regret Randall. She’d never regret Randall. But she did regret the people she’d killed in the jail cell. They were petty thieves, not murderers or rapists. They hadn’t deserved this.

      Just kill me already. Please.

      Mayor Timothy East was a stout man in his late fifties, thinning hair, and a pale face. He was still a formidable man, and a powerful enough witch to even take her down. When he stood over her, Alanna could only imagine what he would do next.

      “It didn’t have to end like this,” he said sadly. He was weeping, shedding tears for his contemptible excuse for a son. “I was going to sort my son out! You only had to wait!”

      She heard footsteps. Harriet and their mother, Alice, entered. Their cries of horror would haunt Alanna’s nightmares forever.

      “What has she done?” Alice cried.

      “I tried to stop her,” Harriet protested.

      She dimly felt her mother’s gentle hand stroke her brow. Alanna felt calm, serene, even as the pain overwhelmed her.

      I love you, Mother.

      “I knew this new world would be too much for you,” said her mother quietly. She swiped her long white hair from her face, and held back the tears. Alanna felt her voice enter her mind. “Witches that are turned into vampires always have the most trouble keeping sane. I thought we could handle it.”

      “I was handling it. I was coping. But I couldn’t allow Randall to get away with it!”

      “And what about these people?” Alice said, as she indicated the blood and gore around them. “They did nothing but steal a cow or someone’s bread. They didn’t deserve this.”

      “I know that now.”

      “You know what’s going to happen next.”

      “Please. Just kill me.”

      Alice stood up and walked away, followed by Harriet. The mayor sighed regretfully and performed another spell. Alanna sank into a blissful sleep, accompanied by the dripping blood of her victims.
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      “You are hereby exiled from the Pod’s Moore supernatural community,” the mayor announced. His voice echoed around the stinking, muddy town square, amplified by a spell. His voice was nasally from crying over the loss of his son. “You have one hour to gather your belongings and leave. If you haven’t left by then, we will be forced to take drastic action.”

      The entire supernatural element of Pod’s Moore watched Alanna from the crowd. The stage felt hollow under her, as if her entire world was disintegrating. Exile was the worst punishment she could’ve received. She’d been expecting it, but it still came as a blow.

      “I can’t be exiled,” Alanna protested.

      The mayor ignored her. His wife, Millicent, stood beside him, proud and regal, and engulfed in grief. The way she stared at Alanna gave her the chills. Hers was a hatred that she’d never felt before. It made her own for Randall seem tame in comparison.

      She would rend me in two if she could.

      Also on the stage was Circe, the leader of the Fire Side Witches. While she was technically a vampire, Alanna had been born a witch, so Circe had to be there to oversee the trial.

      I can’t read Circe. She seems entirely unemotional.

      Most of the town were witches, or humans who didn’t know that the supernatural lived among them. There were a few vampires, and a werewolf family, but that was it, though they had the occasional Fey envoy. Pod’s Mill was famous throughout the world for its witchcraft. They even had a small school that was originally built by Morgan Le Fey.

      “We could have forgiven you for murdering Randall,” said the mayor. His wife gave him a scabrous look. “But you went on a murderous rampage that could’ve revealed our presence to the country. You put us all at risk and you did it because you enjoyed it.”

      I can’t argue with that.

      “Do you have anything to say?” the mayor asked.

      “I lost control,” said Alanna, addressing the people. She felt contrite, and so hoped they could see that. “You know how hard I’ve struggled. Witches who become vampires are rare, and it’s harder for them. When I thought that Randall wasn’t going to be tried I became angry, and… and the bloodlust and superiority I felt after killing him made me into a monster. But I’ve learned my lesson now. I can control myself.”

      She searched the faces in the crowd, rooting out people who knew her, people who could speak up for her. The man she was courting, Raymond, turned his back on her. Her best friend, Lily, turned her back on her. Even people she didn’t know turned their back. They all turned.

      Guilty.

      “The people have spoken,” said Circe.

      The look the ancient witch gave Alanna was scathing.

      “What about my family?” Alanna asked.

      Her family was nowhere to be seen. In a way she was glad. It would’ve been torturous for them to see her sentenced.

      But I need them. I really need them.

      “You can say goodbye to your family, but after that you must leave and you can never see them again,” said Millicent with a wicked grin. Her smugness made Alanna’s blood boil. “It’s the least you deserve.”

      The mayor gave his wife an exasperated look before saying, “You have one hour. Make the most of it.”

      Alanna walked away, her bones still aching, despite being healed before the so-called trial. She caught Millicent staring at her as she left. The old woman shook her head and she felt a chill tickle her spine. Witches held grudges. She had to be careful during her exile.

      “Wait for me,” Circe called.

      The ancient witch caught up with Alanna. She felt a little intimidated to be talking to the woman. Who was she to attract the attention of someone so powerful?

      “What do you need?” Alanna asked.

      Circe studied her carefully for a second before saying, “This is not the end. This is the beginning of something wonderful.”

      The elder witch bowed politely and walked away. With those strange, though ominous words, vanishing from her mind, Alanna went to find her family and say goodbye.
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      “You can’t come in,” said her mother.

      Alanna stared down at the pile of clothes on the muddy ground in front of her. She didn’t have any other belongings apart from the clothes she’d made herself. She thought she’d have time to collect things as she grew older. Now she never would, or at least not in the place of her birth.

      “Where’s Father?” Alanna asked.

      “He’s wishing you were never born.” Her mother looked at the ground, as if the very act of staring at her own daughter made her feel sick. “And so do I. Just go.”

      “I’m going into exile. I’m never coming back.”

      “You were dead to us the moment you decided to become a vampire. Just go.”

      She closed the door and bolted it. Alanna could hear her mother and sister weeping inside. She banged on the door, desperate to see them one last time.

      “Please!” she begged. “Let me in!”

      She fanged out and kicked the door in, using all her vampire strength. She walked in, and found her family huddled by the back door. They were terrified of her.

      They think I’m going to hurt them.

      She held her hands out in surrender. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      “Please,” Harriet begged. “Just go.”

      “I’m not going to…”

      Her father uttered a spell. Alanna found herself thrown outside, rolling through the mud like a pig. Her head hit a fence post, and started to bleed from a gash on her scalp. The whole village was watching. Some were even laughing. They were reveling in her misery.

      I should have killed them all.

      They’re peasants.

      They’re stupid, pathetic, filthy peasants.

      Alanna climbed to her feet, and brushed the dirt from her dress. She held her head high, trying to cling to as much dignity as possible. Perhaps it was best she was to leave. They hadn’t known what to do with her. Until her, they didn’t think it was possible for a witch to be turned into a vampire. They were wary of her. They were scared of her.

      They’re peasants. They’re nothing.

      But they’re all I have.

      She looked back at her home. Her sister was staring from the window, eyes full of tears. Harriet smiled and gave a tiny wave.

      Alanna mouthed the words “I love you” to her sister and left. She never came back.
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      Alanna blew out the candle, and made her wish. It wasn’t for her, but for her sister. Harriet had died a long time ago of old age. She hadn’t had a bad life, just a lonely one. She hadn’t married, or had children, nor had she taken on many lovers. She’d just been content as her role as the witch representative on the Pod’s Mill council. Maybe it had been enough for her?

      I wish for your soul to be happy in eternity.

      It was always hard on Harriet’s birthday. She was the only person Alanna truly missed from her old, simple life. Her parents could go to hell as far as she cared, even her mother. Harriet had been different. She’d understood her. They’d understood each other in a way that only siblings could do.

      She smiled and turned away from the kitchen table. It was getting cold inside and out of her small cabin. Mid-January in the middle of Baxter State Park was snowy and cold and quite unforgivable. It was how she liked it.

      Humans would never find her home. It was enchanted. Other supernaturals could, and they had. She’d had many visitors over the years, some of them welcome, some itching for a fight. She’d seen them all off in the end. She liked her solitude.

      She lit the logs in the fireplace with a match, which instantly infused the room with a gentle warmth. Alanna smiled, and felt her bones come to life. Harriet had hated the cold. Alanna didn’t mind it that much, even with her vampire skin protecting her. When the park was blanketed in snow it was beautiful. It was more entertaining than most television programs she could mention.

      Television!

      She grabbed the bulky, brick like remote control. She switched the TV on, an old black and white set that had seen better days, and flipped to NBC. She had never missed an episode of “Days of Our Lives”.

      She settled down with a warm cup of cow blood (her cow, Bella, was safely tucked up in her barn), and watched her soap opera. It was silly and badly acted, and she loved every minute of it. It was her only vice, especially because vampires couldn’t digest human food or liqueur.

      “I am so boring,” she muttered.

      When it was finished she yawned and fell to sleep. She dreamed of Harriet, and the man who’d turned her into a vampire. It wasn’t often she thought of him. Their affair had been brief before he’d turned her and fled, leaving her to change on her own. She wasn’t even sure she’d actually loved him. But he’d changed her life. She owed him that much. Whether that life had been changed for the better was another thing. Sitting on her own, in a cabin in the woods, her family dead for a hundred and fifty years, she wasn’t quite sure.
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      Alanna slapped the side of the TV. She moved the antennae around. It still wouldn’t work.

      “Damn pile of crap,” she muttered.

      The TV was the only piece of electronic equipment she had. She didn’t know how to fix it. She didn’t know a thing about electronics. How would she cope out here with nothing to pass the time? She had her books, and she had her gramophone, and she even had a battery powered radio, but eternity was a long time when you only had the same books, and the same music to play over and over again.

      She picked up the phone, and found it dead.

      Damn it. I forgot. It hasn’t worked in ten years.

      Perhaps it was a good thing. It would give her an excuse to head out into the world. She could buy a new TV. Get some new books. Buy one of those new fangled cassette players and some new music.

      “I could go,” she said, staring at her front door with anxiety. “In the snow.”

      It had been twenty years since she’d last been out. All she’d planned on doing was buying a TV, maybe catching up on some world gossip. Instead she’d bumped into another vampire who knew who she was and tried to kill her, hoping to gain favor with Dracula by murdering an exile. It didn’t work like that. Dracula wouldn’t have looked favorably on any vampire who caused such chaos. It didn’t matter anyway. She’d bought her TV, escaped with her life, and vowed never to leave her cabin ever again.

      “Fuck it,” she muttered.

      She curled up on her ratty sofa and went to sleep. She could live without her TV.
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      Two weeks later, Alanna pushed open her front door. The snow was piled three feet deep. She wore green boots, a thick winter coat that stank of mothballs and dust, and a pair of mittens. The cold didn’t bother her, being a vampire. The extra clothing was for the benefit of the humans in the village.

      She took a deep breath. “Okay. You can do this.”

      She struggled out into the thick snow, smiling as the fresh winter air invaded her nostrils. It actually felt good. She felt enervated and alive. There was nothing to worry about.

      A wolf howled close by, it’s mournful cries echoing around the trees like wind. She stopped still, feeling dread creep inside her. There weren’t wolves in the park.

      A werewolf.

      Her cow made a frightened noise. Alanna turned back to her front door and ran back inside. She ripped open the back door that led into the barn, finding Bella sniffing something in the pile of hay in the back.

      “Stay away from it,” Alanna told her.

      She could smell blood. There was a trail of it leading from a small, forced opening in the barn that led to the hay pile. There was a lot of it. Nothing could have survived such blood loss.

      The cow clomped away, ignoring her, and found utter delight in sniffing a random patch of ground. Alanna saw something stirring in the hay. She fanged out, preparing to fight, when she heard the groan of a man in pain.

      “Show yourself,” Alanna demanded.

      The man groaned again before stopping altogether.

      She came forward, and dragged a body from they hay. He’d stopped breathing. His shirt was ripped, and dripped with blood. His face was covered with rips and tears. He was a mess of flesh.

      Shit.

      She couldn’t let him die. If somehow he were to be tracked back here, they’d blame her. They’d kill her, whoever they were. Besides, he could be saved. She’d watched enough medical programs on TV to know basic CPR.

      “Okay,” she said, pressing her hands against his chest. “Breathe.”

      She put her lips to his his, pushing breath into his lungs. His eyes opened, staring into her. She pulled back, surprised. She’d hardly done a thing to save him. How had this happened?

      “Are you going to kill me?” he asked her. His voice was rough, almost choking on the blood that dribbled from his lips. “Tell me.”

      “I’m not going to kill you,” she promised him.

      He grinned. “Good.”

      He passed out. Alanna checked his pulse, just to make sure, before she breathed a sigh of relief.
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      “Help me, Valko!”

      He sat up with a shout, his sister’s cries pulsing in his head like a migraine. He’d tried to help her. He’d done everything he could. But he hadn’t been strong enough.

      “Stop shouting,” said a woman. She pushed him back down. He felt his head press lightly against a cushion. “You’re still as weak as a cub.”

      He looked up into the eyes of the woman who’d brought him back to life in the barn. She smiled at him and went about her business, which seemed to be stirring some type of stew in a pot on the stove. He could smell some type of bird meat, carrots, potatoes, beans.

      “Where am I?” he asked.

      He noted he was naked under the sheets. His injuries were healing nicely. He wasn’t sure whether any of them would scar. He’d never been hurt so bad before. At one point, he had actually felt his intestines trying to slide their way out of his body.

      The woman turned from the stove. “My cabin.”

      “I can see that,” he said. Talking hurt. His throat burned. “Where am I?”

      “Somewhere in Baxter State Park. Far from everywhere.”

      Valko did a double take. He’d been chased for over a hundred miles.

      They must think I’m dead or they never would’ve stopped.

      The woman sat down on the edge of the bed and put her palm to his forehead. He watched her carefully as she worked, checking his pulse and his rapidly healing injuries. She was very attentive. He reminded her of his mother, who’d been a nurse before she had retired.

      He sighed. “How long have I been out?”

      “Four days.”

      I’ve been out for that long? It didn’t feel it.

      “Are you a nurse as well as a vampire?” he asked.

      “You can probably smell the vampire in me,” she said. She smiled as she caressed the injuries on his bare chest. “But no. I’m not a nurse. I just read a lot.”

      He sniffed, and took in her scent. He could discern vampire, lavender shampoo, simple pear soap, and something else, something he more commonly smelled in a witch or Fey.

      “You’re different,” he said.

      She started spreading some kind of green salve on the main injury on his stomach. She’d stitched the wound together to help, but even his advanced healing was having trouble with it.

      “I was a witch,” she admitted.

      Her touch was cold, which made him giggle.

      “I thought witches couldn’t become vampires?” he asked.

      “They can’t,” she said, as she smoothed the healing ointment across his abdomen. He groaned in pain, even though her touch was as gentle as the tip of a feather. “But I’m different. I’m literally one in a million.”

      She certainly was that. Her blonde hair was like sunshine, and her face was wrinkle free. She looked to be in her early twenties, but he knew she was far older than even he. For all he knew, she could be a thousand years old.

      He scratched at his face, and found himself clean shaven. He hated being clean shaven.

      “Did you shave me?” he asked suspiciously.

      “I had to,” she said. “It was the only way to help treat some of the wounds on your face.” She looked into his eyes. “Part of your jaw was unhinged. I had to… pop it back in place. Plus, your chin had a bite mark on it that looked really nasty.” He waited for her to continue. He needed to know everything. “I pulled buckshot out of over seventy percent of your body. There was half the blade of a knife in your back. You were bitten so badly, I’m surprised there was anything left of you.”

      He digested this information solidly. He couldn’t remember being shot at. He couldn’t remember most of that night. It was a blur of screaming and fear and blood.

      But I do remember Vasilka dying. That is one thing I’ll never forget.

      “You saved my life,” he said quietly, almost accusingly.

      “You would’ve healed,” she said.

      He shook his head. “My injuries were too severe, even for a werewolf. If you hadn’t found me and helped heal me then I’d be dead.” I do want to be alive, right? “Thank you.”

      She beamed and walked away. The salve on his stomach wounds itched like crazy, and smelled just as bad. He wondered who this vampire was, who lived in the forest like this on her own. A hermit. What had caused her to move out here? What climactic event had driven her to such isolation?

      She walked over with a dinner tray, a steaming bowl of stew placed on it. He took if from her and ate it gratefully. It was a little burnt, but it tasted good. His stomach informed him he hasn’t eaten in a long time.

      “What’s your name?” he asked.

      She sat at at a small table, facing him. He was about to ask why she wasn’t eating too when he remembered that human food gave vampires the most excruciating stomach pains imaginable.

      It couldn’t be any worse than the pain I’m in now.

      He almost felt like slapping himself. He’d never been given to self pity. It made him feel like a failure.

      “Alanna,” she replied.

      “I’m Valko,” he said. “Valko Green.”

      She seemed to recognize the name. “The Green family is akin to werewolf royalty, am I right? Alphas.”

      “Something like that.”

      An alpha family would never have been betrayed like he was. Perhaps they didn’t deserve to be alphas.

      “I thought you were supposed to be Scottish?” Alanna asked. He had her attention exclusively now. She seemed interested in his heritage. “Valko sounds Eastern European.”

      “It is Eastern European,” he said. He thought about his long, varied, family history, and how all that had been wiped away in one blazing moment of treachery. “My family has lived in a lot of places.”

      Valko looked back at his bowl, watching a lump of carrot bob on the surface. He didn’t even know whether he had a family any more. They could be dead.

      I could be the only one left.

      Betrayed by a bunch of betas. How embarrassing.

      “I met one of your ancestors once,” said Alanna, watching him, gauging him for a reaction. “He was also called Valko. He’d just come back from the Great War.”

      “That was my great-great-grandfather,” he answered. “I was named after him. We all…try to live up to his reputation.”

      Alanna gave him a strange look before he continued to eat. Curious, he tried to sit up, and ignored the pain. He’d loved his grandfather immensely. Besides, hearing stories and tales would help him focus on something other than the pain.

      “The rumors are true?” he asked.

      She watched him for a few seconds before saying, “I don’t listen to rumors.”

      “My family didn’t talk about it, but I’ve heard whispers all my life that Valko Green, the first one, was…homosexual.” He laughed, which caused pain to slice through his body. “Sorry about that. I know nobody cares now but back then, in the twenties, it was illegal.”

      “He was a good man, burdened by the horrors he’d seen in Belgium during the war, and by his feelings for other men. He sought me out, having heard the rumors of a dark witch who hid out here. He wanted me to cast a spell on him to make him love women.” She sighed, smiling. “We got on so well. He stayed with me for a year.” He noticed her hesitate a moment, as if on the verge of saying something else. “I tried to persuade him not to go, but he couldn’t fail his family. He was a true hero.”

      Alanna walked up to the bed. She gazed down at him, which made Valko feel uncomfortable. There was a darkness in her eyes that was unnerving.

      Is she going to kill me? Am I going to die at the hands of the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen?

      “What are we going to do with you?” she asked.

      “I thought I could stay here for a while,” he declared boldly. “We could milk the cow and forage for nuts.”

      “You need to tell me what happened to you.”

      He put down his spoon. “You tell me your dark and sordid history and I’ll tell you mine.”

      She smiled again. It was genuine, though a little melancholy.

      “I don’t trust you enough to tell you,” she said. “Suffice to say I…killed the man who hurt my sister.”

      “Do you regret it?”

      She shook her head. “I’ll never regret killing that man. As far as I’m concerned, he deserved the violent death that I gave him and more. I’m just sad that my sister never really got her life back.”

      “At least your sister got to live her life. Mine…”

      He couldn’t even say her name without wanting to howl with grief. It was too soon. Even now he couldn’t get her piercing shrieks of agony out of his head, or how her spattered blood smelled.

      “What about your story?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “It’s too soon. It’s just so raw.”

      “Take your time,” she said. “You’re still healing.”

      “No. I think I should tell it. I have to tell it.”

      He nodded his head as he sorted the story together in his mind. He still couldn’t believe it had happened. How had his whole life disintegrated in the space of a morning?
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      “You do know it’s raining,” said Vasilka.

      He smiled across at his sister as he continued his work. He needed to get the roof fixed before the winter snows came in. It was grueling work, but he enjoyed it. It felt good to work with his hands. Besides he loved to work on the ranch. There was nothing nobler than fixing things and feeding cattle and making sure everything worked the way it was supposed to.

      Vasilka walked across the roof, smiling. She looked free, unafraid of the height and the long drop should she slip. He wasn’t afraid for her. She was nimble and careful, even while in her human form.

      “Mother is moaning about you,” she said as she sat down on the wet roof to watch him. “We can afford someone to fix this you know.”

      “I know,” he said, hammering the last nail in. “But you know I enjoy it.”

      “Being rich does have its privileges, like hiring roofers.”

      He smiled. He loved physical work. It made him feel like he was contributing something. It made him feel like he was more than a wolf. Not that he didn’t love the wolf, but his love of carpentry gave him something else, a purpose, a passion. It was a pity his family couldn’t see that.

      We originated as simple folk. It’s a shame we’ve turned into snobs.

      Vasilka was his younger sister, born exactly two years after him, which gave them the same birthday. They’d been inseparable since her birth. He cared for her more than he cared for himself. She was a little snobbish on occasion, but she lived a carefree existence, and he respected that. Nothing bothered her.

      There was a love bite on her neck.

      “How did you get that?” he asked.

      He was deeply protective of his sister. She could probably best him in a werewolf battle, but he still felt it his duty, as the older brother, to look out for her. Her resentment of it was adorable.

      “I was at a party last night,” she confessed, grinning. “I met this wonderful werepanther. We got drunk and… well, that’s none of your business. I won’t be seeing him again.”

      Valko suspected there was more to it, but left it at that. It was none of his business.

      I’ll ask Karin later. She likes to gossip.

      Karin was Vasilka’s best friend and Valko’s former lover – until Karin cheated on him. Valko had been devastated at the time, and it had caused friction between the two friends. They’d eventually gotten over it when Valko realized all he wanted was Karin to be happy.

      She sat down beside him. They stared together across the estate, at the farm house, stables, and fields. They could see the main village of Chapel Green in the distance. It looked like a toy town. Most of the were families lived outside of the village in various estates. It was easier if you had to change into your animal form. Scaring unknowing humans was something that was always on their minds.

      “Do you like living up here?” she asked him.

      She swept her dark hair back, which allowed the drops of rain to pelt her face. She seemed to be in deep thought. Vasilka was a thinker. A deep intelligence hid behind her party girl exterior. She could’ve been a scientist or a philosopher. Instead, she preferred to be a party planner.

      “I’d prefer to live in the town,” he admitted. “It feels like we’re living in a castle up here, looking down on the peasants.”

      She laughed. She always snorted when she laughed.

      “Our ancestors did used to live in a castle in Scotland,” she said. “That’s why we’re an alpha family.”

      “A castle which was torn down by humans, and forced our family to flee,” he reminded her. He shivered. “Do you remember when Mom and Dad took us to visit the site? On the full moon, when I was full wolf, I talked with the ghosts of those that had died. They were sad.”

      Werewolves could change into a wolf any time they wanted. On a full moon they had more power, more strength, and could even commune with their wolf ancestors. It was an odd experience. Whenever Valko did it, he always gained some new wisdom, but also felt a little exhausted afterwards, like his mind and body had been running a marathon. The past was usually a violent place to revisit.

      “I remember,” said Vasilka. “They wouldn’t talk to me. Stupid Scottish wolves.

      The rain was coming down in sheets now. His thick brown hair was plastered to his head, and he could feel the cold in his bones. His beard dripped with moisture. He was just glad he was a werewolf. A normal human would have been shivering by now.

      “You know I love you, right?” said Vasilka.

      He turned to her, concerned. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” she said. “I just don’t say it enough.”

      [image: ]

      The house was silent as Valko opened the refrigerator door. He could dimly hear his parents sleeping upstairs, snoring like wild animals. He had no idea where Vasilka was. She was probably busy organizing a party for spoiled rich girls in the city.

      I don’t envy her having to put up with all that. Rich people can be so arrogant.

      He took out a can of beer and pulled up the tab. He didn’t normally drink this late at night, but he felt anxious. There was this deep seated dread in his stomach that he couldn’t identify.

      I’m probably just worried about tomorrow.

      Tomorrow was the annual were winter conference. All the weres and shifters in Maine would be meeting here to discuss news. That was the plan. Mostly it just ended up with drinking and fights. Valko hated it. It always felt like his home was being invaded by a foreign army.

      And the weresnakes creep me out.

      The Green family was the only alpha werewolf family that lived in America; only one of five left. The others lived in various parts of the world, mainly England, though there was one in India. His father had told him the other alpha families thought that moving to the new world was a stupid idea. Maybe it had been at the time. Now, in 1984, the Green family were considered American were royalty.

      He heard something behind him. He spun around just in time to counter the fist coming his way.

      “Good catch.”

      It was Rian, the son of the Lovelock werewolf clan – and Valko’s best friend since childhood. While it was good to see him he was curious as to why he was in his house in the middle of the night.

      “What are you doing here, Rian?” Valko asked.

      “I thought I’d sneak in before the conference,” said Rian. He grinned and grabbed a can of beer. “It’s going to be epic this year.”

      “Since when did you think they were epic?” Valko grinned. Rian always joined in the fights, and often dragged Valko along with him. “I remember we always used to skip them when we were younger, and they haven’t got any more interesting.”

      Valko felt his stomach lurch with foreboding. He was about to take another sip of beer when Rian punched him so hard in the face he crashed into the refrigerator.

      What the fuck?

      He growled, flipped to his feet, and felt his tender jaw. For a second he thought maybe Rian was playing a game. They’d often had mock fights what had gotten a little bloody. Maybe this was one of them.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Valko demanded.

      But he knew this was no game. The stench of hatred radiating from his friend was palpable, as was the smell of dozens of other unfamiliar werewolves near the house.

      “I’m taking what should be mine,” Rian confessed.

      “My family worked hard to build this business and…”

      Rian shook his head. “I’m not talking about the house or the business. I know your father worked hard for it. I’m talking about your status as an alpha family. It should be mine.”

      Valko wanted answers but he knew he’d never get them. Whatever was happening meant his family was going to die. He had to protect them to the end.

      If this is the day I die then so be it.

      He growled and punched Rian. Even as they fought, trashing the kitchen, he could hear more fighting going on upstairs. He felt his parents anger and fear and joy of the fight. They could take care of themselves.

      There was the sound of a shotgun. Valko screamed as buckshot exploded across his back. He fell down onto his knees as he heard more feet rush into the kitchen. He was surrounded. He couldn’t move. His spine felt like it had shattered.

      “Secure the house,” Rian ordered.

      “What about the elders?” someone asked.

      I know that voice! That’s Dad’s friend, Coy!

      “Don’t kill them,” said Rian. “Keep them alive.”

      Valko crawled across the ice cold kitchen tiles, making for the back door. Every inch was agony as the buckshot wormed its way through the flesh on his back.

      A wolf bit him on the foot, and tugged at him like he was a chew toy. Valko kicked back, and heard a squeal of pain. He staggered to his feet, ready to grab the door, but he found it locked.

      He turned back. There were a dozen wolves staring at him. Their eyes were aglow in the semi-darkness of the kitchen. Each one was growling, hackles raised, ready to fight.

      “Stop this,” Valko called. “My parents will…”

      He heard Vasilka scream in terror. He roared and charged forward, into the melee of fur and teeth. They ripped at him, bit him. Blood flew and claws gouged, but all Valko could think about was his sister.

      Vasilka…

      I have to save her!

      When the wolves brought him down, their teeth ripping into every part of his body, all he could hear was his sister’s dying shrieks.
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      Valko howled.

      “I have to get to them!” he shouted. “I have to…”

      She pushed him back down onto the bed. “You’re still not healed properly. Don’t push yourself.”

      “They could still be alive.”

      “Do you want to die? You’ll be no good to your family then.”

      He huffed. “Fine.”

      He heeded her protests, and pressed his head back against the pillow.  She was right. He’d been shot and stabbed and torn apart by a dozen different wolves. He was surprised he wasn’t dead already.

      I should be dead.

      “They could’ve killed me,” he whispered.

      “You were too fast for them,” she said.

      He shook his head. “I was betrayed. There were dozens of them. I should have died.”

      He didn’t understand it. Rian was better than this. If he truly wanted him dead, then Valko would be dead. Rian had either severely underestimated his best friend, or he’d been allowed to get away with his life. That was the only explanation.

      Valko dismissed that thought. Rian had murdered his sister, taken his family hostage, taken his whole life. He would have given one hundred percent in trying to take Valko’s life.

      “Sleep,” Alanna instructed.

      He yawned, tiredness overtaking him. “Perhaps. Just for a while.”

      He closed his eyes and fell into an instant sleep.
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      Valko woke with a start. Bright, fresh sunlight made patterns in the shadows of the cabin. He yawned, stretching, forgetting for a moment the bad shape his body was in.

      Shit! That’s painful!

      He could hear banging. It sounded like someone was repeatedly hitting something with a hammer. It reminded him of the metal forge on the family estate, the one operated by Rian.

      “Alanna?” he called.

      He pulled himself out of bed. He was dressed in just a pair of black boxer shorts that had seen better days.

      I was naked the other day.

      He figured he must have slept longer than he’d imagined.

      He cursed when he saw the damage done to his body. He would scar, no matter his healing abilities. His skin would be riddled with signs that he’d been betrayed. He’d never be able to get away from it.

      He traced his hand across his abdomen, and felt the thick, puckish scar. He vaguely remembered seeing his intestines trickling from a gash on his stomach, trailing behind him as he crawled to safety.

      The stitches have been removed already. I really have been out for a long time; maybe at least four or five days.

      He shuddered and took a step forward. His legs gave out under him; he fell, and banged his head against the side of the bed. The toes on his right foot were missing, though they were slowly growing back. They looked like tiny flesh lumps. It was horrifying.

      They tried to kill me and they failed.

      He couldn’t help but emit a bitter laugh. He’d been mauled and shot and stabbed. They’d ripped out his intestines and chewed off half of his foot, but he’d still escaped. He was the luckiest wolf alive.

      The banging stopped.

      “Rian will pay for this,” he whispered.

      He pulled himself back into bed and pulled the covers up just as Alanna entered. She must have been in the barn, seeing to the cow. But what had she been hammering? Did she have her own forge hidden away somewhere?

      “You got out of bed and hurt yourself,” she stated as she rushed to his bedside. “That was idiotic.”

      Her clothes had dust on them. He could smell earth and grime as well as cow manure. Her stench was quite potent.

      “A wolf doesn’t like to be still,” he said as he tried to make himself comfortable. His ass ached, only confirming once more that he’d been in this bed a long time. “A wolf likes to roam.”

      She went into her room, and left the door half ajar. He sat up in bed, peeking, only catching a glimpse of her naked shoulder as she changed clothes. Her back was freckled and soft, and it aroused him. It had been a long time since he’d been intimate with a woman. Too long.

      He’d never really learned to trust again after Karin’s betrayal. The only reason he’d forgiven her was because she was friends with Vasilka. Now he wished he’d been more active, pursued a relationship with someone else. It would have been nice to see the look on his parents’ faces when presented with their first grandchild.

      They could still be alive! I might still have that chance!

      Alanna charged back into the room, wearing almost identical clothing. She grinned down at him.

      “The freckles reach all the way to my bottom,” she said playfully.

      He laughed. “You’ve seen me naked. It’s only fair.”

      “Did you like what you saw?”

      “Did you?”

      She turned her back on him and started on breakfast. Soon the tantalizing aromas of frying bacon and scrambled eggs filled the cabin. Valko wondered for a second where she got the bacon before deciding he didn’t want to know. It smelled too good.

      She brought him his breakfast on a tray. It wasn’t bacon, but something else. It smelled more like deer.

      “You caught a deer for me?” he asked incredulously.

      He was impressed. He knew vampires had sneaky speed, but he didn’t know that they could hunt wild animals.

      “You needed to eat,” she said as she sat by the bed. “So I caught one.”

      He took the piece of seared deer meat and bit into it. Juices flowed into his mouth and he sighed with delirium. It was perfect, cooked just the way he liked it.

      She watched him as he ate. He had a feeling she wanted to say something but was afraid to. Maybe she had a craving for human food? Valko couldn’t imagine living an immortal life without bacon, chocolate, and spaghetti. It would be hell.

      “You said things in your sleep,” she said casually.

      “I’ve been told I tend to talk in my sleep,” he admitted.

      “I know you’re feeling helpless right now. I know you’re worried for your family. But…”

      “Just let me eat.”

      She nodded her head and left to tidy up in the kitchen. Valko continued to eat, thought he felt a little guilty for snapping at her. It wasn’t her fault. She’d saved him. She deserved better than his frayed temper and self pity.

      He swallowed the last of the meat and said, “I’m sorry. I know you’re only trying to help.”

      She ignored him, continuing to wash plates in the sink. She made a little bit more noise than anyone doing the dishes would normally make.

      Why do I feel like we’re an old married couple already?

      For some reason the idea amused him.
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      Their routine continued like this for five days straight. Breakfast. Light lunch. Stew for dinner. They talked amiably, though infrequently. She was good company, even though he itched to heal and help his family.

      “Can you switch the TV on?” he asked. “I’d like to watch the news.”

      “I doubt there’d be news of your family on the TV,” she said frostily. “It’s just daytime stuff on right now.”

      “To be perfectly honest… this is a little embarrassing… “Days of Our Lives” is about to start. I haven’t missed an episode since it started.”

      She turned to him with a grin on her face. “Neither have I.”

      She sighed and washed her hands with a towel before going over to the tiny television set.

      “It doesn’t work,” she said. “Damn. I forgot.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” said Valko. “I can live without it.”

      She stormed off back into the barn, leaving Valko confused. Was the TV that important to her, or had he missed something?

      She’s odd.

      He continued with his breakfast, his mind going inexorably back to the pattern of freckles on Alanna’s back.
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      It was barely an hour later when he heard the static buzz of a radio signal. He looked up from his bed, surprised that he’d been dozing off, to find Alanna messing about with a small FM radio. The small device looked almost as ancient as the trees around the cabin.

      “Silence is not golden,” she told him.

      “I could do with some music,” he said.

      She fiddled around with the dial a bit more until something came on. It was Duran Duran. Valko loved Duran Duran.

      “Modern music is garbage,” Alanna muttered, and changed the channel. Valko groaned, but she ignored him, turning the dial until she picked up classical music. He had no idea who’d composed it, and he wasn’t sure he liked it, but it was comforting. “There. Something decent.”

      He noticed a glass of blood next to the kitchen sink. It had her lip marks on the edge of it.

      “So what are we going to do today?” he asked. He felt in a jovial mood, despite the pain, both emotional and physical.

      “You’re not doing anything,” she declared as she grabbed her glass of blood. He actually felt a little nauseous when she drank from it. “I have some errands to run.”

      He felt nervous, anxious. The thought of being left alone terrified him so deeply it made him feel ashamed. Yet it was the truth. He was vulnerable. If Rian found him all he could do was close his eyes and wait for death.

      “Where are you going?” he asked.

      Don’t sound needy, Valko. You’re a wolf. You’re stronger than this.

      “I need to get a new TV,” she said as she gave one heartfelt glance towards the broken set. “I definitely need a new TV.”

      “I still find it odd that you enjoy television,” he remarked.

      “Hermits can watch television.”

      “You just don’t seem the type.”

      She leaned in close over the bed, and inspected the wounds on his abdomen with her slender fingers. Her nails were bitten to the quick. It seemed she was as anxious as he was.

      “There’s nothing much to do here,” she said, as she idly picked off a scab of old skin from one of Valko’s abs. The act was curiously erotic. “Besides, I thought we bonded over our love of a silly soap opera?”

      She glared at him, their eyes locked onto each other. Valko felt as if he could peer into her very soul. He felt her loneliness. He felt that such a simple thing as a television set was something that drove away boredom and insanity. He felt her.

      “Are you a mind reader?” he asked.

      “No,” she said. “I’m just…checking out your eyes. You still seem a tad lethargic.” She stroked her hands across his jaw. “I can feel little hairs coming through where the wolf bit you. Your beard will be thick and glorious in no time.”

      She pulled her hand away quickly, fanging out. She turned away from him as if ashamed.

      “What is it?” he asked. “Alanna?”

      “I better go,” she said, standing up. “It’s a long trek into town, and it's started snowing again.”

      Her fangs had retracted now, which made her face pale and pretty again. Not that she wasn’t pretty when she was in full vampire mode, just different.

      Vampires usually tend to fang out uncontrollably when they’re angry or scared…or full of sexual desire.

      “What am I supposed to do while you’re gone?” he asked.

      As she was pulling on her coat, she turned to him, her face sober, and said, “Heal.”
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      The journey into town was as long and tedious as Alanna had anticipated. The snow was thick now, which impeded her progress. Even someone with vampire strength found wading through thick snow piles a chore.

      When she reached the edge of town, she stopped. Little had changed, even after twenty years. The buildings were wooden and rustic, charming. There was some sort of café called Burger King where the hardware store used to be, and parts of the road were paved with tarmac, but it was all familiar. It even smelled the same.

      She stopped outside Yolanda’s Salon. Alanna remembered popping in here in the early sixties. Trade had been brisk. People weren’t willing to get their hair cut by a black woman back then. She wasn’t sure why. The thoughts and prejudices of humans often eluded her.

      She peered through the window, and found that Yolanda was now in her late fifties. She was as bright and bubbly as ever and the salon was full with both blacks and whites. They looked happy. Yolanda looked happy.

      Things change.

      Alanna briefly wondered what was happening in Pod’s Mill right now. The last she’d heard it was still prospering, still a center for witches the world over, though that had been fifty years ago. For all she knew it had been bombed during World War 2 or flooded or anything. She was surprised she actually cared, even after what they’d done to her.

      She ignored the morbid thoughts in her head and stepped into the salon. It was about time she did something different with her hair.
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      Alanna exited the salon, feeling confident and sexy, even as the wind and flurries of snow threatened to obliterate her new hairdo. Yolanda had assured her the style was all the rage in the magazines. She hadn’t been sure at first until she’d looked in the mirror and gasped at the changes the stylist had wrought.

      I look like a different woman.

      She hurried for the general store, hoping the wind would die down after she’d made her purchases. She didn’t want her new hairdo ruined before she even got home.

      She stopped, suddenly wondering why it was important that Valko saw the new her.

      He’s just a man.

      She shook her head, rumbling any thoughts that tried to surface. She didn’t have time for this.

      “Are you okay?” a tiny voice asked.

      There was a small boy sat outside the general store on a bench. He was wrapped up in several layers of coats and hats and gloves. The only thing she could make out was his mischievous face and a nose that was red from the biting cold.

      “The wind is messing up my hair,” she complained.

      “You look like a scarecrow,” said the boy.

      Alanna laughed. “Maybe I do.”

      She peered inside the general store, and found that things were vastly different. There were huge freezers and shelves upon shelves of candy bars she’d never heard of. The store had been extended too, making it three times the size it was back in the sixties.

      “When did things change so much?” she whispered.

      “Grandpa got a bank loan a few years ago,” said the boy. “He said he had to compete with the big stores.”

      She ignored the boy and entered the store. It was warm inside, though it bothered her as much as the cold outside. Wearing thick layers of clothing made moving about awkward, but she could hardly walk around outside as if the weather didn’t bother her. The humans would think she had a death wish.

      The first thing to catch her eye was a bookshelf. She grinned and headed over to it, delighted to find batches of books from new authors she’d never heard of before. She giddily read the backs of each one, hoping to find something that spoke to her, pulled her in with a promise of mystery, romance, and thrills.

      “Haven’t seen you in a while,” said a croaky voice behind her.

      She’d heard the owner walking up behind her but had been too engrossed in the first chapter of The Shining to notice. This Stephen King was a writer that chilled her. She loved it.

      She turned to him, suddenly registering his words. He recognized her, even after all this time.

      “What can I get you?” he asked.

      She studied him for a moment. He was called Adrian Remington. He owned the general store. He’d lost a hand during World War 2, and wore an eerie looking prosthetic. It hadn’t bothered him, though. She remembered him as a happy man, content with his life, glad to be alive. Though he was grey haired now, more wrinkled, he still seemed happy.

      “Just browsing through the books at the moment,” she said, smiling at him to assure him she needed no help. “There’s so much to choose from. I’m not sure where to start.”

      She continued to read as he pottered about the store, stacking shelves, muttering about the big chain store eating up all his business. It felt nice. It felt normal.

      I wonder how Valko is getting on.

      “It must be cold up there,” Adrian said, startling her.

      She nodded. “It is.”

      “You sure you wouldn’t like to move into the village?”

      “I’m sure.”

      She placed the Stephen King book into her basket, followed by three more books by the same author. She couldn’t wait to get sucked into them back home.

      “The last time I saw you, my daughter was just starting kindergarten,” Adrian explained. He watched her as she browsed the shocking number of new candy bars on display. She shoved a few into her basket, and hoped Valko had a sweet tooth. “Now she’s just graduated from college. It took a while, and a few extra jobs on the side, but she managed it.”

      Valko did mention Tootsie Rolls the other day. I wonder if they have any?

      “You must be proud of her,” said Alanna.

      She stopped, deciding it was rude of her to shop while Adrian talked. He wasn’t annoying her, not really. She just didn’t want him to study her too closely and notice that she hadn’t aged in twenty years.

      “She wants to be a lawyer,” said Adrian dourly.

      “Not all lawyers are evil,” she reminded him. “I’m sure you raised her to be a good person.”

      He smiled. “I sure did. It was difficult for a while after my wife passed away, but the town helped. I couldn’t have done it without their support.”

      Alanna felt a cloud of sadness. Small towns always helped out those less fortunate among them. They helped with food and babysitting and just being there as comfort during the hard times. That’s one of the things she missed most about Pod’s Mill apart from her family.

      Adrian watched her for a few seconds before saying, “You haven’t aged a day since the last time you came in two decades ago.”

      He knows.

      “I don’t laugh,” said Alanna, turning away, paranoid of his scrutiny. “Laughter ages you.”

      “I had my suspicions back then, but now…are you a vampire?”

      Alanna kept her back towards him, knowing her time was up. She had to flee now.

      “Don’t be absurd,” she said, eyes on the door.

      “There’s a legend round these parts that a vampire settled here once upon a time.”

      She turned back to him, instinctively aware that Adrian wasn’t scared of her. He wasn’t threatening her with his knowledge, either. He was merely informing her that he knew what she was. He posed no threat.

      “I’ve heard it,” she acknowledged him, curious to hear what he knew about the subject. “She was called Desdemona, or something flowery like that.”

      She knew very well what her name was. She just wanted to draw the information out of him, to see how much he knew.

      “Yes, Desdemona,” said Adrian. “Desdemona.”

      He seemed energized. Alanna knew this was probably the first time in his life he’d had the opportunity to talk about this with an actual vampire. His enthusiasm was kind of infectious.

      He continued. “The legend also says she turned herself back into a human and had children, and then died of old age.”

      Alanna latched onto this bit of information. She knew this too, but not the whole story.

      This is what I’ve been waiting for.

      “It’s not possible for vampires to turn back into humans,” she said, remembering her lore. “Witches have tried for millennia. It’s impossible. Once you’ve been turned, that’s it.”

      “They can’t, not normally, but she could,” said Adrian. “Only she could, and she did.”

      Alanna found herself desperate for more information. How could she have known that a simple human would know what she’d been searching for this whole time?

      “I know this town was once a test subject for a supernatural village in the New World,” said Adrian.

      Alanna was surprised yet again. “So you really do know what I am. You’re not just fishing.”

      “I can’t talk in here,” he said. “Let me shut up shop and we can talk privately.”

      She smiled, suddenly glad her TV had given up the ghost.
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      Adrian placed an A4 sized, hardbound book onto the coffee table in front of her. She placed her hand on it, but felt nothing. It was old, ancient, but all she felt was its leather binding.

      No,no…I feel something. I feel that this book is cherished.

      “What’s this?” she asked.

      The apartment above the store where Adrian lived was still stuck in the sixties, packed full of memorabilia of The Beatles. Alanna had heard them on the radio way back when, but they hadn’t excited her too much. The rest of the apartment was decorated with photos of Adrian’s family and friends, including the cheeky grandson she’d met outside. He’d been lucky to be surrounded by so much love.

      “This is the family journal, going all the way back to Desdemona,” Adrian explained.

      Alanna was shocked. “You’re related to Desdemona?

      “Yes.”

      She couldn’t believe it. She’d known in her heart that Desdemona had become human again but to actually find evidence of it was extraordinary.

      My plans aren’t foolish after all.

      “Then it’s true,” said Alanna, still unable to keep the amazement out of her voice. “She really did turn herself human again.”

      He nodded. “And she banded together with some other humans and threw what little supernatural beings there were out of town. She wanted nothing to do with vampires and weres and witches after that.”

      This was a part of the legend that Alanna didn’t know.

      “But why?” she asked. “Did the other vampires resent her, or did they want the cure, or whatever it was, for themselves?”

      Adrian stared at the journal for a few moments. “She did some bad things as a vampire. She wanted to keep as far away from the supernatural community as she could. It just reminded her of the horrors she’d committed.”

      “I know how she feels,” Alanna admitted sourly.

      Adrian looked into her eyes, suddenly nervous. “So you’re a bad vampire? Am I safe?”

      “You’re perfectly safe. Your blood is full of cholesterol anyway.”

      He closed the book, which cut her off from asking more questions. She needed to know more about Desdemona and her history. How was she supposed to know if she was on the right track otherwise?

      All I know is Desdemona used an enchanted artefact to turn herself human.

      “I better be heading back,” she declared, standing up. “All I really came for was a new TV and some books.”

      She could see the thirst for knowledge on Adrian’s face, mainly because it mirrored her own. He wanted to know more too.

      “You can carry all that back by yourself?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she said. “I suppose. I do have vampire strength.”

      She started for the stairs, hoping to hear Adrian calling her back. He didn’t disappoint.

      “Let me do you a favor,” he declared. “Let me bring you your TV and books and stuff. It’s the least I can do.”

      “What do you get out of this?” she asked him.

      “I get the chance to talk to a vampire about her long life. I studied history at college. I love the past. You’re like a living embodiment of it.”

      “My past is quite boring. I was never in World War 2 or met Napoleon or anything like that.”

      “Please. Humor an old man.”

      Alanna said, “I wouldn’t normally invite people to my cabin, but… the more the merrier I guess.

      “You have another visitor?” he asked cautiously.

      “He won’t bother us.”

      She studied Adrian closely, going against her better judgment. She didn’t trust people, especially humans. She’d learned to exist on her own. It had been safer that way. Yet now, in the space of a few days, she had a wolf in her home, and she was inviting a human to visit her. Her life had changed so quickly she hadn’t had a moment to process it.

      Do I want all these new people in my life?

      Will they betray me?

      She smiled as she thought about Valko’s eyes, and Adrian’s enthusiasm. She could trust these people.

      Alanna wanted to laugh, but she loved this old man already. He felt like a close friend.

      I never thought I’d say that ever again. Looking after Valko must have made me more sociable.

      “You look sad,” said Adrian.

      “I’m just not used to having visitors,” she admitted.
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      After they’d made plans for Adrian to visit the next day, Alanna left. She missed Adrian almost immediately. She hadn’t had a friend in such a long time. It felt good.

      She pulled her hood up as the wind and snow attacked her hair. There was no chance she could get back to her cabin with her new hairdo intact. Valko would never see it.

      And why do I care what he thinks?

      She was about to ponder that when she saw something across the street. An older man was standing outside the bakery, staring through the frosted glass inside. Something unnerved her about him.

      She crossed the road, passing inches by him, and continued on her way. Her vampire senses told her several things almost instantly. The man had a slightly faster heartbeat than normal humans, and he smelled of wet fur.

      He was a werewolf.

      “I didn’t know there were vampires in town,” a voice called out.

      She stopped, the werewolf’s words freezing her. If she ran it would be suspicious. If she talked to him he might sense that she was lying to him. There was only one way out of this.

      “Can I ask you a few questions?” he asked.

      She turned to him, and offered him a sweet smile. It was time to bring her alter ego out of retirement, the persona she used on the odd occasion a supernatural threatened her existence.

      “You’re a wolfie,” she said with a childish giggle. She ran forward and started to stroke his face, which put him off guard. He was so shocked he didn’t even try to stop her. “I love wolves!”

      Puzzled, he said, “Erm…have you seen another wolf around here?”

      “I don’t see anything,” she said. Her voice was high pitched, almost drunk. “I’ve lived a very long time.”

      It was common knowledge that some longer lived beings, such as vampires and demons, came to tire of their long life. In their later years, they would regress, acting odd, childlike, reliving old memories as if they were happening currently. It was a sort of supernatural senility. Most beings like this were “put down” for their own sake, and that of the community.

      “Thank you,” said the man.

      “I used to make love to a wolfie just like you,” she said as she stroked his chest. “Are you him? Are you here to ravage me?” She gasped. “You are him! You came back!”

      He started to walk quickly away. Alanna shouted, “Can I see your tail? Oh please! Please!”

      When he hurried around a street corner she couldn’t help but laugh. She loved dotty Alanna.
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      Alanna pushed the door closed as snow flakes blasted into the cabin. She locked it, and hoped to never set foot outside again for a long time.

      I hope Adrian can get here in this weather. He’s old.

      She still couldn’t believe she’d invited a virtual stranger to her cabin. It was so out of character. What if it had nothing to do with her being lonely? What if she’d subconsciously fixated on Adrian’s human blood and had invited him over to kill him?

      No.

      She’s had a moment of uncertainty, that was all. She was a vampire. It was in her nature to seek out warm sources of blood. Cow blood sustained her now. It was just as good.

      Not really, but I have to tell myself that.

      The bed was empty.

      “Valko?” she called.

      She inhaled through her nostrils but couldn’t smell anything. Her nose was too cold.

      Shit!

      She pulled off her coat, threw it on the floor, and readied herself. She’d never fought a wolf before, but knew she could do it. She was strong. A shifter could never best her.

      The door to the barn was open.

      Alanna charged forward, a sudden realization dawning. She should never have left him on his own to wander around and snoop in places he didn’t belong.

      “Valko!” she bellowed.

      She watched him emerging from the small basement door in the corner of the barn. He was filthy, covered in dirt. He didn’t look guilty for invading her privacy, only defiant.

      “What were you doing down there?” she demanded.

      He eyed her balefully before saying, “Explain.”
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      Valko waited a good ten minutes after Alanna had left before he climbed out of bed again. He needed to get some things done before she came back, and he didn’t want her watching. This was personal.

      Ever since waking up, he’d felt disconnected from the wolf inside him. The wolf wasn’t a separate being. They were one. But when he was human, he could feel the shifter part of him, the animal part. It comforted him to know it was always there. He only felt a slither of it now, almost as if that part of him was sleeping.

      He pulled his boxers off and flung them on the floor. He always felt free when he was naked. The feel of the air on his privates was sensational.

      It’s time to see if I’m wrong about my suspicions.

      Changing into his wolf form was an almost instantaneous experience, though it still required immense mental discipline. It had been harder when he was younger, less developed. Shifters didn’t usually start changing until they hit puberty. Trying to control his raging hormones as well as night time morphing into wolves was hard.

      Not as hard as it was now. He couldn’t change at all.

      “Come on,” he shouted, balling his hands into fists. “Come on!”

      He could feel his wolf part struggling to get out but it wouldn’t come. It was tired and defeated and healing, just like he was.

      They hurt me so badly I can’t even change into my fucking wolf!

      He roared, wanting to smash something, anything, to vent his anger. He loathed to desecrate the vampire’s home, but he had to do something or he’d implode. He located Alanna’s broken TV and smashed his fist through it. Shards of glass embedded themselves in his skin but he felt magnificent, even as his blood dripped onto the floor.

      He shook his head to clear his thoughts. He still didn’t feel any better, and now he was cold. Really cold.

      I need something to wear.

      He pulled on his boxers and used his senses to sniff out his old clothes. Surely they weren't a total write-off?

      He found them under the sink. His shirt and jeans, even his boots, were mere shreds of fabric, which were covered with blood. He could still smell Rian and Coy and the others on them, too. At least he’d drawn his enemy’s blood while they were ruthlessly trying to murder him.

      He shivered, feeling the cold more than ever. He hadn’t noticed it before because he’d had a fever, but now the low temperature bit his skin like a mosquito.

      I’m not going to die of hypothermia. I wouldn’t give Rian the satisfaction.

      He crossed over to Alanna’s room. The door was left wide open. He went inside, and found it small but homely. He pushed aside thoughts that intruding into her privacy was wrong. He needed clothes.

      The bed was made, covered with a many-colored quilt that looked cozy. A bedside table contained a black and white photograph of an old woman who had Alanna’s piercing eyes. Was it her mother? Sister? For all he knew, it was her great-granddaughter.

      He checked her closets, and found simple clothing for women. He could smell the musk of a man, though. It was light, but it was here, somewhere in this tiny, cell like room.

      His senses brought him to another, smaller closet near the window. He opened it to find several piles of men’s clothing, all neatly piled. He brought a pair of grey pants to his nose, inhaling its scent. It was familiar.

      “Grandfather?” he whispered.

      Alanna must have cared for his grandfather more than she’d let on. Why else would she keep his clothes? And why would Grandfather leave his clothes behind in the first place? It was weird.

      He pulled out a black sweater to go with the pants. They were a tight fit, but they instantly pushed away the cold that nibbled at him. He felt good in them, almost as if he were honoring his grandfather’s memory.

      He found a massive pair of black hobnail boots, which also smelled of his grandfather. He pulled them on, and found that they fit perfectly. The men of his family always had big feet, and even some of the women, too. They’d always had to have their shoes specially made.

      “Thanks,” he said, and sent his prayers out to his grandfather.
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      Valko spent the next half hour cleaning up the mess he’d made with the broken TV and wandering around the cabin. It was bigger inside than he’d first imagined. Aside from the main part of the house, which contained the kitchen, a small living room area, and his own bed, there was Alanna’s room, and another smaller room which served as a library. The vampire had hundreds of books, many of them first editions. He didn’t read much, mainly spy thrillers, but he was quite impressed by her small collection.

      Thrillers, horrors, literary classics…and spell books?

      Vampires couldn’t perform magic. What did she need with spell books?

      There was a fading map on the wall of the area. Mining tunnels were drawn on it. Several dozen of them were crossed out with a pencil.

      “Odd,” he whispered.

      He thought back to the hammering noises he’d heard the other night. Maybe they weren’t the noise of a hammer on metal at all.

      He made his way into the barn, and the smell of his own blood assaulted him almost immediately, like a thwack to the head. He could almost make out the outline of a body in the corner made from dried blood. How could he have survived losing so much blood? It didn’t appear possible, yet here he was, snooping around a barn owned by a reclusive vampire.

      He smiled at the cow, whose tail wagged in greeting. He patted her on the head. She seemed to enjoy it.

      “How you doing today?” he asked pleasantly.

      He’d grown up around cattle his entire life. He’d milked his first cow when he was just five. He’d learned to ride a horse not much later. Beguiling animals was as second nature to him as his own breathing.

      There was a bucket and a hose nearby on a wooden table. Both were stained with blood. He looked back at the cow, and noticed several healed wounds around her body.

      She lived off the cow.

      He stroked the cow again, and felt a little sorry for it. Did it know it was just food for Alanna? He knew cows weren’t as stupid as most people imagined, though they were pretty dumb.

      “Are you okay, sweetie?” he asked.

      The cow’s tail continued to swish. She seemed happy enough, even contented. He could feel it.

      He moved away from the cow, who seemed content to follow him around like a lost puppy. He found some sort of doorway into a basement type area. He pulled it open, and coughed at all the dust and stale air that shot up his nostrils.

      “I wonder where this leads?” he pondered.

      He walked down a length of wooden steps, and found himself in the basement. The walls were rock, none of them reinforced by wooden beams like in most basement and mines. The place was empty apart from rows of shelves that contained empty glass jars. Were they pickle jars? Jam jars? Leftovers from a previous owner?

      He picked up one the jars and opened the lid. It smelled of old blood inside.

      This must be where she stored blood. It’d be kept cool down here.

      His theory was proven when he found a single glass jar filled with blood. Even through the lid, he knew the blood was ready to go off any day now.

      There was a cold draught blowing in from somewhere.

      He looked around a bit more, and found another doorway. It was bolted shut.

      What is she keeping down here?

      He pulled across the bolt and opened the door. A small, barely perceptible cold wind hit his face. It was coming from some sort of mine shaft. He stepped through the door and followed a long corridor hewn from the rock. It was cold down here, really cold. The air smelled of stale dirt. It was creepy.

      After ten minutes, Valko realized he was lost. There were so many tunnels, all of them seemingly picked at with an axe. He knew without a doubt that Alanna had done this. Alone. It must have taken her decades, maybe longer, to create so many tunnels underground. The work must have been backbreaking and arduous and lonely, even for a vampire. What was she looking for? What was so important that she had to spend so much of her life digging?

      He leaned against the wall, and tried to remember the way back. He was normally good with memorizing things and reading maps, but he’d been so confused about why Alanna was digging tunnels, he’d lost his train of thought.

      Shit. The last thing I need is to get lost down here for all eternity.

      He closed his eyes, and put himself in the mind of a wolf. The wolf would remember. A wolf always knew which way to go.

      He caught hold of something in his mind. It was the wolf. He grinned, grabbing on to it. He thought he felt the change starting inside him.

      Yes! Come on!

      But the wolf still wouldn’t come. It was so tantalizingly close that he could almost feel the fur sprouting from his back and the claws exploding from his fingers.

      “No!” he screamed. His voice echoed around the tunnels, despair ridden and full of self pity. “Damn it!”

      He knew he had to wait and heal. The wolf would come. Yet not being able to change was torture. He was disconnected from himself. He was barred from being who he was.

      The wolf isn’t wholly what I am, who I am, but…

      He noticed a pick axe that leaned against the chipped wall. He picked it up, and found that it was drenched with Alanna’s scent. His curiosity pushed aside his terror of not being able to change, at least for the time being.

      “What are you doing down here?”

      He propped the axe where he’d found it, and made his way out. The tunnels weren’t nearly as long or as complex as he’d imagined. Maybe he’d just been so horrified at the thought of being stuck underground that he’d lost his mind a little.

      He closed the basement door, and found that the cow had her attention placed elsewhere. Alanna was standing there, watching him.
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      “What were you doing down there?” she asked again.

      He was dressed in his grandfather’s clothes. They looked good on him. So good that it made her miss the man more than ever. They even looked the same. It was eerily uncanny.

      He’s been snooping through my things. That’s the only way he could’ve gotten those clothes.

      He crossed his arms defiantly. “You have a mine.”

      “It’s just an old gold mine,” she stated. Bella was swishing her tail, staring at him with loving eyes. Traitor. “I store blood down there to keep it cool.”

      “There’s evidence of recent activity. You’re digging for something.”

      “You had no right to go snooping through my things and steal my clothes!”

      She turned her back on him and stormed into the main part of the cabin. She went into her bedroom, and found everything neat and tidy and as she’d left it. He hadn’t made a mess, which was a good thing.

      “I was cold,” he said behind her, following her into her room. “Did you expect me to parade around naked all the time?”

      “I expect you to respect my privacy!” she shouted.

      She pushed him away and slammed the door in his face.

      “I’m sorry,” he called.

      Alanna ignored him. She felt like a petulant child but she couldn’t help it. All she had in the world was contained in this house. It felt like a violation to have someone look at her things.

      The door creaked open. Alanna fanged out, desperately wanting to hurt somebody. When Valko didn’t shy away from her anger she sighed and sat back on her bed. She could feel safe around him.

      “I won’t snoop again,” he told her. “I promise.”

      “Maybe I should never have been so secretive,” she admitted. She patted the bed beside her. He sat down uncomfortably close, their knees touching. He smelled good. Really good. “Perhaps it’s time I opened up. You told me how you got to be here. It’s only fair I do the same.”

      “You don’t have to.”

      She shook her head. “I have to. I really have to.”

      She looked at the framed photo on her bedside cabinet. Her sister had been so beautiful, even at ninety-eight years old. The past seemed so far away, even if the memories were available at the drop of a hat.

      She cleared her throat. “Let me tell you a story of regret and murder.”
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      When she was finished, she let Valko digest her tale. She didn’t tell him anything that had happened since she'd left Pod’s Mill. There wasn’t anything to tell really. Nothing of precedence happened. Her life had been one long, lonely voyage ever since.

      Even the time I spent with Valko’s grandfather was anti-climactic. He could never love me like I wanted.

      “I won’t ever regret killing that monster. No matter what the sheriff insisted, I knew he would’ve gotten away with it. I knew it. People like Randall need to be put in their place. People like him need to…” She shook her head and stood up. “I’m sorry. That’s the old, angry, bitter me resurfacing. I’m sorry.”

      Even now she was appalled at what killing Randall had turned her into. That cold, vicious murderer seemed like another person, someone she’d seen off a long time ago.

      “He deserved it,” said Valko.

      She nodded. “I know.”

      She ignored his pitying looks and stalked away, eager to put this conversation behind them. She didn’t want to talk about Randall ever again. She didn’t even want to think about that creature, that sad excuse for a human being.

      But by God I wished he were alive so I could kill that bastard all over again.

      Alanna couldn’t help but grin. She’d enjoyed killing Randall.

      “You never did answer me about the mine,” Valko called as he followed her into the main part of the cabin. She looked around, and found the place dirty and quaint. She didn’t want Adrian to think she was primitive. It needed a clean up. “Alanna?”

      She picked up her dust pan and brush, ready to sweep the floor. It was already clean.

      He cleaned while I was out? How odd.

      She went to the sink and started to fill it up with water. There were still a few dirty dishes. It wouldn’t do for Adrian to see dirty dishes all piled up.

      She felt his towering presence behind her. She actually felt a little intimidated, though not because she was scared of him. She knew she could kill him in a matter of seconds.

      I’m attracted to him.

      Is it because he looks so much like his namesake, or is it just him?

      Maybe it’s a combination of both.

      “I’m prospecting for gold,” she said, which wasn’t technically a lie. She had found the odd bit of gold on occasion. “I can’t live off thin air. Occasionally I find a few nuggets and I take them into town and I exchange them for money.”

      “Oh,” he said, disappointed.

      She put the last of the dishes into the sink and turned to him. She felt smug, like she’d bested him. It felt good.

      “You seem much better now that you’re rummaging through my home,” she said. “Tell me how you are.”

      “You seem to be in higher spirits too,” he said.

      She nodded. “It was nice, going out. I suppose I missed interacting with people.”

      She was about to tell him about Adrian’s impending visit when he said, “You have a nice smile.”

      He was so close now he was practically in her face. The shirt he was wearing was tight, and emphasized his muscles. She’s had plenty of opportunities to study his naked form before, and she’s been gobsmacked by how beautiful he was. Yet seeing him so casual, unaware of how sensual he seemed to be acting towards her, made him even more beautiful.

      He has to know he’s flirting with me. He’s not stupid.

      “I don’t have many opportunities to smile,” she confessed.

      “Neither do I,” he said.

      She held her hand out, stroking his beard. It still hadn’t grown in properly because of the damage done to his jaw. It might never grow properly again, which was a shame. The feel of the soft hairs on the tips of her fingers made her tingle.

      He looks so much like him…

      She pulled her hand away, suddenly afraid. She didn’t want to be rejected again, forced to live alone again. When Valko was healed, he would leave her. His family would always come first, and she respected that. Why put herself through more heartbreak when she didn’t have to?

      “You’re trembling,” he whispered.

      “You’re being presumptuous,” she snapped.

      “You were the one who touched my beard.” He studied her long and hard before adding, “You can touch it again if you want.”

      She held her hand out, wanting to touch him, to feel him. When she tried to pull back he grabbed her hand, softly.

      “What are you doing?” she demanded.

      “You’re not struggling,” he said.

      He began to knead the back of her hand with his thumb, slowly and sensuously. It felt so good she almost groaned. His fingers were thick, calloused, proper working hands. These hands could work magic.

      “I tried to change into a wolf,” he said as he worked away.

      She looked up into his eyes. “It didn’t work.”

      “How did you know?” he asked.

      She pulled her hand away and leaned against the sink. From this angle she could see the front window, which was piling up with snow. Adrian would never be able to get through in this weather. But what if he tried and ended up getting himself killed?

      I have to go back and warn him.

      “How did you know?” he asked again.

      “You’re too weak,” she told him. “Plus there’s probably a psychological issue at work too.”

      Adrian isn’t an idiot. He won’t come if he knows he can’t make it.

      He lifted one eyebrow curiously. “I’m not sure I know what you mean.”

      She brought herself fully back to the conversation in hand, as much as she regretted looking into his eyes. “I heard your story. I know how you feel. That feeling of failure, of hopelessness, could stop you from turning.”

      He appeared to find the notion insulting. She hadn’t meant to upset him, only tell him the truth as she saw it.

      “Or I could just be too weak,” he said.

      She shrugged. “What do I know? I’m just guessing here.”

      “Maybe it’s a bit of both.” He turned away, looking torn. He sighed. “You’re right. I know you’re right. It’s just hard to admit.”

      He walked over to his bed and climbed back in it. He didn’t pull the covers over himself. He just stared at the ceiling, as if contemplating his entire existence. She knew how that felt. She’d been in that same frame of mind for nearly two-hundred years. It was exhausting.
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      During dinner Alanna thought about the werewolf she’d seen in town. She knew it was only a matter of time before they found Valko. He couldn’t hide forever. The thing she really wanted to know was: how come they hadn’t followed Valko’s scent back to her cabin? He’d left a trail of blood and matted fur. Even a normal human could track something like that.

      Something doesn’t add up.

      She thought about her journey through the forest into town. There hadn’t been a trail or a single drop of blood. She hadn’t smelled a single thing. If vampires knew one thing, it was the scent of blood.

      “So you’re a millionaire?” he asked.

      He seemed to be enjoying her stew a lot more today. He was positively wolfing it down. He was getting his energy back, healing faster. Pretty soon he’d be back to his fighting best.

      “Hardly,” she said. “Gold isn’t worth as much as it used to.”

      He rolled his eyes. “So you’re sticking with the gold thing?”

      “Don’t you roll your eyes at me. It’s really annoying.”

      He laughed, and she joined in. It felt good, natural. Valko’s namesake hadn’t had much of a sense of humor. Not that she didn’t blame him, after all he’d been through, but this stark difference between them made her like this Valko a little more.

      She watched him eat for a bit longer, her eyes mesmerized by his jawline and the way he chewed. He was methodical, chewing every morsel longer than she thought was necessary.

      “Why do you chew so much?” she asked.

      “It’s better for your digestion,” he said, mouth half full.

      Alanna’s stomach rumbled. It sounded like the roar of thunder in the silence of the cabin. Valko laughed again.

      “I like that you make me laugh,” he admitted. “Even though I should be an emotional wreck right about now.” She smiled, and he continued, “My grandmother, Valko’s daughter, taught me to always go through life with the positive, to smile. I’ve tried to adhere to that, even when… even when all I want to do is curl up and die.”

      He took a sip of water from a glass, and spilled some liquid onto his beard. She grabbed a towel and came to his aid, slowly wiping away the mess, taking care to linger.

      “I could’ve done that,” he insisted, staring up into her.

      She leaned down to kiss him, her hand dropping the towel onto the floor. Just as their lips were about to meet Alanna’s stomach made another almighty rumble.

      Maybe this is fate’s way of telling me I’m going to die alone.

      “I’m hungry,” she said as she pulled away, even though his lips had been so tantalizingly close she could almost taste him. “Do you want to watch me drain blood from my cow?”

      Why do I want him to find him me repulsive?

      “I’d rather stick razor blades down the backs of my fingernails,” he stated.

      She turned to him, peeved. “I don’t hurt her. I’d never put her in any pain. She’s family. She keeps me alive, and in return I keep her alive.”

      “As a blood bank.”

      He wasn’t angry now, just annoyed. She wasn’t surprised. He’d probably killed wild animals while in his wolf form.

      I should hope not. This is who I am. This is…

      She mentally told herself to shut up. He wasn’t starting an argument.

      “She’s family,” said Alanna, smiling, thinking about her bovine friend. “She’s the only companionship I’ve had for a long time.”

      He was inquisitive now, a look which made him very attractive.

      “She’s a cow,” he said.

      She held her hand out. “Come with me. I’ll show you. What else have you got to do?”

      When it looked like he was about to take her hand, she pulled it away from him. He actually seemed disappointed.

      Something crashed outside. Alanna and Valko both tensed.

      “What the hell was that?” Valko asked, rushing for the window.

      Did that werewolf follow me back? Are we in danger?

      Alanna crept for the front door, and checked the locks. She pushed Valko aside so that she could peer through the window. Through the frosty glass she could see that the boughs of a nearby tree had collapsed from the weight of the snow. She explained this to Valko.

      “It sounded like an avalanche,” he said, clearly rattled.

      “Don’t worry,” she said. “If there’s an avalanche, you’ll know it.”

      She closed the curtains, which blocked the view outside. She felt uneasy, like a metaphorical storm was on the way.
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      As Alanna led him into the barn, all Valko could think about was their almost kiss and the way that she’d touched his beard. She was obviously fighting very hard not to give in to temptation. He understood. She was lonely and didn’t want to be hurt.

      And when I’m healed, I’m leaving. I’ll probably never see her again.

      The thought of never seeing her again actually pained him. Not only had she saved his life, she’d come to mean a lot to him. Her secrets annoyed the shit out of him, but he could cope with that. He didn’t think he could cope without her in his life.

      Maybe I’m just developing feelings for her because she saved me life and nursed me. It’s called Florence Nightingale syndrome, or something like that.

      He told himself that must be the case. He didn’t have real feelings for her. He only thought he did.

      “This is Bella,” Alanna introduced.

      The cow appeared to smile at him. She came up to Alanna, rubbing her large nose against her arm like a cat marking its scent. If the poor animal didn’t have those wicked looking scars on her neck, he’d find it adorable.

      “Who am I to reprimand you?” he said as he stroked Bella. “As long as you’re not running around massacring humans…”

      “I was once tempted,” she admitted darkly. She looked at him, her hand idly stroking the soft fur on top of the cow’s head. “When I was exiled from my town, all I felt was rage. I wanted to kill them all. I wanted to bathe in their blood.”

      He could see violent lust creeping upon her face, her teeth slowly elongating, her eyes burning bright crimson. He didn’t back away. She’d never hurt him.

      She shook her head, the blood lust fading. “But I got over it. It took me a long time, but I got over it.”

      Valko had this overwhelming urge to hug her, to press his warmth against her body. He knew she hadn’t been hugged in a long time.

      She picked up her bucket and tube. He watched with disgust and fascination as she bit into Bella’s neck. The cow thrashed a little, but Alanna stroked her soothingly and told the animal she loved her and that she would never hurt her. She inserted the end of the tube into the vein and allowed the blood to drip slowly into the bucket.

      “She’s fine,” said Alanna, and gave Bella a kiss on the head, her hand still stroking her gently. The cow was content, almost purring. “Aren't you, my darling?”

      When the bucket was half full, Alanna pulled out the tube and wiped away any excess blood with a towel. The cow walked away and began drinking water from a small wooden trough.

      “She’s over fifty years old,” Alanna revealed.

      Valko nearly choked. “Are you kidding me?”

      “No,” she said, obviously enjoying his amazement. “It’s my cadou. I can… give extended life to living things.”

      Every vampire had a special ability, or a cadou. Some could read minds or turn into bats or control the weather, though most vampires mainly had mundane mind abilities. Only Dracula himself possessed a plethora of special abilities, mainly due to his advanced age, though his children were rumored to have multiple abilities of their own.

      “That’s quite a powerful ability,” he said, impressed. “I’ve never heard of anything like it, even among vampires.”

      “I’m unique,” she said.

      “Who sired you?”

      She looked uncomfortable for a moment. “It doesn’t matter who sired me. Bella has been with me for a long time. She’s my best friend.” She stared at the cow sadly before continuing, “She doesn’t have long left. I can’t make anything live forever.”

      He thought about his great-great-grandfather. The man had died when Valko was only ten, but at the time he’d seemed a robust and healthy man when the cancer took him, even though he must’ve been over a hundred years old. Had she used her cadou on him?

      Do I ask her, or is it a personal thing between just the two of them?

      “Have you used your ability on me?” he asked.

      She seemed highly offended. “No! I’d never do that without your consent. What kind of person do you take me for?”

      “But if I asked…”

      She drank some of the blood, wincing with distaste as she did so. He’d never considered that blood from different animals had different tastes. He’d just assumed all blood would taste the same.

      She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “I could probably extend your life by about double. Werewolves live a little longer than normal humans anyway, due to their advanced healing powers. With my help you could live to two-hundred.”

      The concept was difficult to comprehend. What could he do during that time? He could see humans go to Mars and live on the moon; cure cancer; see new cancers invade. He could see so much. A few weeks ago, he would’ve been alive with possibilities. Now he felt hollow.

      “What are you thinking about?” she asked him. She placed the bucket back where it was. It was empty now. She’d drank a couple of liters of blood in less than a minute. “Talk to me.”

      “I need to know,” he said.

      “You’ll have to be more specific.”

      By the scared look in her eyes she knew what he was talking about.

      “I need to know whether my family are alive,” he stated.

      “If you go there, they’ll smell you and they’ll kill you. You’re one person, and one that isn’t fully healed yet. Don’t go and throw your life away on a suicide mission.”

      He growled. He wanted to hit something. More than anything, he wanted to change into a wolf and run and run until his legs gave out.

      “I have to know!” he shouted. He scared her with his fury, but didn't really care at the moment. “It’s driving me insane.”

      She stared hard at him for a moment before saying, “Fine. I’ll go.”

      “This wasn’t my intention,” he told her.

      “Let me do this.”

      He was about to agree when a whiff of something dangerous and familiar hit him like a punch to the face. He tensed, and noticed Alanna had felt something too.

      “What is it?” she asked. She searched the barn with her eyes.

      Valko growled. “Coy.”

      The doors from the outside exploded inwards. Valko’s father’s best friend, his godfather, came crashing in, his full wolf form snarling at the two of them. For the first time in his life, Valko felt afraid.
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      Coy’s wolf form was huge, almost the size of his own. His fur was a mottle grey, ageing but distinguished with a distinct lack of battle scars. His snout took a sniff of the cow before he padded along the ground, and stepped over what was left of the barn door.

      “What are you doing here, Coy?” Valko demanded with his hands out. “How did you find me?”

      “I saw him in town,” Alanna confessed. “He must have followed me home. Sorry.”

      He gave her a filthy look before he tried to turn into his wolf form. At the moment, all Coy was doing was sizing him up, waiting for the perfect opportunity to go for this throat. He hoped Alanna could keep him busy while he summoned the wolf.

      Come on, wolf! I need you!

      It was almost the full moon. His wolf form was more powerful then, brimming with primal urges. He would even be able to commune with his ancestors if he wished. All he wanted was to change.

      Concentrate!

      Coy came forward, growling, his sharp canines dripping with saliva. As Valko concentrated, furiously calling forth the wolf, Alanna pounced on their enemy.

      The wolf screamed as she tried to bit his neck. He knocked her aside with his powerful paws and snapped his jaw at her, and tried to catch her arm in its mouth. She kicked the animal in the face and he yelped and spat blood out all over the barn floor.

      “Hurry up!” Alanna shouted.

      Valko couldn’t summon the wolf. Alanna was right. He was either having severe psychological problems, or his healing hadn’t finished, or maybe it was a brutal combination of both of them. Either way, he wasn’t going to change into a wolf today.

      I’m still strong as a human, though.

      Valko screamed and grabbed the piece of hose that Alanna had used to pump blood from the cow. He charged at the wolf, jumped on his back, and wrapped the thick coil of rubber around Coy’s neck. He squeezed, hard.

      “You piece of shit!” Valko cried. He grinned, enjoying taking the life of this man. “Treacherous piece of scum.”

      Coy had been family to him, and he’d betrayed them all. Nothing would give Valko greater pleasure than to take this traitor’s life.

      Coy fell to the floor, and used one paw to lash out at Valko’s leg. Valko roared in pain and let go, just as the wolf untangled himself from the hose and pounced on him.

      “Are you just going to kill me? Valko demanded.

      Coy stared into him with deep, mournful eyes. He could see the man who’d been there all his life looking back at him.

      “You have me at your mercy!” Valko shouted. “Go on! Kill me!”

      The wolf seemed hesitant, even though all he had to do was bite down and end Valko’s life.

      He doesn’t want to kill me.

      Alanna whacked the wolf over the head with a shovel. Coy crashed onto the floor.

      “Is he dead?” she asked.

      Valko shook his head. “I can still hear him breathing.”

      “Damn,” she said. “So can I.”

      He got up, and ignored the deep gouges on his ankle that Coy’s claws had made. It didn’t pain him, not as much as the fact that his godfather had tried to kill him had.

      Valko kicked the unconscious wolf in the stomach, wanting to snuff out Coy’s life. The old wolf deserved it, and more.

      “You don’t have to go,” he said. “We can learn what we want from him.”

      “Do you think he’ll talk to you?”  asked Alanna.

      Valko kicked the wolf again. “He will when I’ve finished with him.”
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      Valko threw a bucket of snow, partly melted, over Coy’s head. The old man jolted awake with a cry, and shivered from the cold. Valko slapped him across the face with the back of his hand, just to make sure he was totally conscious.

      His old friend looked tired. Really tired. Coy seemed to have aged a decade since the last time he’d seen him, the night he’d betrayed everyone. Was it guilt, or was his many new duties taking its toll on the old man? Either way Valko didn’t care, or tried to tell himself that he didn’t care.

      You were my family, and you destroyed everything.

      “Coy, you look terrible,” he said emotionlessly.

      How could you do this, you bastard…

      Coy looked up, eyes squinting from the bruises that were forming. “I thought you were dead.” He coughed, and spat up blood all over his shirt – a shirt that Valko had bought him for his sixtieth birthday. “How did you survive?”

      “Beats me,” said Valko. “Maybe the wolf in me didn’t want to go just yet.”

      How could you do this to your best friend…

      Coy gave a pained smile. “You’ve healed good. I’m actually glad.”

      He wasn’t even straining against his bonds: a thick rope that was tied too tight, and obviously caused him pain. Did he not want to escape? Or did he fear Rian’s wrath at his failure to complete his mission?

      Valko brought his face up close to Coy’s. He knew how to intimidate people. You didn’t grow up as a wolf, one with a great height and strength, and not know how to make people scared of you, even if you didn’t particularly like confrontations.

      “Not glad enough to track me down like a dog and try to kill me,” Valko spat. “That’s so nice of you.”

      Coy turned away. “I had to do it.”

      Valko grabbed his enemy’s face, and twisted it around to face him. “Is someone holding your family at gunpoint? Are you being blackmailed?”

      “No.”

      “Then you didn’t have to do shit.”

      The hot, pulsing anger boiled through him again. He thought of his sister’s pained cries, the panicked voices of his parents, and the sense of pure, horrific betrayal. He punched Coy in the face over and over again. It was savage. It was deserved. It was glorious.

      When he saw his fingers transforming into hairy claws, he pulled back. The wolf was coming out. If he wasn’t careful, he’d murder Coy in cold blood. He didn’t have the information he needed just yet.

      And what then? Would I turn into a wolf and kill him?

      He pushed aside the wolf, which faded quickly. It was just a gut reaction to his rage. He knew it wasn’t changing, not fully. He wasn’t ready yet.

      He took a deep breath to calm himself. Most weres, or shifters, had to learn to control their animal selves, usually through breathing exercises or meditation. Turning into a wolf at the bank because the manager refused you a loan would end badly for everyone.

      Breathe in…

      Breathe out…

      “I find yoga helps,” Coy whispered. His face was a mangled, bloody mess. His grey hair was going pink from the dried up blood. “I tried to teach it you.”

      Valko stared daggers at Coy, who looked down at his knees, shamefaced.

      He should be shamefaced. I hope our ancestors are haunting your dreams and making you terrified to sleep, old man.

      Valko kneeled down in front of him. He placed his hands on Coy’s knees, and pressed down hard. “Is my family still alive?”

      “You don’t want to know,” said Coy.

      He pressed down harder, which elicited a moan of pain from the old man. Valko tried to remain calm as he inflicted this torture upon his former friend. It wouldn’t do him any good to think of all the good times.

      Valko said, “I know my sister’s dead. I know most of the people who work for us are most likely dead, taken down during the coup. But what about my parents? What about the people loyal to my family?”

      “Your parents are alive,” Coy said.

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “Some loyal to your family ran. Others joined with Rian. The rest…”

      “You butchered them. You butchered members of your own pack. You filthy sack of shit.”

      Valko restrained from hitting him again. Coy may have the advanced healing of a wolf, but he was still an old man. He could beat him the elderly werewolf to death without even trying.

      “Why did you do it?” Valko demanded as he stood up and started to pace. He felt confused and weak. “Why did you help Rian?”

      “It was time for a change,” Coy replied, though he didn’t sound too sure of his answer. “Your family have been lording it up over the rest of us for too long.”

      Now Valko was confused. “Lording it up? Since when have we ever done that? No. We never thought ourselves better than the other wolves. Never. You know that. You grew up with my parents. This is about something else, at least for you. Rian was always jealous of my status, but I ignored it because we were friends. I thought he could look past it out of respect for our bond as friends, brothers. But I was wrong.”

      Valko thought that he and Rian could work past anything. They were bond brothers. They’d done everything together since they were toddlers. They’d gone on their first hunt as wolves together. They’d gone through the ups and downs of adolescence. They’d even gone to Vietnam together, fighting side by side, even if their tour of duty had only been six months before the end of the war. Heck, their first kiss was with the same girl at school. Women and footballs teams, wars and family members, would come and go, but they’d had a pact. They promised to be blood brothers, to be best friends, forever.

      Had it all been a lie? Had Rian only pretended to be his friend? He knew Rian had sometimes shown that he was a little resentful of Valko’s family's alpha status, but he assumed they’d worked past it. Had all their nights out drinking and hunting and looking for women in bars merely been a pretense? Had Rian been waiting for an opportunity to stick a knife in his back all along?

      “Rian was always a seething mass of jealousy,” said Coy, which interrupted Valko’s thoughts. “He just gave the rest of us something to fight for.”

      “Why did you do it?” Valko asked.

      “Like I said…”

      Valko sighed with frustration. “I want the real reason. You’re my family. My godfather. I love you like an uncle. I deserve the truth.”

      What appeared to be panic settled on Coy’s face.

      “I can’t tell you,” the older werewolf cried. “I…I just can’t tell you.”

      Valko was starting to lose patience again. He would love nothing better than to tear this man to shreds and roll in his blood. He’d feel guilty about it afterwards, but that would fade.

      The man is a traitor. He doesn’t deserve my guilt.

      Yet it was true. Traitor or not, Valko would hate himself if he killed Coy in cold blood.

      “Perhaps my friend can make you talk,” said Valko. He grinned wickedly, and made sure that Coy saw the cunning sneer on his face. “Come on in, Alanna. Time to feed. Drain him dry.”

      “Please, stop!” Coy protested. He was actively struggling against his bonds now, terrified. “I love him!”

      “Love who?” Valko asked.

      “Your father. I love him.”

      This wasn’t quite the answer he was looking for. It made no sense.

      “I know you do,” said Valko. “You’re like brothers. He loves you too, which is why I find it hard to…”

      Coy shook his head. “No. You don’t understand. I love him. Not like a brother, but…”

      Realization dawned at last. Valko could hardly hide his shock. This was something he hadn’t expected in a million years.

      Coy is in love with my father.

      The supernatural community were quite progressive when it came to issues of homosexuality. They hadn’t been infiltrated by homophobic religions, and so they came to see same sex couples as the norm. Love is love, they said. Why shun it? A lot of supernatural species lived a long time, some were immortal, so what was the point of saying certain kinds of love were wrong? Why spend eternity denying who you were?

      Even then it was difficult. Even supernaturals had to live among bigoted humans.

      “You’re in love with him,” said Valko. The words seemed to make so much sense. “Shit, why did I never see this?”

      It was obvious now that he thought about it. There were signs, but Coy had been the master of misdirection.

      “I’ve kept it hidden for so long,” Coy explained miserably. “That’s why Tracey and I got divorced, though she didn’t know the specific reason why I grew so distant. I couldn’t sleep. I couldn’t concentrate. Seeing him every day and not being able to tell him how I felt was killing me.”

      “Nobody in our wolf community is homophobic,” said Valko. He felt a little sorry for him. “Heck, most shifters are bisexual anyway. It’s just in their nature. Even I…” Valko hesitated. He hadn’t told anyone this, ever, not even Rian. “When I was waiting to go to Nam, I met someone at training. He was called Paul. We had a thing. I fell in love – and then he died, got blown up. I closed myself off from ever finding anyone again until…”

      He looked back, hearing, feeling, Alanna moving about in the main part of the cabin. He smiled.

      I’m getting off topic. This isn’t about me and Paul, or Alanna.

      “So you helped Rian in a coup because you were in love with my father,” Valko stated. “That makes sense.”

      “I thought the only way to stop these feelings was to see your father dead,” said Coy.

      “But he’s not dead, is he?”

      “Rian’s keeping your parents alive so the rest of the supernatural population of Chapel Green, particularly the sheriff, don’t come down on us. They’re essentially hostages. As long as Rian’s new regime is left as it is, then they’ll be safe.” Coy sighed. “He even called off the winter conference. You should’ve seen the look on his face, wielding such power…”

      It answered his question of why the rest of the supernatural community weren’t doing anything. They didn’t dare risk the lives of two high ranking alphas. He was a little disappointed in the Chapel Green supernatural council, though. He at least thought they might be concerned over what was going on in their midst. His father was a member of that council. He had friends in it.

      And what is Chapel Green’s sheriff doing while all this is going on?

      “I didn’t know Rian was such a calculating son of a bitch,” Valko confessed as he mused on his former friend. “How long has he been planning all this? He couldn’t have come up with it on the spur of the moment.”

      “He’s been planning this for over ten years, Valko,” said Coy. “I suspect he wanted this a lot longer than that, though. You know what his dad was like.”

      “Yeah. I do know.”

      Rian’s father, Rian Senior, had been a troublemaker. He’d been a drunk and a wife beater, and in the end, he’d been exiled. Rian had accepted it, despite the fact that he'd idolized his father. When Rian Senior later turned up dead, having choked on his own vomit while on an alcoholic binge, Rian Junior hadn’t even cried.

      Shit. Maybe Rian blames us for his father’s death. Could that be why he betrayed us?

      “Valko,” Coy begged.

      “Don’t talk to me, or I promise I’ll let Alanna drain you dry,” he snapped.

      “I really am sorry. You have to believe me.”

      Valko studied the old man’s cracked, broken face, even now healing some of the worst of the damage. He appeared genuine. Even Valko could tell that.

      “I do believe you,” Valko admitted. “Right at the end there, you hesitated to kill me, which means you still care about me and my family.”

      Valko turned and walked away, leaving the man to stew in his own guilt for a while. What he intended to do with him now he had no idea, but the thought of letting him get away with his betrayal gnawed at him.

      Closing the door to the barn behind him he said, “You heard all that?”

      Alanna nodded. “What do you think?”

      She was sat perched on the edge of his bed, and watched him intently. She didn’t show any emotion whatsoever. She was waiting for him to explain things on his terms.

      “I think he’s deeply ashamed at what he’s done,” said Valko, though it pained him to admit it. “It doesn’t excuse what he did, but his own guilt is hurting him more than I ever could – and believe me, the urge to kill him is so great, I could howl. Heck, I almost changed into a wolf I was so angry. I say almost, but even then the wolf wouldn’t come.”

      He listened at the door, expecting to hear Coy trying to trying to escape. Nothing.

      “What are we having for dinner?” he asked, eager to change the subject.

      “We’re just leaving him in there?” said Alanna.

      “All night,” he replied. “I’m not bringing him in here. I can’t bear to look at him.” When he saw Alanna’s worry he said, “He’s not going to kill Bella, and he’s not going to change.”

      “Just…gag him anyway. We’re having company this evening.”

      Valko wasn’t sure he heard her right.

      “You invited someone over?” he asked incredulously. “Why? I thought you were a hermit?”

      “This is still my house,” she explained. He noticed that her original British accent only started to seep through when she was angry. “Besides, that’s my business.”

      “Alanna…”

      “Let me just get dinner ready. And gag Coy. I don’t want him screaming out during dinner. It might upset Adrian.”

      Now it was just the the two of them again. There wasn’t a cow or an angry werewolf acting as a buffer between them.

      He said, “I think we should talk first. About…”

      “Grab a shovel from the barn and clear some of the snow away outside so Adrian can get near the house,” she ordered. She kept her eyes off him. “I’m sure it won’t be too strenuous for you.”

      “I want to kiss you.”

      “Don’t. Just…don’t.”

      He grinned, stepped forward, and placed himself in her direct line of sight. He idly scratched his belly button, and exposed his midriff and the tight pectoral muscles that years of hard work had created. He was sweaty from torturing Coy, and the hairs of his treasure trail were matted and wet.

      She gulped.

      “What if I just grabbed you and kissed you and didn’t stop until you wanted it more than I did?” he asked.

      She shot forward like a blur, lightning fast, and grabbed him in an arm lock. No matter how much he struggled, he couldn’t free himself without dislocating his shoulder. He actually quite liked the physical contact. He could feel her breasts pressing into his back.

      She brought her mouth to his ear and whispered, “If you grabbed me like that, I’d kill you.”

      “Your nipples are harder that diamonds,” he said.

      “I notice that’s not the only thing that’s hard.”

      She flipped him over her shoulder and onto the floor. He landed on his back, the obvious sign of his erection tenting his pants. He felt he ought to be embarrassed but he wasn’t. It only made him like her more.

      “That was better than a kiss,” he told her.

      “So you got what you wanted then,” she quipped, and turned to head to the stove.
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      “Are you seeing that vampire?” Coy asked.

      Valko closed the door behind him, which closed off the tempting smell of cooking meat. He could see by Coy’s wide eyes and twitching nose that he was hungry.

      “That’s none of your business,” said Valko. He looked around for something to use as a gag.

      Coy smiled. “I’m glad you’ve found someone. You shouldn’t be alone.”

      He picked up an old rag off the floor. It seemed to be a piece of cloth, maybe from the pants he’d worn when he’d first found himself here. It certainly smelled like him.

      “It can never work out between the two of us,” Valko explained as he twisted the fabric into a better shape suitable for a gag. “She has her life here, and I’m going back to claim the life that was stolen from me. I can’t ask her to leave.”

      “You’re going back?” Coy spluttered. “Are you completely insane? You’ll be killed!”

      “How can I not go back?” he demanded. “For all I know, Rian could snap and kill my parents whenever he wanted. I have to save them. I have to get back what that bastard took from me.” He thought for a few moments about what he really wanted. It wouldn’t do for him to lie, especially now. “I think a part of me wants revenge too. No, I know a part of me wants revenge. The human part wants to see him suffer. The wolf part wants him to bathe in his own blood for going against the pack.”

      “I wonder what the ancestors would say,” Coy mused.

      “It’s almost the full moon, when we can commune with the ancestors. He’ll find out then.”

      Valko liked to think the ancestors would punish Rian for his treachery, but they’d never directly interfered before. The only thing they were likely to do was ignore him. Being shunned by the ancestors would be a serious blow for any wolf, but that was a bland punishment. Rian needed to bleed. He needed to die a painful death.

      But what would happen to me? Would the ancestors shun me for acting out of revenge rather than the good of the tribe?

      “I wish I could help you,” said Coy. “I really do.”

      Valko pulled himself back to the here and now. It did no good to wonder about what the ancestors would or wouldn’t do. “You want to help me now? How can I ever trust you again after what you did?”

      “I want to make it up to you,” he begged. “Please.”

      The man was being true and sincere. Any idiot could see that.

      “You stood by and watched as my sister was killed!” Valko roared. “I’ll never forgive you for that.”

      “Valko…I’ll never forgive myself.” Coy’s bloodshot eyes were beseeching, begging for forgiveness. “I was just confused and lonely and bitter, and I thought taking away everything Leonard had would make me feel better about myself. But I was wrong. I was horribly wrong.”

      “Not so wrong as to volunteer to find me and kill me.”

      “I had to do my part. But I could’ve killed you and I didn’t. That has to count for something.”

      “At the end you hesitated, but you sure put up one convincing argument beforehand that you wanted me dead.”

      They heard clashing pans in the kitchen and Alanna swearing to herself. They both laughed. The vampire often made a lot of noise when she was cooking. It wasn’t dinner time unless she was fouling the air with her curse words.

      “Please,” said Valko. “You don’t have to forgive me but know that I want to help. You can’t go back there on your own. You’re not fit, and Rian has the whole ranch and that part of the town sewn up. He has some pretty ardent followers, you know, some of which are a lot more bloodthirsty than he is.”

      Valko knew that trusting him would make him naïve. But what choice did he have? The man seemed genuinely repentant.

      Do I have it in me to trust him? Or do I just kill him and bury his body in the woods somewhere as punishment for his wicked deeds?

      It was nearly the full moon. Valko knew that the ancestors would shun Coy, just as they’d shun Rian. But if Coy truly wanted to make amends, then only their wolf forebears would know the truth.

      “Do you really want to help?” Valko asked.

      “Yes.”

      Valko was tired of arguing. He was tired of looking at this man. If Coy wanted to help, then so be it. He’d never forgive his godfather. When this was all over, Valko take great pleasure in chucking Coy out of town. But for now, they could be allies.

      “Fine,” said Valko. He hoped that he was doing the right thing, hoping the ancestors didn’t see him joining forces with Coy as some sort of betrayal in itself. “Alanna has a friend coming over for dinner tonight. Stay quiet while he’s here, and I’ll think about accepting your offer of help.”

      “Thank you, Valko,” Coy whispered.

      Valko was about to leave him to it, to eat dinner, forget the man even existed, but thought up one last parting shot.

      “Do you remember the time that mom and dad went to Italy for their second honeymoon, and Vasilka and I stayed with you for the week? That was the best time of my life. You became more than a godfather or an honorary uncle to me. You became my second father. You’ve desecrated those precious memories. I hope you can live with yourself.”

      He closed the door behind him. Coy was weeping.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Alanna felt like the whole world was crowding in on her. One minute she was on her own, and now she had two werewolves and a human who was coming to visit. It was a little overwhelming, even if a portion of her was excited to be a part of the community again.

      I’m going to learn more about Desdemona.

      She felt so close to her goal she could almost taste it. It terrified and thrilled her in equal measure.

      What am I doing making dinner? I should be down in the mine, digging, digging.

      I am so sick of digging.

      She fanged out, her anger and frustration making her crave blood and mayhem. The mine had been her life for so long now. She even dreamed of its rocky, dusty interior.

      She heard the scraping of a shovel outside. She smiled, knowing Valko was busy. Their prisoner was unguarded. Just a sip of his blood would make her feel alive. She wouldn’t kill him.

      Alanna turned from the stove and stalked to the door to the barn. She put her hand on the knob, trembling. She hadn’t tasted proper blood in such a long time. It called to her.

      Valko would see me as a monster if I attacked Coy.

      She shrugged her shoulders. He was leaving her anyway. What did it matter? He couldn’t be with her. She couldn’t be with him. She might as well give him another excuse to leave.

      Coy’s blood smells so damn good. I could drain him dry. Valko hates him anyway. He might even like seeing the traitor die.

      She grinned and opened the door. When she saw the frail old man, tied up, beaten, hopeless, she closed the door on him. She sank down against the door, twisted her hands, bit her tongue, and tasted her own blood seep down her throat.

      “I’m a monster,” she whispered.

      Her father had been right to despise her. The sheriff had been right to exile her. She was a monster.

      “Alanna?”

      She looked up to see Valko standing before her. When had he come in?

      “What’s happened?” he asked as he knelt beside her. He took her hand to stop her from shaking. “Talk to me.”

      “I almost killed your friend,” she whispered.

      “He’s not my friend,” Valko insisted.

      “I thought I’d gotten over my bloodlust. I thought it was behind me. But one sniff of a werewolf’s blood, and I was back to being the murderous bitch I was when I was exiled.”

      He held her hands close to his face, and kissed her knuckles.

      “He’s not dead,” he insisted. “You fought through it.”

      “Soon this will all be over,” she said. “Soon I won’t have to suffer through this ever again.”

      “What do you mean?” he asked, confused.

      She smiled and pulled her hands away from him. His touch was just too beautiful.

      “Dinner will ready soon,” she announced as she stood up and headed back to the stove. Composed. Stable. “Set the table.”
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      Alanna opened the door with the widest smile she could summon. Adrian walked towards the house along the path that Valko had dug through the snow. He was pulling a small cart behind him covered with black tarpaulin. He looked exhausted.

      “Let me handle that,” she said as she charged forward. “You’re an old man, for God’s sake!”

      “I can handle it,” he complained.

      “Go inside and warm yourself by the fire. That’s an order.”

      He smiled and did as she ordered. Curious, she lifted the tarp a little. There was a 21inch color television set, a VCR, several tapes, a lot of books, and a new fangled cassette player. It was a delight.

      She picked up one of the video cassettes. She’d heard about home VCRs on the radio. It was astonishing. You could play your favorite movies any time you wanted! Miraculous.

      “What’s gotten you so excited?” Valko called.

      She turned to him, unable to keep the childlike joy out of her voice. “Have you seen this? It plays movies! You can tape TV shows! Science sure is advancing at a rapid rate.”

      “What kind of movies do you like?” he asked.

      She showed him the VHS in her hand. “I like this! The Spy Who Loved Me! I’ve read all the Bond books.”

      “We can watch it after dinner.”

      She smiled as she and Valko carefully transferred all her new goods into the cabin. It felt like Christmas. She felt like there could be hope in her life after all, despite the earlier setback when she’d almost killed Coy. Things could be better, despite the fact that her werewolf was leaving soon.

      He’s leaving…
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      “So what does a werewolf do?” Adrian asked.

      Her new guest’s enthusiasm was contagious. He was interested in everything to do with the supernatural world, and she enjoyed telling him everything she knew. She felt like a teacher imparting words of wisdom to a child.

      I was going to become a teacher once upon a time.

      She hadn’t thought about that in a while. Before she’d been turned into a vampire, she was going to become a teacher at the witch school. She’d been looking forward to it. She knew she’d be an excellent teacher because she understood magic and she knew how to talk to children.

      “A werewolf doesn’t do anything,” said Valko.

      “Tell me what it’s like,” Adrian asked, grinning, eager for more information. “Tell me how you feel when you change.”

      Valko glanced at Alanna, seemingly unsure of what to say. She had a feeling he’d never been grilled about who he was before.

      “It’s hard to explain,” said Valko. He put down his fork, lost in thought. “The first time I turned into a wolf, it was painful. I was thirteen and starting to worry about body hair and odd smells and all the other pitfalls that come with puberty. I was prepared for it. I’d been taught breathing exercises all my life. When the change first came… it felt like my body was being ripped in half. The wolf literally erupted from my skin. Even now, the pain of it makes me shudder.”

      He went quiet for a while. Alanna wanted to reach out and touch his hand, to reassure him. The day she’d become a vampire had been a paroxysm of pain too. It was something she dreamed about even now. The longing for blood and the aching of her limbs and the way her teeth felt like they were shooting daggers into her gums. It had been hell.

      Valko continued. “But it doesn’t pain me any longer. I long for it. When I’m a wolf, I’m free. My senses are enhanced. I can smell things and hear things no human can. I can run and run.”

      “Do you know what you’re doing, or do you become a wolf?” Adrian asked.

      “I know what I’m doing, but there is the risk of becoming a wolf permanently if you stay in that form long enough. Nobody wants that to happen. Any were or shifter who becomes feral are hunted down and killed for the safety of everyone.”

      “Fascinating.”

      Valko said, “I suppose it is to an outsider.”

      When dinner was finished, and the plates were washed up and put back in their place, all three of them sat by the roaring fire. Alanna felt warm and snug and safe. She’d never felt this happy and secure for a long time.

      Alanna poured Adrian a glass of Scotch. He almost choked when he took a sip.

      “Blimey!” Adrian cried. “This is stronger than paint thinner!”

      “I have had it sitting around for a long time,” Alanna confessed.

      Within half an hour, both Adrian and Valko were slightly drunk. Alanna wondered what it was like. She’d never been drunk before, even when she’d been a witch.

      After Valko had explained his situation, Adrian said, “I’d want those bastards to suffer! If anybody hurt my family, I wouldn’t hesitate to kill them.”

      Valko nodded. “You’re right! They shouldn’t get away with it!”

      “Rip them to shreds!”

      Valko and Adrian clinked Scotch glasses. “Rip them to shreds!”

      The two of them laughed and continued with their drinking. Alanna could only watch with amusement, glad they were happy, though a little annoyed. Adrian was supposed to be here to talk to her. How could they have a serious conversation about Desdemona now when he was so drunk that he couldn’t see straight? His family journal must be in his backpack, which was near the fireplace.

      They won’t notice if I slip away for a bit, will they?

      She crept over to Adrian’s bag and opened it. They were oblivious. She pulled out the journal and sat down on the edge of Valko’s bed. It felt wrong to be looking at it without Adrian’s permission, but she didn’t really care.

      The first page has Desdemona’s name written on it in her handwriting. The ink hadn’t even faded much over the years.

      “What are you doing?” Adrian demanded.

      He was staring at her. His face was eerily calm.

      “You said I could look at,” she said mischievously.

      He laughed and raised his Scotch glass. “So I did! Read away my dear. And wake me up when it’s light.”

      With those words he passed out in his chair.

      Valko belched. “Light weight.”

      The werewolf grabbed the bottle of Scotch and drank what was left. He smiled at Alanna, and raised his eyebrows seductively. She had to admit he had nice eyebrows, all thick and bushy, untamed.

      “I’m feeling horny,” he whispered.

      She shook her head. “You’re drunk. Sleep it off.”

      He grinned and stood up, unbuttoning his pants as he did so. He started to struggle and fell over onto his face. He laughed.

      “Valko!” she called.

      When she came to his aid he was already fast asleep on the floor, his pants by his ankles, his bare bottom sticking in the air. His cheeks were lean and peachy with a light sprinkling of dark hair.

      “How wonderful,” she said.

      She impulsively put the tips of her fingers against the tiny hairs on his bottom. She giggled and pulled away, scared he might wake up all of a sudden and grab her.

      Grab me and force me down onto the floor, grinding his rock hard penis inside me…

      She turned away, her heartbeat going faster and faster.

      It can never happen. Never.

      She sat down and picked up the journal again. She gave Valko’s epic backside one last, lust filled glance before she turned back to her book. When she was finished she knew all she needed to know about her venture. She wasn’t sure whether to be scared or elated.

      “You read it then,” said Adrian.

      She looked across the cabin. Adrian was sitting up in his chair, staring at her in the flickering darkness. The fire was still burning. Valko was snoring like a hippo, mumbling in his sleep. He’d somehow pulled his pants back on.

      He walked up to her and sat on the bed.

      “Is this true?” she asked.

      “It is,” he acknowledged. “Was it not what you wanted to hear?”

      “Not really,” she admitted grimly. She felt defeated. “But then again, life is full of surprises.”

      “And are you sure you want to go ahead with this, knowing what you know now?”

      She closed the book and gave it back to him. She didn’t need it any more.

      “I’ll need to think on it,” she said. She sighed heavily. “Desdemona knew what she wanted straight away. She was decisive. I wish I was like that. I need to be like that.”

      “You’ll make up your mind sooner or later,” he assured her. “You have plenty of time.”

      “Plenty of lonely, lonely time.”

      He smiled. “I know Valko is leaving soon, but you don’t have to be lonely. I’m always here. I may be a silly old man but I’m good company. You can meet my family. They’ll love you.”

      His offer made her want to cry. She felt loved, even if Valko was going to be leaving her soon. Did she have to be alone? Could she laugh with Adrian, have dinner with his family? Could she be a normal person while she continued to dig in the mine? Was it possible?

      Can I continue on without Valko?

      She looked across at him, smiled, and imagined a life with him. Even now, it seemed an impossibility. He was no doubt going to get himself killed going after Rian. Even if he miraculously didn’t die, she still couldn’t be with him. Her destiny was here, under the cabin, in the mine. She couldn’t stop what she was doing, not now, not after so long. She was so close she could almost feel it.

      “Perhaps,” she conceded. “I’m not saying we’re going to be having Thanksgiving together or anything. Hmm. I’ve never actually celebrated Thanksgiving.” She looked around her cabin. It was almost barren. “I haven’t celebrated anything.”

      “You really are a martyr to your own misery,” Adrian remarked.

      She playfully hit him on the shoulder. “Go back to sleep, old man. I have a lot of thinking to do.”

      Within a few minutes Adrian was fast asleep on his chair again. He looked serene, like he hadn’t a care in the world. Alanna envied that. She’d hoped that what she learned in Desdemona’s journal would give her a sense of clarity. It had done the complete opposite, though she was still as determined as ever to complete her quest.

      And my life will never be the same again.
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      “Valko, wake up.”

      He opened his eyes, and fought off the savage remnant of his nightmare. It was the same every night: his sister being ripped apart and tortured, screaming for him, blaming him for her pain. He couldn’t help her. He could never help her.

      “Valko.”

      He sat up, his back aching. He realized he’d fallen asleep on the cold, hard floor. Adrian was in his chair, snoring away.

      I got drunk.

      He could get drunk, but due to his fast healing abilities, it took a lot of alcohol to make him that way. His body must be working overtime to sew up all the damage done by his so-called friends to bother with anything else.

      He stood up and stretched, and noticed that Alanna was asleep on his bed. He walked up to her, and saw that she was clutching some type of book in her hands. He tried to pry it from her grip, but she wouldn’t let go.

      “I worry about you,” he whispered.

      He kissed her on the forehead. She murmured in her sleep but continued to dream.

      “I wish I could stay,” he said, his heart breaking. “I wish I could be with you.”

      He pulled a blanket around her, and tucked her in. The cold didn’t affect her, but it made him feel better.

      “Valko.”

      He spun around, tense. He thought that the voice had been remnants of his dream. The voice was real.

      He went to the window and looked out. Snow was piled up against the glass. He couldn’t see a thing, but he could feel the moon.

      There was a full moon.

      He must’ve forgotten about the full moon due to his drinking. Even now he felt stronger, healthier. He could feel his wolf within him. It was content, waiting, though becoming impatient. Now was the perfect time to try and change, with the moon affecting him, mesmerizing him, feeding him its energies and power.

      “Valko.”

      He ignored the voice. It didn’t scare him or concern him at the moment. He needed to be a wolf again.

      He tried for half an hour but it still wouldn’t come. The wolf was closer than ever, so close that occasionally, he could see fur sprouting on his arms, but that was it.

      Damn it! I have to be able to turn.

      His family was counting on him. How could he save them when he couldn’t become a wolf? Maybe Rian had been right to usurp them. He clearly wasn’t good enough.

      “You were hurt savagely,” said the voice. “But you’re so close to becoming a wolf again. It’s only a matter of time.”

      The voice was familiar, like something he’d heard a long time ago. He couldn’t quite place it, though.

      A wolf padded out in front of him and sat down. It looked a little like his own wolf form, but it was older, greyer. Its eyes were green, wild, ancient.

      “Great-Great-Grandfather Valko,” said Valko, grinning. “It’s good to see you again.”

      Valko Senior bowed his head. “We have work to do my cub. Follow me. Don’t dawdle.”

      He hadn’t spoken with his namesake during the full moon before. He’d often conversed with ancient ancestors, but never anyone he’d actually met in real life before their death. Even then the spirit wolves often spoke in riddles, never this directly.

      Grandfather Valko was never one to mince his words.

      Valko shook his head. “How come I’m powerful enough to commune with you during the full moon but not powerful enough to turn into a wolf?”

      “The reason I’m here has nothing to do with whether or not you can become a wolf,” snapped Valko Senior. “Now stop complaining and feeling sorry for yourself. I’m here to show you something.”

      “Can you help me? Can you help me become a wolf?”

      Valko Senior shook his head. “That’s something only you can do.”

      “Some help you are.”

      “I should bite you for being insolent. But I have a job to do. It's good to see you again.” He looked around the cabin, his tail wagging happily. “I never thought I’d be back here. I spent such happy times in this cabin.”

      “I think she loved you.”

      “And I loved her; as much as I was able.”

      The wolf turned and padded towards the door to the barn. He passed straight through, like a phantom. Valko followed, opened the door, and watched as the wolf headed to the door into the basement. Coy was still tied to his chair, fast asleep. He didn’t give him one thought.

      Bella turned to look at the wolf. Valko Senior growled. The cow’s tail swished. Bella knew the strange animal in her midst meant her no harm, despite how fierce he looked.

      Valko laughed. “You’ve lost your bite, old man.”

      “Shut up,” Valko Senior snapped.

      The wolf led him further through the basement and into the mines. It was pitch black, though both Valko and his grandfather could see okay. He didn’t have a problem with the dark, which surprised him.

      I must be almost a hundred percent again.

      He clenched his fists, squared his jaw; he felt superb. It might have been the full moon, or it might be something else. He knew he was ready. Even though he’d tried to turn less than five minutes ago and failed, he knew now he could do it now.

      “It’s the full moon making you arrogant,” said Valko Senior.

      “Where are we going?” Valko asked.

      He continued to follow his grandfather down one tunnel after another. The wolf seemed to have a purpose, a destination. Valko was confused. What was so important in this mine? Alanna was obviously digging for something other than gold nuggets, despite her excuses.

      “Tell me what we’re looking for,” Valko demanded.

      “You’ve always been impatient,” said Valko Senior.

      “You shouldn’t annoy me.”

      “You’re giving me a headache, Vally. And I’m dead.”

      Valko smiled. Valko Senior had been the only person to call him Vally. It brought back good memories of warm, Thanksgivings and family hunts in the forests outside Chapel Green. He missed his family so much.

      I will fight to the death to get my family back.

      “Is it true?” Valko asked. “Have the ancestors shunned Rian?”

      Valko Senior stopped and looked up at him. “Yes. It’s true.”

      Valko couldn’t believe it. Such a thing hadn’t happened in the history of his tribe. The fact that it had saddened him. It meant his legacy, no matter what happened next, would be forever tainted by this treachery. Rian had a lot to answer for.

      “Is there something you can do to help me?” he asked.

      Valko Senior sighed. “I am helping you.”

      “Have the ancestors shunned our entire tribe, or just Rian?”

      “Just Rian. Our tribe is safe.”

      Valko Senior stopped. He lifted his head up to a seam in the rocks, sniffed it gently, and rubbed his nose along the cold, wet surface. He growled, hackles raised.

      “Dig here,” the wolf ordered.

      Valko sighed. “Why? Tell me what I’m looking for.”

      The wolf ignored him. Valko looked around for a pick, before he headed back down a few tunnels before he found one, propped up against the wall. He really hoped that this was leading somewhere. He hated to think that he’d traipsed through the mines for nothing.

      “Dig there,” said the wolf, nose pointing towards the rocks where he’d been sniffing. “Dig.”

      Valko decided to go with it. What did he have to lose?

      “If this is all for nothing I’ll never forgive you,” said Valko as he swung the pick.

      [image: ]

      An hour later, Valko was starting to become impatient. He’d dug a meter or so into the rock and hadn’t found a single thing. Had his grandfather lured him down here just to annoy him?

      He wiped his brow, and felt the dust soaked sweat trickle down his cheeks. “There’s nothing here.”

      “It’s here,” Valko Senior insisted. “Carry on.”

      “If you could just tell me what…”

      “You’ll know it when you see it.”

      Valko cursed and brought the axe down again, hard. It hit something solid and the metal end exploded into fragments. He fell back, and covered his face from the throwback.

      What the hell was that?

      He looked down at his bleeding arm, and noticed a sharp metal fragment that was embedded in the skin. He pulled it out with his fingers, angry, though excited to discover just what it was that broke the pick.

      He kneeled down in the dirt, and inspected a small crevasse in the rock. There was something shining, stuck deep in the seam. It was impossible. How could it shine? There was no light.

      “This is weird,” he muttered.

      He grabbed the object and pulled it out. It was metallic, about the size of a Moon Pie and about an inch thick. There were ancient runes inscribed upon the surface, on both sides of the disc. It faintly glowed. Even as he touched it, he felt something magical emanating from it, something ancient and powerful, something that shouldn’t be messed with.

      He felt…

      “Are you sure about this? There’s no going back.”

      “Yes, Circe. I need this.”

      He felt the conversation in his mind. He knew it was something that had happened so long ago people didn’t even measure time yet.

      “I create this just for you. Only you.”

      “I can never thank you enough.”

      The voice of the older woman was Circe. The other voice was a younger woman, maybe in her early twenties. He felt, though he didn’t see them, that they were more than human, more than supernatural.

      “I will miss you. When you die…”

      “Don’t cry, Circe. I’m happy. Be happy for me.”

      “I am happy for you. But I can still cry. Goodbye.”

      There was a flash of intense light and the voices faded. He realized he was clutching the disc so hard the edges were digging into his flesh, which caused him to bleed. He dropped the object, and pain lanced through his hand and up his arm.

      What the hell was that? How long ago did that happen?

      “Did you hear that?” he asked. “Did you feel that?”

      “I did,” said Valko Senior. He sniffed at the disc. “Now my work is complete. You won’t see me again.”

      “I don’t get it,” said Valko as he picked up the artefact up. He held it reverently. “The ancestors don’t speak to us directly like this, and they certainly aren’t as direct. Why am I so special?”

      “Listen closely.”

      Valko kneeled down on the ground, and waited for his grandfather to impart some legendary piece of wisdom. He held his breath, knowing he was about to hear something that would change his life forever.

      “I have no idea,” Valko Senior admitted.

      Valko sighed with annoyance. “Are you telling me the ancestors sent you here to guide me to this thing and you don’t know why?”

      “I didn’t ask. I just wanted to see you again.”

      He laughed, and his grandfather joined in. It really had been good to see him again, even if it was only a temporary visit.

      “But do you have any clues as to why?” he asked.

      Valko Senior shook his head. “Something like this rarely happens. I can only surmise that finding this artefact is of massive importance to not just you, but the supernatural community itself.”

      Valko looked at the disc in his hands, now dark and silent, just a scrap of fancy metal. “How can the fate of the world hang on this?”

      But Valko Senior was gone.

      Hope to see you next full moon, Grandfather.
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      Valko closed the door behind him quietly, careful not to wake anyone up. Adrian was fast asleep, oblivious. Alanna was no longer on his bed. He could see a faint light coming from under her bedroom door.

      I have to talk to her.

      He slipped the artefact under his mattress and took a deep breath. He couldn’t tell her he had it, not yet, not until they’d finally sorted things out between them.

      He knocked quietly on the door.

      “Come in, Valko,” she said.

      He opened the door. It creaked a little.

      “What do you want?” she asked.

      She sat on the edge of her bed, dressed in a somewhat Victorian looking nightgown made from thick materials and frills. It looked warm.

      “I need to say something to you,” he said.

      “Close the door,” she said. “I don’t want them hearing this.”

      He closed the door, feeling sick and nervous. He was ready to leave now. He couldn’t allow his parents to suffer a moment longer than was necessary. Yet how could he go without finally having a conversation with Alanna? How could he not tell her how he felt?

      “What were you doing in the mine?” she asked casually.

      He hesitated. “It was the perfect place to be alone.”

      She stared into his eyes. “You can change into a wolf again.”

      “I haven’t done it yet, but I know I can. I can feel it.”

      She smiled and said, “I’m happy for you.”

      He hated that his happiness was causing her misery, but he had to do this.

      “Alanna…”

      She stood up to face him, or as much as she could due to the huge difference in their heights. He loved how she could confront him despite the fact she knew what was coming and that it would break her.

      “You look beautiful,” he said.

      He stroked her face, closing in for a kiss. When his lips were just a breath away from brushing her own, she stepped back to deny them what they really wanted.

      “I can’t do this,” she said defiantly.

      I’m not going to accept that. Not now.
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      “Why?” he demanded. “Why can’t you do this?”

      “You’re leaving!” she shouted.

      “Alanna…”

      “Are you really going to tell me that you’re not going to leave?”

      There was dirt on his shirt and in-between his fingernails. What had gotten him so dusty down in the minds? Had he been digging?

      “I can’t,” he admitted. “That’s the reason why I’ve been scared to start something with you. I can’t leave you heartbroken. I want you so badly it hurts but… but I have to go. And yet I want you. I…”

      “I know.”

      His brow was sweaty, like he’d been working hard at something. She wanted to ask him what he’d been up to, but didn’t want to spoil the moment. He looked hurt and emotional, and she felt the same, yet she knew something was going to happen between them, no matter their feelings.

      The way he looks at me is more than sadness. He’s lustful. The full moon is making him more savage, animal-like ; more carnal.

      “But that’s not the whole reason for you, is it?” he asked.

      He had to bring up Valko Senior, didn’t he?

      He continued. “I don’t need to be an idiot to know that you had feelings for him. You loved him. Not as a friend, but as something else.”

      “Yes,” she confirmed. The heartbreak she’d felt all those years ago was fresh and current in her mind. “I was in love with him. We both knew nothing could come of it because he was a homosexual. But I still loved him with my whole heart, and when he left, I thought that was it for me. I knew I was going to be lonely forever.  I know Valko loved me in his own way, but…but not the way I wanted. It still hurts so much.”

      “Did you use your cadou on him?”

      “I did, yes. I think he regretted it afterwards to be honest. He didn’t want to spend his entire life denying who he was.” Alanna hesitated. She’d wanted to know the answer to her next question ever since she realized who Valko was. But did she want to know the answer? What would knowing the truth achieve but to make her more melancholic? “Did Valko… did he die happy?”

      I wanted him to die happy, but I have this horrible feeling he spent his life unfulfilled. I don’t think I can bear to know that.

      Valko considered for a moment. “I think he was happy in his own way. He loved my great-great-grandmother, and they had many wonderful years together. They only had one child, but they doted on him.” He paused again before saying, “He died from lung cancer.”

      Alanna nodded, and pushed aside the tears. She’d wept for Valko a long time ago.

      “A painful way to go,” she said sorrowfully.

      “Even his werewolf healing couldn’t heal him in the end,” Valko explained. “And yes, he was in pain, but he was surrounded by the people he loved. He died as happy as he could be, despite the terrible circumstances.”

      She nodded. “I’m glad. I just wish he could’ve found true love, even if it wasn’t with me.”

      Alanna despised today’s homophobic and racist culture. Humans were their own worst enemies. The supernatural races may have warred on occasion, but they didn’t discriminate against people because of who they loved.

      No. The supernatural races just had wars over silly things like revenge and who had the most magical power.

      “Maybe he did,” Adrian whispered, a smirk on his face.

      “What do you mean?” Alanna asked.

      “After Grandma died, Grandfather had this friend. Looking back on it now I can see they were more than friends. I only saw Grandpa having a best friend and saw nothing else to it.” Adrian laughed, as if discovering a wonderful secret. “The sly old dog! No wonder the family were upset with him for a while. Not because of the whole gay thing, but because they thought he was disrespecting Grandma’s memory.”

      Alanna smiled. She was glad Valko Senior had been happy during his final days. That’s what a person wanted when they finally shuffled off this mortal coil, to go knowing that they were happy and loved.

      Who is going to mourn me? The cow?

      If things were different, she could have this wonderful man standing in front of her.

      If only…

      “I know I look like him,” said Valko. “My dad says I’m the spitting image.”

      Alanna couldn’t help but smirk. “You certainly are. You even smell like him. It’s uncanny.”

      “It must have made you uncomfortable.”

      “It made me feel uncomfortable, but happy too… and nervous and excited.”

      You made me excited and sexually aroused for the first time in a century. You made me feel like a woman.

      She tried not to laugh. It was ridiculous.

      “It doesn’t have to end like this,” he pleaded with her. He held his hand out, tried to grasp her small fingers. “You can come with me.”

      “I can’t leave,” she insisted. “You know that.”

      “I don’t know anything because you won’t tell me why you’re really here in this cabin!” he shouted, his anger ferocious, consuming. “Tell me the truth!”

      “I don’t want to get our hopes up!”

      “Why would whatever you’re looking for in the mine get my hopes up? For fuck’s sake, tell me the truth or I swear I’ll leave you here to rot and I won’t ever look back.”

      She knew he was lying. He would leave, but he would think of her. They’d been forever entwined the moment he fell into her barn.

      Why am I keeping the truth from him now? What’s the point? Do I like making myself miserable? He’ll still go, but he’d know everything there is to know about me. Everything.

      She sat on the edge of the bed. He watched her, his eyes dark. “A long time ago, there was a vampire called Desdemona. She came to settle here during the first few decades of colonization of the new world... and somehow she stopped being a vampire and became human.”

      “That’s not possible.”

      Alanna couldn’t remember how many times she’d said that to herself. How was it possible? How could Desdemona achieve something that no magic had ever been able to do? Yet she knew it was real because she had faith in it. She had hope. Now she had proof in the journal that Adrian had brought, proof that everything Desdemona had done was real.

      “It is possible, because she did it.” Alanna could almost feel the power beneath her feet, like it was close. “She did it with the aid of an ancient, powerful artefact created by a god. It turned her human.”

      He seemed dubious all of a sudden. “Are you sure this isn’t some vampire fairy tale?”

      “I’m sure. She used a witch to transport the artefact underground so nobody could ever use it again. I’ve been digging for it for nearly 150 years.” She groaned tiredly. “I even dream of those choking, claustrophobic, labyrinthine corridors”

      If I never see another pick or axe ever again it’ll be too soon.

      “Why would she get rid of it?” Valko asked.

      “She knew it could be used as a weapon against the vampires,” said Alanna. This had only been a guess until she’d read the journal. Now she knew for sure what the older vampire’s reasons for getting rid of the artefact were. “Desdemona was ancient and she’d seen a lot. All it would take is one stupid war about which Fey king has the better hat, and the artefact would be used on vampires against their will.”

      He nodded, understanding. He’d most likely been taught the history of the supernatural races at school just like she’d been. Human beings thought their conflicts had been bloody. The shapeshifter war of long ago made World War 2 look like a playground scuffle.

      “I don’t get it,” Valko confessed.

      She looked up at him. “You don’t have to get it.”

      “Why would you want to become human when you’re immortal?” he asked, genuinely baffled. “Most humans want to live forever. Why would you not want that?”

      Alanna felt like striking him, despite the fact he was clearly oblivious. Did he not know?

      He was mortal. How could he know?

      “I’m lonely,” she said imploringly. “I’m bored. I’m sick of drinking blood. I want to be able to eat proper food again. I want to get married and have children and have a normal life. Being a vampire, being immortal, isn’t wonderful, it’s a curse. It’s a curse that I’ve lived with for too long.” She wiped at her eyes, furious with herself for crying. “I want it to be over.”

      He sat on the edge of the bed. His knee touched hers. He was warm, though still filthy from whatever he’d been up to in the mine. She wanted to touch him so much, no matter that he was covered in dirt. She wanted him to make her dirty too.

      “You think things will change when you become human?” he asked sincerely. “You think you’ll be content and happy just because you can eat burgers and fries again?”

      She gave him a perfect side-eye. “I’m not naïve. I know I’ll have to work at it. But I’ll be human.”

      His fingers played with her nightgown, the nearest he could get to her physically without kissing. She felt greedy for him.

      “You’ll be vulnerable,” he stated.

      “I’ll be human!” she shouted.

      His hand reached her chin, his thick fingers light and delicate on her skin. She shivered, goosebumps prickling up and down her body.

      “Do you truly want this?” he asked.

      “I do,” she answered. “More than anything.”

      He stood up, anger seeming to overtake him.

      “Then have it,” he snapped. “Find your damn artefact. You’ll have to do it without me. Look me up when you’re human.”

      “Wait,” she begged. “Please, wait…”

      “I don’t want to keep you from your quest. I have to save my family.”

      “You’re going to go against Rian and his pack all by yourself? You’ll die.”

      “I have people I can seek out.”

      “Valko…”

      He grabbed her by the arms and pulled her to him. He kissed her on the lips hungrily, desperately. She felt her legs go weak as his hands continued to grip her arms. He kneaded her skin, which made her tingle.

      He pulled away, the grin on his gruff, bearded face the most magnificent thing she’d ever seen.

      She stroked his beard. “Before you go…”

      “I don’t want to break your heart,” he protested.

      “It’s far too late for that, for either of us.”

      He kissed her again, capturing her lips with hungry urgency. He smelled of lemon soap and spice, sharp and exotic. His skin was soft, but the roped muscles flexed against her. It was a delicious mix of gentleness and raw animal power that went straight to her heart. Suddenly overpowered by her emotions, she could barely catch her breath.

      “You’re beautiful,” he whispered. “You’re so beautiful.”

      His green eyes were smiling down at her. They wanted her. They wanted to see her naked, the candlelight highlighting every pore on her skin. He needed her and that need made her feel like every lost love and every heartbreak was worth it just to get to this moment.

      “I want you so much,” he whispered. “I need you so much.”

      She reached up and rubbed herself against him. “I want you, too.”

      “I want to see you naked.”

      He slowly stripped off her nightgown, and exposed a lean, light body, trim yet with a sweep of lush hips and small, firm breasts. Her skin was pale as milk, like that of someone who despised and avoided as much sunlight as possible. Dipping his head, he brushed the smooth swell of her breasts with his lips.

      Alanna heard herself growl as anticipation tightened her body. His lips were soft, teasing her delicate, throbbing nipples.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he chanted.

      The words went straight to her clit, which ignited an urgent, pounding need that flowed through her. Aware of the quick harsh gasps exploding from her, she reached up with shaking hands to pull his shirt over his head, which exposed a broad, deep chest and sculpted abs. His perfect body would forever be marked by scars, but that only highlighted how wonderful that he truly was.

      Leaning into him, she licked a rippling muscle, and giggled as she heard him gasp and saw goose pimples rush over his chest.

      “You’re beautiful too,” she chuckled as she tickled the huge scar around his abdomen.

      His intestines were hanging out. I had to sew him back up.

      The fact that she’d patched up his body made it even more erotic for her.

      They ripped off each other’s clothes, laughing and gasping with mingled anticipation and need. As he stripped her of her underwear, Alanna became intensely aware of the joy that flooded through her. The strong arms were tender, the need in him tempered by loving care. This was a perfect moment that she would treasure forever, long after he was gone and she went back to the mines and felt like the most worthless vampire that ever existed.

      For now, I want to be a vampire, to be able to feel more, to be able to sense more. Humans are quite unlucky in that regard.

      She almost fell for her own lies. She couldn’t become human, not any more. She’d read the hard, brutal truth in the journal. The artefact and how it worked was a lot more complicated than she’d imagined. Still, for now she was a vampire, and she would embrace it.

      But what would I become? Vampire, or…?

      Naked now, they explored each other. His hands were warm, and ran over her body as he drank in the small breasts, tight waist, and swelling bottom and thighs. She kept fit and trim. There wasn’t an ounce of fat on her body.

      “Perfect,” he sighed.

      In return she ran her hands over his tanned skin, enjoying as the ropey muscles flexed and bulged in response to her touch. He had long lean hairy legs, strong thighs like tree trunks, and a totally ripped abdomen. Even having his stomach ripped open hadn’t marred his perfection.

      On impulse, she leaned in and kissed the massive, puckered scar on his stomach.  The scent of him swelled, and she could hear him growl with need. She placed her tongue along the grooves of the scar, gently, tasting him, showing him his battle wounds were nothing to be ashamed of.

      “Your scars make you,” she said, and hoped he wasn’t feeling self conscious. “They paint you as a survivor.”

      “I’m hard to kill,” he admitted almost shyly.

      He dipped his head, his tongue tracing a line along the delicate neck, all the way to her collarbone.

      “Dear lord take me now,” she gasped.

      In response, he tipped her on to the bed. Lying in each other’s arms, licking, kissing, nuzzling and nipping, they reveled in their burgeoning passion.

      She could feel his cock hard and hot against her, his excited gasps exploding from him, as he moaned, “Ohmigod, I want you so badly!”

      His words sent a surge of heat rushing through her. Her heart was beating so quickly, that she could feel the drumming in her ears. Her legs were curling around his waist, the slick dampness of her against his erection.

      He suddenly stopped.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “I don’t have a condom,” he said.

      “Vampires can’t have children. Weres can’t get non-weres pregnant.” She laughed. “I think we’re covered.”

      She said it in jest, but the words wounded her.

      We’d have the most beautiful children in the world.

      Sucking her taut pink nipples, he travelled slowly up her neck. Her excited gasps and heated body were going straight to his cock.

      Her arms wound around hi and pulled him into an embrace so tight that she could feel his heart pounding. Her hips arched against him, the petite loins beating rhythmically against him while she nuzzled his neck. His excitement sent shivers down her spine. Capturing her mouth again, she let emotion wash over her.

      As his tongue flickered in and out of her mouth, sweet yet demanding, Alanna could only think of one thing: she wanted him inside her. They would never get this chance again and she wanted him now.

      The full throbbing erection was hot and hard against her. Tipping her hips, she paused a moment to revel from his driving need.

      “I love you,” she whispered.

      Then, looking straight into his loving green eyes, she arched into him. The hot swollen shaft drove into her, and entered her fully in one, piercing thrust. He was gasping, his eyes half shut with want as he plunged deeply inside her.

      His arms were tight around her as the words ripped from him, “Dear God, you feel so good!”

      The gentle loving fierceness sent a delicious warmth that spread out from the center of her body.  The fire deep inside her flamed, and propelled spreading, elated love flooding through her.

      Thrusting her hips slowly, enjoying the hardness that pulsed into her, her body tightening. He was moving slowly, grinding against her, puling out a little and then plunging deeply again. Each movement added to the fire, fanning the flames to white hot incandescence.

      Holding on to the hard, tight shoulders, her fingers digging into his moistening skin, she lay suspended in time, gasping as she savored the sensation of her mounting passion. Then, with a groan, she began moving her hips.

      Circling slowly, grinding herself against him, she arched to meet each possessive thrust. Her breath was now rasping in her throat, her body slick with sweat. Flexing slowly against him, her body bucking in the age old rhythm of passion, she let her emotions take over.

      The spice was now swirling around her, the heat of him soaking into her, blending their bodies as one. When he raised himself so he could see her body writhing underneath his, she spread her legs, and her breath caught with exhilaration as she watched him slide in and out of her.

      Her swelling need was flooding her senses now.  The blood was drumming in her ears, her clit thumping a wild tattoo. Lying back, she lifted her hips to his thrusting body, and welcomed the pounding hardness that drove in and out of her.

      The heat was flaming now, erasing all conscious thought. Her body was driving her outside herself. She was vaguely aware of her hands gripping his hard shoulders, of her ankles travelling up his back as she spread herself wider, accepting the fluid driving thrusts that were powering her to the cusp of joy.

      Her rapid moaning gasps were driving his need into overdrive. He took his weight on his elbows and began pounding into her with frenzied fervor. The long lean legs that wrapped around his waist, her plunging hips, half shut eyes and wails of pleasure drove him to move faster and faster.

      The powering, pulsing, driving hardness of him drove her onwards. For a moment she was floating, stuck on the precipice of sweet delight. Then he dipped his head and nipped her neck.

      The slight sharp silvery pain sent her screaming over the edge, into shattering release. She arched into him, and squealed as her pleasure peaked. She could hear herself wail, her hands and legs pulling him into a tight embrace, her body surging as she exploded in fiery, cataclysmic response.

      She was pulsing around him, her hot tight depths shimmering around his hardness. As her hips jerked against him in a sharp, staccato beat, he came, rippling in ecstasy as he exploded inside her.

      Bodies dancing together as one, they cried out as jarring, pulsing climax possessed them. It washed through them, driving their joy and sating their souls. Kissing, hugging, sucking in air in wild gasping delight, they were laughing as they shuddered to a halt.

      For a time they lay half gasping, drenched in sweat, determined to bask in the glow of their love. Nothing need be said.

      I told him I loved him.

      Did he hear me?

      Valko leaned on his elbow, his hair matted to his scalp with sweat. He cupped her face in his hands.

      “I love you too, you know,” he said.

      She flushed. “I didn’t think you heard me.”

      “I heard you, and I love you too.”

      She shuffled in next to him, and pressed their bodies against each other. He was already hard again.

      The stamina of a werewolf. It can come in handy after all.

      He climbed atop her, and pinned her hands against the bed so she couldn’t move. He growled and thrust inside her so hard that the bed almost broke in two. She gasped as pleasure and pain rippled through her. She laughed.

      “Was that too rough?” he asked.

      She pulled her left hand free and grabbed him by his hair, hard. He grunted in pain.

      “I can take it,” she promised him. “Do your worst.”

      He grinned and pounded inside her again, harder than ever. She bit her lip to stop herself from crying out in pleasure. It was intense. It was fucking amazing.
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      Alanna stared at the ceiling. Her whole body ached. She’d pulled muscles she didn’t know she had. She’d experienced pleasures she didn’t know she could feel. Valko had transformed her. He’d made her feel like a woman.

      That sounds so corny, but it’s true.

      She turned around to face him. He was staring at her lovingly. For a moment she feared she wasn’t worth his love. What had she done to deserve it?

      I hated myself so much I moved to a cabin the woods and spent that entire time digging for a magical artefact.

      Everything seemed so clear to her now. Her life and her quest to find the artefact had led to this very moment.

      “I can’t allow you to go on your own,” she told him. She was as resolute as the day she’d murdered Randall. “I can’t love you and be with you, and then see you off to die.”

      “I have to save my parents,” he stated.

      “I know that. That’s why I’m coming with you.”
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      Valko tried not to be shocked at Alanna’s declaration. After all he’d wanted something like this to happen, to have her join him, be with him. But this wasn’t her war. This was his mess. He had no right to drag her into it.

      “What about your quest?” he asked.

      He could almost feel the artefact he’d hidden under his mattress calling out to him for concealing it. He knew he should tell her the truth, but a part of him dreaded it.

      She’ll never forgive me for hiding it from her.

      “I’m immortal; for now.” She smiled and squeezed his hand tight. “I can put off my quest to help you.”

      Tell her the truth.

      “Besides,” Alanna continued. “I’d never forgive myself if I let you go alone. A vampire is handy to have around during a fight. Until you have your family back safe, then you’re stuck with me. After that...well, we’ll take it one step at a time. For now, we’re together. For now, we’re happy.”

      He kissed her deeply, his guilt like a brand upon his face. If he told her about the artefact, she’d use it. She’d become human. Yet he knew her better than he knew anybody else. She’d still want to follow him to war, and that war would kill her.

      But isn’t it her choice to make?

      She snaked her fingers across his chest. “You’re different to him. At first I thought I couldn’t love you because you reminded me of him. You still do, in a way. But now I know I love you because you’re you.”

      He sensed this was a monumental epiphany for her. He kissed her, loving her more than ever.

      “I love you,” he said, smiling, just enjoying those three words as they escaped his lips.

      “So it’s not just Florence Nightingale syndrome then?” she teased, though there was a hint of suspicion behind the sentence as well.

      A part of her thinks I only love her because she saved my life.

      “Fuck that,” he told her. “I know I love you because I…because I love you. Only you.”

      The words were true, deep. He’d never loved anyone like he loved her. Every person he’d been with had been a prelude to this meeting with this vampire. He’d loved before, but not like this. Never like this.

      “I love you too,” she said. “Together we’re going to help your family and restore your pack.”

      “You know I’m going to kill everyone who betrayed me,” he said slowly, to make sure she understood. “You’re okay with that? It’s going to be bloody.”

      “I feel how you feel. You want revenge. Just don’t let it consume you.”

      “I’m already partly consumed by it. It’s like a white hot poker sticking in my brain. But I want to rescue my family more than I want revenge. I need them safe more than I want Rian to suffer. But I admit I am quite looking forward to ripping Rian’s head off.”

      “Is it weird that I’m finding your savagery quite sexy?”

      “Yes. It’s very weird.”

      She kissed him and straddled him, this time pinning his arms against the bed. She was very strong, almost as strong as he was.

      No. We’re equals.

      “This is our last night in this cabin together,” she said. The candlelight reflected off her mesmerizing eyes. “Let’s make the most of it.”

      She trusted him, and yet he was lying to her. He couldn’t do this any longer. No matter how much Valko wanted this final night to be special he couldn’t deceive her. Not any more.

      He held his hand against her breast, stopping her as she started to gyrate. She looked hurt for a second.

      “I’ve got something I need to show you,” he said.

      “Can it wait?” she asked.

      “I found the artefact.”
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      Valko placed the disc shaped object on top of the quilt. Alanna ignored him, staring at the artefact with wonder in her eyes.

      “How did you find it?” she asked, not looking at him.

      She reached her hand out, but stopped short of actually touching it. It was like she was afraid.

      “One of my ancestors woke me up and led me to a rock wall in the mines,” he explained. “He told me to dig, and so I did.”

      She looked at him with shock. “Was it Valko?”

      He nodded. “I’m sorry I didn't tell you. It’s just…”

      Alanna turned away from him again, and left whatever was on her lips unsaid. She picked up the artefact, and turned it around in her hands to examine it from every possible angle. The light from the candles made it glow, though it seemed the artefact itself was somehow absorbing the light and emanating it back at them.

      “I heard voices when I picked it up,” he admitted. “Voices from the past.”

      “What did they say?” Alanna asked, eyes still on the artefact.

      “It was two women. One was giving the artefact to the other. They were sad, but also happy. The one receiving the artefact expected to die, probably because she was becoming human. Circe was sad, but happy to help.”

      Alanna stared at him, open-mouthed. “Circe? She was the one who gave the artefact to the other woman?”

      He nodded. “I didn’t know how I knew, but I knew the conversation was ancient. I could feel it. It happened so long ago…”

      She switched her focus back to the artefact again. She lifted it to her left ear, like someone would do with a shell to listen to the sea. She smiled joyously.

      “What do you hear?” he asked.

      “I hear nothing,” she admitted. “But it showed me something. It showed me hope.”

      She smiled and placed the artefact back on the bed. She began to dress, pulling clothes on quickly.

      “Are you pissed at me for lying to you?” he asked.

      She stopped and looked at him as she was pulling on her bra. She walked up to him and punched him in the face so hard he staggered back against the wall.

      “That’s for lying,” she spat.

      “Alanna…”

      “But I forgive you. How can I not? Just don’t lie to me again.”

      He grinned, touching his aching jaw. She’d hit him harder than Rian did when he tried to kill him. It impressed him in a way. It proved to him she could fight and was more than capable of holding her own. Perhaps he didn’t have to worry about her getting herself killed after all.

      “So… we’re going now?” he asked, still a little confused.

      “The quicker the better,” she said.

      He started to dress, as eager as she was to get on with this. He wasn’t quite sure what the future would look like if and when he rescued his parents and ousted Rian, but he knew he had to have Alanna in it somehow.

      Even if she is human…

      As he pulled on his boots there was a polite tap on the bedroom door.

      “It’s Adrian,” said Valko.

      “Do you think he heard us moaning in here?” Alanna asked.

      Valko grinned. “Most likely.”

      He opened the door, revealing a sprightly looking Adrian. His hair was a mess, and his clothes were rumpled, but he no longer seemed to be suffering from a hangover. He looked positively healthy in fact, which was a mystery.

      “I’m coming with you,” Adrian declared.

      Alanna stared at her friend before saying, “I don’t want to offend you or anything but…you’re old.”

      “I maybe old,” said Adrian. “But I know a few tricks.”

      Adrian chanted some words under his breath. Valko felt the slight tug of magic against his skin. Before either he or Alanna could react, the old man was juggling a small ball of blue flame. He laughed and sent the ball of fire into the ceiling, where it vanished in an explosion of water, showering them all.

      “You’re a witch?” Alanna explained. “Since when?”

      “Since I was born,” said Adrian proudly.

      Alanna nodded her head sagely, as if this somehow made complete sense to her. It didn’t to Valko, though then again, he hardly knew the man. People kept secrets.

      “This has nothing to do with you,” Valko told him. “This is my fight.”

      Adrian’s withering, jaded gaze speared Valko. “Do you know how long I’ve lived in this town, bored out of my mind, only practicing magic in secret? I’m the only member of my family that has magic, and I’ve kept it from them. This is my chance to do something with the gift I was born with. This is the chance for me to do something good with my life before I go back to running that damn store and being called ‘wrinkly old Granddad.’”

      The man had spirit, and a witch was always a formidable enemy. He didn’t think Rian had any magic users on his side. This could turn the tide of battle.

      “I’m a veteran of WW2,” he told the both of them. “I think you need me more than I need you. Besides, just think how handy my magic will be for you.”

      “He’s right,” Valko conceded, having already made up his mind.

      Alanna looked less than pleased. “Okay. Fine. But you better not die. I don’t want your grandson’s tears on my conscience.”

      Adrian laughed with elation, and his eyes glowed with magical fire. Valko liked to think the old man had never been so excited about anything in his life before.

      Something about that blue fireball seems familiar.

      Valko looked at Adrian oddly. “Have we met before?”

      “I had a feeling you didn’t remember,” said Adrian. He seemed to concentrate for a second or so before saying, “Here. Let me reveal some memories for you.”

      Before Valko had a chance to protest, his head exploded in pain. A memory came rushing back to him, a memory he’d blocked due to the pain and trauma of his injuries. He stared at Adrian in shock.

      “What’s happening?” Alanna asked.

      Valko said, “I came staggering here, half dead. I crawled behind some bins. I looked up and there was someone there. They created a fireball, expecting some kind of attack, but when they saw I was injured they took pity on me.”

      “I infused him with some simple healing spells, and implanted in his mind the need to make his way to you, Alanna,” Adrian explained. “I also came back during the night and magically wiped away all traces of him so he couldn’t be followed back to you.”

      “Why me?” Alanna asked.

      “I didn’t know the first thing about werewolves. I hoped you did.”

      Valko approached Adrian and pulled him into a hug. He’d never forget what this man did for him. He’d saved him and led him to Alanna. How could he ever repay such kindness?

      I only hope I haven’t just invited the man who saved me to head to his death.
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      “It’s a good day to get what’s coming to you,” a voice whispered.

      Rian opened his eyes and yawned. He’d fallen asleep by Leonard Green’s desk. He’d been looking through the financial records for the ranch and the businesses the Greens had owned. They weren’t as well off as they made out. They were comfortable, but not exactly millionaires.

      Correction; this is my desk now.

      “Did you hear what I said?”

      He looked around the study, finding the person he least expected to see staring back at him. He didn’t move an inch. He knew he was in a vulnerable position, just coming out of a long sleep.

      “I thought you were dead,” said Rian, keeping calm.

      “How could I die when I had so much left to accomplish?” said Valko. “Things such as killing you.”

      Rian stood up, and pushed his chair to the side. The desk was swamped with papers and files, tax receipts and invoices. Why was striking a coup never as simple as you imagined? At least the buildings and the businesses legally belonged to him now.

      “You’ve come for nothing,” said Rian staring across the room at his friend. “There’s nothing here for you.”

      “There’s revenge,” said Valko.

      Rian was about to respond when Valko threw himself across the desk. Papers scattered everywhere. He pressed his hands around Rian’s neck, gently, which gave his enemy time to contemplate his mortality. “You took everything from me, and now it’s time to pay.”

      Rian growled and bit into former friend’s arm, drawing blood. He roared and pushed Valko onto the floor and pounced, and then sunk his teeth into his neck. Blood flew around the room as he ripped, arteries and flesh slapping around like wet fish.

      It was superb.

      I’ve dreamed of this for so long!

      When Rian looked down again, eager to tear his former friend limb from limb, there was nothing there. There was no taste of blood in his mouth. There was no flesh embedded beneath his fingernails. Valko had never been here.

      He stood up, confused.

      “What the hell is going on?” he called.

      He ran to the window, and looked out over his estate. It was mid afternoon. Nobody was about. The sun was obscured by dark clouds, and the layers of snow were thick, crisp and white. Everything was quiet.

      He could smell magic.

      “You thought you could get away with it.”

      Rian turned to find Valko standing before him. It was another magical illusion, that he was sure of. But even that could kill him, depending on the strength of the person wielding the magic.

      “I don’t know why a witch is trying to kill me, but they’re going to regret it,” Rian promised. “Bring it on.”

      The Valko construct charged at him. Rian roared with blood fever and joined the fight.
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      The guard slipped to the floor, unconscious from having lost too much blood. Alanna wiped the blood from her mouth, feeling energized and strong. She hadn’t felt this alive in so long. How had she subsisted on just cow’s blood without going totally insane?

      And I’m doing it for a good cause!

      “Is he okay?” Coy asked, concerned. He leaned over the body and felt for a pulse. “Phew.”

      Alanna exhaled. “I promised Valko I wouldn’t kill anybody.” She paused before she added, “And I’m okay with that. A little.”

      Another guard on the edge of the property spotted them. He charged forward. Alanna grinned, ran towards him, bowled into him at high speeds, and used her shoulder as a battering ram. The werewolf screamed in pain as he was flung into the air. She could hear several of his bones breaking as he smashed head-first into the frozen ground.

      She kneeled over the body and stomped her foot down on the man’s head. He was unconscious, badly injured, but he’d survive. Just.

      “How many guards are there?” Alanna asked.

      Coy pulled her against the side of a barn. Their breath came out in icy wisps.

      “A lot,” Coy whispered. “Rian knew how to stir trouble.”

      “I can handle it,” Alanna declared.

      “You’re being overconfident.”

      Alanna turned away from him. “Maybe you’re right. But I’m going to fight for Valko. I’m going to fight for us.”

      They were about to carry on towards their destination when a symphony of howling pierced the skies. Coy grabbed Alanna’s arm, and pulled her back. He was frantic.

      “They know we’re here,” he told her. “This is bad.”

      Her ears were assaulted by what felt like every wolf in the known world, howling mournfully. It was so loud she was surprised the people of Chapel Green didn’t hear it.

      Maybe they can. Maybe someone will investigate.

      “We knew they would,” she said direly. The howling died down in strength, but it still continued. “But this complicates things.”

      A massive, shaggy grey wolf appeared around the corner of the barn. It stopped, hackles raised, and snarled at them. Its teeth were practically razors, waiting to hack into them.

      “You should never have betrayed the Green family,” Alanna told the wolf. “It was your undoing.”

      The wolf padded forward, slowly, in search of a weakness so it could attack. Alanna pressed herself against the side of the barn, and waited for Coy to change.

      I’ve never seen two wolves fight before.

      She looked at Coy. “Are you going to change or not?”

      “I can’t do it,” he said. His voice was agonized, heartbroken. “I can’t attack them.”

      The wolf was getting closer. The howls on the estate were increasing in urgency once again.

      Coy looked her in the eye and said, “It’s my wife Tracey. I… I can’t hurt her. I’ve hurt her enough.”

      Alanna had half a second to resolve this. As the wolf pounced, and Coy looked impotently on, she slipped to the side in a blur of motion. She grabbed the wolf’s tail in mid-air, swung the creature hard, and catapulted her into the wall of the barn. She crashed through the wooden beams, and landed in a pile of hay. She seemed to be out cold.

      Then the wolf got to her feet again. She was bleeding from the mouth, and her tail was bent at an odd angle, but she was perfectly fine.

      “Your wife is very pissed,” said Alanna.

      “I left her because I was gay,” Coy admitted. “She doesn’t know that though.”

      The wolf’s eyes widened in surprise.

      “She does now,” said Alanna.
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      Rian grinned as the second construct threw himself at him. He dodged the attack, but noticed one thing as they continued to fight. As punches flew and teeth were bared, he knew that this thing, this copy of Valko, couldn’t move as swiftly and expertly as the real thing.

      “Traitor!” Valko roared.

      Rian screamed, and grabbed Valko’s arm. He twisted, and pulled Valko's shoulder out of its socket. He didn’t hear the pop he’d normally associate with such an action. It felt so fake.

      “This is useless!” Rian shouted with the knowledge that the witch was close by. They had to be to keep the spell up. “You can’t defeat me like this! You have no chance!”

      Valko punched him in the throat. Rian teetered back, unable to breathe for a moment.

      Where the hell are my guards? Are they all asleep?

      “You deserve this,” said Valko, his claws a blur as they slashed at Rian’s chest. He drew blood, and pushed him back towards the window. “You damn traitor!”

      Rian blocked another attack. He swiped some of his own blood onto his hand and flung it at Valko’s face, which temporarily blinded him. Rian grabbed him by the arm and swung him through the window. When Valko hit the ground, he vanished.

      Rian turned back to his room, cautious. “Where the hell are you, witch? Show yourself!”

      He ran to his study door, opened it, and looked down the corridor. Several of his guards were asleep on the floor, snoring softly. The stench of magic was overpowering.

      The witch is very close.

      “I will find you!” he called. He enjoyed being the predator. He hadn’t had this much fun in such a long time. “And when I do, you’ll die in pain.”

      Another Valko jumped through the wall in front of him. The two of them collided and crashed into a sideboard, and smashed the expensive vase on top of it. Rian punched at him, and grabbed him in a headlock. He twisted his neck, killing him. The construct vanished.

      “I’m growing bored!” shouted Rian.
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      Coy’s ex-wife, in her new deadly wolf form, howled in pain. She charged forwards and pounced. Coy just stood there, looking dumb, seemingly afraid to do anything.

      What is wrong with you?

      “Watch out!” Alanna screamed.

      The wolf collided with Coy, and pinned him to the ground. She bared her teeth, and stared down at him with such vicious hatred that Alanna wondered why she hadn’t killed him already. What was she waiting for?

      “Please,” Coy begged. “You have to believe me that…”

      The wolf snarled, about to bite down. Alanna kicked her off him, and sent her tumbling into a filthy snow pile by the side of the barn. She climbed to her feet quickly, and looked angrier than ever.

      “You have to protect yourself,” she told Coy as the wolf circled them in preparation for another attack. “She wants to kill you.”

      Coy got to his feet. “She doesn’t want to kill me. She’s just hurt.”

      “A hurt woman is capable of quite a lot of violence, especially if they’re a giant wolf!”

      He looked towards his ex-wife, the woman he’d married and tossed aside because he’d been too cowardly to admit he was gay. In a way, Alanna didn’t blame her. She’d been through the exact same thing with Valko Senior. At the time she’d felt like killing him, even though he’d been honest with who he was.

      This is up to me to solve this.

      “I know he hurt you, but killing him won’t solve anything,” said Alanna with the hope that she could get through to her. “He’s a coward. You deserved to know the truth, but he kept lying to you. You could kill him, but that wouldn’t make you feel better. It would…”

      She pounced again. Alanna intervened, and grabbed the wolf by the scruff of her neck. She twisted, and that killed her instantly.

      What have I done…

      Alanna let the body drop. The corpse changed instantly into her human form: a pretty woman in her late sixties with deep red hair in a bun. She seemed peaceful.

      Coy stared at her in horror. “She didn’t deserve that.”

      “Would you have let her kill you?” Alanna asked him.

      I need to keep my mind off this.

      I killed someone.

      I swore I’d never kill again.

      “Would you?” she demanded.

      He nodded.

      “I respect that,” she said. Her voice trembled as she looked away from the body, from the life she’d snuffed out. “But don’t do it again. I want to survive this day. Come on, let’s head to the house where they’re keeping the Greens. Maybe we can get to them during all the chaos.”

      It was her or me. This was different from last time. Last time it was murder. This time it was self defense. There’s a difference.

      They were about to head away when five more wolves appeared around the side of the barn. She took Coy’s hand and they ran.
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      The Valko construct exploded into pinpricks of light.

      “I can smell you!” Rian teased. “I can smell your magic!”

      He whipped open the door to the walk-in freezer. There was an old man standing there, shocked. Rian smirked, contemplated the bloody things that he was going to do to this witch.

      I could skin him alive with my claws, or just lock him in here and let him freeze to death.

      “You set my alarms off,” said Rian. He could hear the old man’s pulse, taste his fear. He was definitely real and not a magical construct. “Why have you come to kill me?”

      “I didn’t come to kill you,” the old man explained. He held his head up high, trying to act brave. “I came here to help someone else kill you.”

      Rian stepped forward menacingly. The old man stepped back. The air in the freezer was chill, but nothing he couldn’t handle. It was probably colder outside than it was in here.

      “You’re not a very good witch,” Rian remarked. “You should’ve turned my blood into fire by now.”

      “I’m not a killer,” said the man. “When I came back from the war, I vowed never to kill another soul ever again, even one as repulsive as yours.”

      “Adrian is a good man,” said another Valko construct behind him.

      Rian ignored him, content to scare this old witch. He was going to enjoy tearing him limb from limb. He’d never tasted witch blood on his tongue before.

      “Did the Chapel Green town council send you?” Rian asked as he reveled in the old man’s fear. “Did their child sheriff not have the guts to come up here and kill me himself?” Rian laughed. “Idiots, the lot of them. When I take my place on the council, they’ll have to take heed of my ideas.”

      “Since when were you intelligent enough to do something like address the town council?” the Valko construct mocked.

      A fist grabbed him by the back of shirt and shoved him up against the door. Rian was surprised. The old man must have been saving his best work for last. This construct felt more solid, more powerful.

      “You’re a traitor,” Valko spat. “And we’re here to take you down.”

      A fist connected with Rian’s kidneys. The pain was biting, making him gasp out loud.

      Something is wrong.

      Shit. This is the real Valko!
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      Valko grabbed Rian by the back of the neck and dragged him out of the freezer. He threw him against the sink so hard that the faucets broke, and showered the kitchen with water.

      “I said that I wasn’t going to enjoy this,” said Valko as he kicked Rian in the head. “But I think I might.”

      He brought both of his fists down on the back of his former friend’s head. Rian went down onto the kitchen tiles, and his chin cracked against the hard surface.

      Valko kicked him in the head again, the force of the impact so hard that several teeth spun out of Rian’s mouth.

      “Stop this!” a voice screamed.

      The familiar voice yanked Valko out of his thirst to hurt Rian. It was a mistake. The other werewolf used the opportunity to get behind him and grab him in a headlock. He couldn’t move.

      “What are you playing at?” the voice cried.

      Valko knew he had to be seeing things. It was impossible.

      “Vasilka?” he asked.

      My sister is alive…
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      “Vasilka…”

      She smiled hesitantly, and stepped forward. The light from the window outlined her form. His beautiful sister. Alive.

      “What kind of madness is this?” Valko demanded.

      Rian grinned, and gripped Valko’s neck even harder. Valko felt his vision going blurry as his throat was crushed and air was cut off to his lungs. He hung limp, not understanding.

      This has to be a trick. This has to be magic.

      “Let him go,” said Vasilka. “Please, Rian.”

      “He came here to kill me!” Rian roared. “He deserves to die. If he hadn’t escaped in the first place, we wouldn’t be in this position.”

      Vasilka smiled. Valko had missed that kind smile, so full of hope and expectation. She had to be an angel.

      “I saved him,” Vasilka explained.

      Rian shook his head. “No.”

      Valko’s memories of that night were still cloudy. He could swear Vasilka had died. He had no memory of how he got to Baxter State Park before Adrian had enchanted him to seek out Alanna’s cabin, but that much he did know. His sister had died. Rian had butchered her.

      So how is she standing here? Is this a dream? Am I still still suffering through my injuries back in Alanna’s cabin?

      “I had to save him,” Vasilka confessed. She smiled sweetly as she stepped forward. She was wearing a light blue dress, the one their mother had gotten her for her last birthday. “He’s my brother.”

      “We agreed on this!” Rian shouted. “He had to die!”

      “As long as you thought he was dead, it didn’t matter either way,” said Vasilka. “Did it?”

      Valko knew that lack of oxygen was making him hear things that made no sense. Did his sister know about Rian’s coup? Did she help him in his endeavor?

      Did my sister betray her family?

      “Don’t kill him,” Vasilka begged. She held her hands out in an attempt to calm the beast. “Let him live. Let him live for me.”

      “If I let him live, he’ll stop at nothing to get back what we stole,” said Rian. “I have to kill him.”

      “If you truly love me you’ll let him live.”

      “You know I love you. You’re my wife. I love you more than anything.”

      She smiled angelically, and placed the palm of her hand against Rian’s face. He smiled too. Valko could smell his sister properly now she was up close. She had a different sense to her. She felt alien, unfamiliar. She didn’t smell like family, a scent so familiar he’d know it anywhere.

      Why does she smell different?

      “I love you my Rian,” she whispered, and kissed him on the cheek. “Knock him out and lock him up.”

      “I will,” Rian agreed.

      Valko looked up into his sister’s precious eyes. She stroked his face gently and smiled before he finally passed out.

      [image: ]

      The basement door heaved, and shuddered under the weight. Dust fell from the ceiling as that too shook. They were trying to get in through the floor above as well.

      “Who built this house?” Alanna asked, nervous.

      “I did,” said Coy. “And I built it with great care. They won’t be getting through the floor or that door any time soon.”

      He didn’t seem to sure about that. Most houses weren’t built to withstand the multiple impacts of a dozen angry werewolves, even ones built for a werewolf community.

      She started to pace, and wondered what was going on with the others. Valko must either still be fighting or be dead by now, otherwise the attack would have been called off. She didn’t dare think about Adrian. Despite the fact that he seemed a powerful witch, he was old, and he hadn’t been given formal training. Perhaps bringing him along had been a bad idea after all.

      “Do you…do you think Valko’s dead?” she asked him.

      Coy shook his head. “Of course not.”

      “Then what’s taking so long? He should’ve killed Rian by now.”

      “Just like we were supposed to be rescuing his parents?”

      She turned her back on him, determined to think positive thoughts. It was hard to stay on track. Their plans had gone terribly wrong. They’d underestimated their enemy and overestimated their own abilities. Now they were trapped in Coy’s basement.

      Her eyes sought out what appeared to be a gun cabinet. An idea formed in her head.

      Coy shook his head. “Don’t. No killing, remember?”

      “I’ve already killed,” she stated. “Besides…”

      They heard what seemed to be a chainsaw.

      “What the hell is that?” Alanna demanded.

      “Exactly what it sounds like,” Coy answered.

      She looked up just as the edge of a chainsaw exploded through the basement door. Splinters and dust swirled all around them in a maelstrom. Alanna backed against stacks of pickled onions, and wished that she hadn’t agreed to a no-killing policy. There was no way she was getting out of this alive without resorting to dangerous measures. Killing Tracey had been one thing, but killing more would just be extreme.

      I’m really sorry about this, Valko, but if I don’t kill, then I’m going to die myself. I hope you can forgive me.

      “Right,” she said as she marched over to the gun cabinet. She yanked open the lock with her hand, opened the door, and pulled out a shotgun. She loaded it and shoved plenty more pellets into her pockets. “Hmm. A Browning Auto-5 semi-automatic shotgun. I love these.” She locked four pellets in the cartridge, one in the chamber. This lethal baby would make a real mess of anyone who messed with her. “This is what we’re going to do; we’re going to give them the option of fleeing, or we’re going to blow their fucking heads off.”

      “Valko said no killing,” Coy reminded her.

      “It’s either them or us,” she stated. “Valko would understand.”

      If he’s still alive.

      She shook her head. Even thinking about Valko being dead made her angry and blood hungry and vengeful.

      All that blood, ready to devour, ready to be mine…

      “Protect yourself,” she ordered Coy. “Please. You’re doing yourself no favors here.”

      Coy sighed and picked up another Browning, almost identical to hers. He loaded it up quickly, efficiently. He definitely knew how to use it. She grimaced as he pointed the muzzle towards the door.

      “Are you ready?” she asked him.

      He nodded. “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

      The entryway cut into the door by the chainsaw fell to the ground amid a whirlwind of dust. Growling wolves shoved their way through, fighting each other for the first to draw blood, slipping and sliding over the piles of splinters and ash. They stopped when they saw the two shotguns aimed at them.

      “Go back now or you’re dead,” Alanna warned them.

      The five wolves growled malevolently, but they stayed still.

      “I know it may have seemed a good idea at the time,” she told them, gun still pointed forward. “But you betrayed the Green family. You have to know that that was wrong, no matter what Rian told you. The Green family protected you. They helped you. You were family.”

      The five wolves turned to look at each other. Some looked guilty, and whined pathetically to prove it. One of them, a huge creamy white wolf with large shaggy paw, growled and pounced.

      Alanna blew its head off with the shotgun. Brain matter, splinters of bone and blood-soaked fur sprayed across the floor, and covered the cowering wolves. They skidded on the offal and ran, terrified.

      She lowered her shotgun, surprised she’d actually shot the wolf. She hadn’t wanted to. It had been him or her.

      “You actually did it,” said Coy, surprised.

      Alanna turned away from the carnage. “I had to. Damn it, I had to.”

      “It’s okay. He was going to kill you. Valko will understand.”

      She ignored his words, not sure what to believe. She didn’t know who this werewolf was. He could’ve been Valko’s friend, or a friend of the family, or just someone he nodded to on the street.

      Please forgive me.

      They were about to leave when shadows darkened the doorway. It was people. She didn’t recognize them, but by the way Coy turned his nose up, she had a feeling that they were the werewolves that had just attacked them.

      “Take one more step,” she threatened.

      One of them, a man in his late thirties, said, “Please. We mean you no harm. Not any more.”

      “Where are the others?” Coy demanded.

      “We went along with Rian to stop the bloodshed,” the man protested. He looked so guilty that Alanna believed his every word. “We didn’t want to betray the Greens. You have to believe us.”

      Alanna did believe him. It didn’t take away the fact that they’d betrayed everything that they held dear, but it was a start. Perhaps they could make amends?

      “Follow me,” she commanded. “We’re going to find the Green elders and end this.”

      The man looked at the others surreptitiously. Something was wrong.

      “What’s happened?” Coy demanded.

      The man said, “The Greens were executed in secret yesterday morning. They’re both dead.”
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      “Wake up, son! Wake up!”

      Valko pulled himself awake. He could have sworn he hadn’t been dreaming.

      I really did hear Dad’s voice. Right?

      He was hanging upside down from a ceiling beam in the attic of the main house. His legs were manacled together, as were his hands. He’d been stripped shirtless, his torso sweating with the strain. He tried to pull against his bonds, but they were far too tight.

      Rian knew how to tie a good knot. My father taught him that.

      “How was the sleep?” Rian asked.

      Valko looked around as best he could. Sitting between boxes of Christmas tree decorations, old clothes, and chests full of letters was Rian. He grinned wickedly, crossing his legs, acting as if he was king of the world. His smugness was sickening.

      “What did you do to my sister?” Valko demanded.

      He could smell her scent. She was in the room somewhere, though he couldn’t see her. She was probably too ashamed to face him.

      “He didn’t do anything to me,” said Vasilka. “All he did was love me.”

      “You… you helped him,” Valko said. His voice trembled. The truth made him feel ill. “You helped him take over.”

      He heard Vasilka walking about, pacing. She still refused to enter his line of sight.

      “I knew what he was planning, but I loved him,” Vasilka explained. “We even married in secret! If it wasn’t for me, everything would have been so much bloodier. I tempered him.”

      “People died!” Valko roared. “I nearly died!”

      “And I saved you,” she reminded him.

      Rian stood up and walked over to Valko. His former friend smiled down at him.

      “Vasilka and I are the new alphas,” Rian explained.

      Valko laughed. “You’re about as much an alpha as she is an honorable woman.”

      Rian slapped him.

      “Your sister risked everything to make sure you stayed alive, to make sure that your parents stayed alive!” Rian shouted. He smiled across the room to where Valko presumed Vasilka was standing. “She’s my love. She’s my everything. We are the new alphas. You have to accept that.”

      “And you’re just going to keep me locked up?” Valko asked. “Keep me locked up like a crazed animal for the rest of my life?”

      Vasilka swept into view, and took Valko’s hand. The sight of him touching her was sickening.

      “I can’t see you dead,” Vasilka insisted. “It will be hard to get used to being a prisoner but it’s the best thing for you. I hope you understand that.”

      The two of them kissed. Valko twisted and turned, straining to break free and strangle the both of them.

      No, not Vasilka…

      He didn’t know what to do with Vasilka. The time for that would come later. All he knew now was he had to kill Rian. It was the only way to get his family and his pack back. Before that, though, there were some facts he needed to know. Maybe the answers would shatter him, just as Vasilka’s had done, but he preferred the truth.

      “Were you ever my friend?” Valko asked.

      Something flickered in Rian’s eyes. “Yes. You were my blood brother.”

      “This is not something you do to a blood brother. Was it because my father exiled your father? Is this about revenge?”

      “My father was a piece of garbage. He deserved everything that was coming to him. Drowning in his own vomit was too clean a death for filth like that. But he was right about one thing: our family deserved more. He was too weak to take what he deserved, but I wasn’t.” Rian shook his head regretfully. “I’m only sad that I had to hurt you. We were blood brothers. I hated it. I really hated it. But you had to die.”

      Valko hated to admit it, but he believed him. It didn’t mean much, not after everything that had happened, but it made him cherish all the good times that they’d had a little bit more.

      “I want to see my parents,” Valko demanded.

      “You can’t do that,” said Vasilka sadly.

      He could tell by the pained expression on her face that something terrible had happened. He turned away, refusing to focus on it.

      No…

      “They tried to escape,” said Vasilka. Her words were hollow. “Rian had no choice but to kill them.”

      No…

      “Valko, you have to believe me,” Vasilka begged. “We had no choice.”

      He screamed his rage and grief, and pulled at the ceiling beam with all his might. The wood cracked, started to split in two. He tugged at it with such titanic strength, fuelled by hate and betrayal, that the ceiling itself started to tremble.

      Vasilka stepped back, scared. “Rian…”

      “Go,” he ordered her. “I’ll handle this.”

      “Don’t kill him. Don’t…”

      He grabbed her head, and brought her face close to his. She was weeping.

      “It’s either him or us,” said Rian. “You know I love Valko like a brother. It’s just…”

      She nodded. “Just… make it quick.”

      Valko yelled as Vasilka walked away. Rian turned back to him, ready to kill him, just as the beam broke with a groaning, wrenching snap.

      Free at last!

      Valko landed on his back just as Rian reached him. He flipped onto his feet, fists ready, before he realized that he didn’t need to rely on his human instincts any more. He could change into a wolf.

      I’d been without it for so long I stopped relying on it.

      “You can’t beat me,” said Rian. “I’ve brought your family down. I’ve ruined you.”

      Valko shook his head. “Not yet you haven’t.”

      Valko strained for the wolf inside him. He connected with it easily, reached for that animal part of him that had been blocked for so many days.

      I feel you now. Come to me.

      The change was instantaneous, though painful. He leaped upon Rian’s human body instantly, dragged him to the floor, wrapped his mouth around his mortal enemy’s throat. He could change into a wolf, but it wouldn’t do Rian any good. He was still at Valko’s mercy either way.

      And it feels so good to have hold of him like this.

      “You kill me and your sister will never forgive you!” Rian shouted.

      He wasn’t struggling. He was counting on Valko not having the guts to kill his childhood friend, his brother, the man who his sister loved more than her own flesh and blood.

      “Please, Valko, you’re my brother,” sobbed Rian.

      Valko bit down hard, shredded the carotid artery. His teeth ripped into Rian's throat down to the spine. He spun around, tore the head off the body, and blood flowed all over and splashed onto his fur.

      He dumped the head several feet away from the rest of the body. He stared down at what he’d done, scenes of their boyhood adventures replaying over and over in his head.

      You will always be my brother, Rian, and I will always hate myself that it had to come to this –but I won’t for a single moment regret killing you.

      He changed back into his human form just as Vasilka appeared in the doorway. She screamed in grief, a wail so loud and rending, it tore at his heart.

      “You didn’t have to do that to him,” she spat.

      He turned to his beloved sister with venom. The words that were about to come out of his mouth would haunt him forever. But she had to pay for her treachery. He had to show the rest of the tribe, as well as to the supernatural world at large and in Chapel Green, that she couldn’t get away with her murderous actions.

      This is going to hurt me a lot more than it hurts you.

      “As the new head of the werewolves of Chapel Green I hereby exile you,” he announced stoically.

      She shook her head, disbelieving. “No. No.”

      “You brought this on yourself,” he said angrily. “You teamed up with that piece of scum. You betrayed the family, and the tribe, and every supernatural person in this town.”

      She screamed and threw herself at him, changing into a wolf as she did so. She was about to collide with him when Alanna charged in, and put herself between them. The vampire fanged out and punched the wolf in the face. Vasilka went straight into the fallen ceiling beam.

      Vasilka looked up as she faded back into a human. She seemed to be half unconscious.

      “You can’t do this to me,” she begged. “Please.”

      Valko walked up to her and helped his sister to his feet. She smiled, obviously thinking that he had taken pity on her.

      “You can take exile from me, or you can take exile from the council,” he told her, his tone straight. “But do you want the embarrassment of a trial in front of every supernatural being in Chapel Green?”

      She tried to slap him, but he grabbed her wrist and twisted it. He would love nothing better than to break her neck for the vile things that she’d done. Yet she was still his little sister. He could never kill her, not like this.

      “But if you ever come back, or if you do anything to this family or this town ever again…” He squeezed her wrist, hard. He heard several bones splinter, though he didn’t press hard enough to break any. “I will kill you. Do you understand?”

      “I understand that Rian was right to take over.” She spat in his face and laughed. “Our family is weak. You’re weak.” She looked over at Alanna, and at Coy, who was standing by the door. “If you let me go I won’t come back, but I will find a way destroy you all for this. That’s a promise from me, Rian and our baby.”

      Valko thought she was being dramatic at first, but he thought himself a fool for not noticing sooner. The reason she’s smelled different was because she was carrying another life inside her. It had mixed up the way her scent was presented.

      She’s carrying Rian’s child…

      “We have to kill her,” Coy announced. “She’s too much of a threat.”

      He looked towards Alanna, who said, “He’s right, but… but she’s pregnant. You have to exile her.”

      Valko wasn’t torn over what to do. He could never murder his sister, no matter what she did. There was only one choice.

      “Go,” Valko ordered. “Leave town now.”

      “I need to get my things,” she protested.

      He shook his head. “Go now before I decide to ignore my own orders and take you down.”

      He let go of her. She caressed her aching wrist and shot him a lethal look before heading for the door. She stopped and turned back to survey them all.

      “One day we’ll see you all dead,” she promised.
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      Alanna cursed herself for her stupidity as the car drove away. Three other werewolves had gone with Vasilka. Some of the others had debated going, but were too content with where they lived now. She suspected that they might be trouble in the future.

      “Do you think she means what she said?” Alanna asked.

      Valko stood by her, arms around her shoulders. It was snowing again, adding another layer to what was already there. Several wolf corpses were still in the snow, their blood turning the ground around them red. It was an odd, though beautiful, scene.

      “She has my family tenacity, and she has the ferocity of a woman who’s been scorned,” said Valko. He sighed. “We’re going to have to watch out for her one day. She’ll be back.”

      “Will you be able to kill her then?”

      He nodded, though she didn’t believe him. Valko was too good of a person to kill his sister, no matter what atrocious acts that she’d committed.

      I’ll just have to kill her myself when she returns.

      She was about to suggest they go and find his parents when she saw Adrian exiting the house. Alanna ran to him, and pulled him into a hug.

      “You did great,” she declared. “You’re a real witch now.”

      Adrian blushed. “It was hard work. It exhausted me. I think I’m ready to go back into retirement.”

      Valko clapped him on the shoulder. “You’re an honorary member of this clan now. You’re welcome any time.”

      They stood around talking for a while before Adrian headed inside to call his family. He’d lied to them, telling them he’d gone on a road trip to Graceland, to see where his idol, Elvis Presley, had once lived.

      She looked around the grounds. The Green estate was large, but it was perfect. She liked it. It felt homely.

      Valko sniffed the air. He seemed tense.

      “What is it?” she asked. “Is Vasilka coming back?”

      “No,” he said grimly. “I can smell demon.”
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      The sheriff’s patrol car pulled to a stop in front of the house. Valko waited with Alanna by the porch, and nervously tapped his fingers against his leg. He was angry. The local council should’ve sent somebody up here long ago.

      The door to the car opened and an elderly Hispanic woman climbed out. She looked gloomily around the estate, and noted the dead bodies. She was Carla, the vampire representative of the Chapel Green supernatural town council.

      “What happened here?” she asked.

      Valko stalked up to her, furious. “Something which the council could have rectified weeks ago if…”

      Carla cut him off by shaking her head. “We couldn’t put the lives of Leonard and Sarah in jeopardy. But we were working on a plan, I promise you.”

      There was someone else sitting in the car, a young boy of about eight or nine. He was staring intently at them, observing. He freaked Valko out because that was no ordinary boy.

      “My parents are dead,” he informed Carla bitterly.

      Carla shook her head. “No.”

      “Looks like your plans were too late.”

      Carla turned away, processing her grief. Valko felt like shit for being angry with her, but at the moment, he didn’t care. The council had been slow and neglectful.

      The boy got out of the car and walked up to them. He looked like any normal boy, with an innocent face, black hair and a pair of sneakers that were double knotted. He was anything but normal. He was called Gable Trent, and he was the world’s only remaining Prime Demon.

      He was also sheriff of Chapel Green.

      “I hate being a boy,” said Gable. “One of the perils of being reborn again and again is having to go through puberty. I can feel it coming like a storm on the horizon.”

      Sheriff Trent always unnerved Valko. He was quite possibly the most powerful being alive, yet right now, he was a little boy. He could turn into a seven foot horned demon any time he wanted, but as of right now, he was a child – a child that led a small town.

      How long has he died and been reborn, forced to grow up again and again? Is he thousands of years old or even older?

      “Take me to see them,” Gable ordered.

      Valko shook his head. “No. This is something I should do.”

      “They were my friends.”

      Valko looked towards Alanna, who shrugged. He may as well get this over and done with.
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      Valko placed his his fingers around the door handle, hesitant. He could smell them the moment he set foot in the house. The scent was achingly familiar, but warped, desecrated.

      “I can’t believe Rian just left them to rot,” said Alanna.

      He turned to her, shaken. “I can’t do this.”

      “They deserve burial,” she told him, stroking his cheek. “Their bodies need to be returned to nature. That’s the were way, right?”

      He nodded, and opened the door. When he saw the mess his parents had been left in, he howled.
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      He patted down the last sod of earth with his hands. He’d done it all by hand. It may have taken him all night, but this was his right. It was his duty to bury his parents, and he would honor them.

      He wiped at his brow and climbed out of the grave. He’d dug it eight feet deep, just to be sure. Here, at the back of the house and community they loved, they’d lay together, forever.

      Alanna gripped his hand, ignored the dirt that had accrued on his fingers. He smiled into her loving eyes, focused only on her.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      “I’m fine,” he insisted. He could smell cow on her. “Why didn’t you tell me Bella had arrived? I kind of missed her.”

      “She’s just getting used to her huge, new barn. She loves it here.”

      “Be with me.”

      He took his hand, held her close to his lips. She said, “You want to do it in the forest? With all the animals watching?”

      “Nothing else exists but you.”

      She laughed. It was a wonderful laugh and he loved it.

      “What’s so funny?” he asked.

      “Life is funny,” said Alanna. “Life is brutal and unfair and sometimes, just so you don’t lose all hope, it’s funny.”

      “Come on,” he said, and led her into the forest on the edge of his land. “It’s time to make you feel something other than amusement.”
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      When they were finished, the sun was coming up. The boughs of the trees were glowing and on the small grove where they’d made love, on a ground so frosty it nearly gave them ice splinters, they stared into the sky. Today felt like a new day, a new beginning, and not just because they’d won in their battle with Rian.

      “My ass is cold,” said Valko.

      They were laid on their torn off clothes, cushioning them. Their bodies were half intertwined, one with each other. Alanna had never felt so complete before. This was her life, here, with Valko.

      It’s time he knew the truth about the artefact.

      “I learned something about the artefact the other day,” she said, smiling as her breath misted on the air. “Something important.”

      “I don’t want you to become human,” he admitted. “I don’t want you to be vulnerable.”

      She sat up and fished around in the pocket of her coat. She pulled out the artefact, and held it reverently. Valko sat up too; he eyed the object in his hand like it was a snake.

      “I wish I’d never found it,” he admitted.

      “Everything living has a life-force,” she explained. “An energy of sorts. Not the soul, that’s different. This artefact can’t get rid of that energy. It has to go somewhere. It can’t turn me into a human. It never could.” She smiled, loving the confused look on his face. “When Desdemona used this, she had a choice to make; she had to become something else other than a vampire. She had a lot to choose from, but in the end end, she chose something with a limited lifespan. She chose to become a witch.”

      He nodded, understanding. “So…”

      Her eyes glowed with feral intensity. He fell back, shocked.

      “I used it while you slept,” she said, unable to contain her excitement. “I’m a werewolf now.”

      
        THE END
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        There are some battles that will take a kiss of offering.

      

      Captain Mischa Tanner has faced some dangerous adversaries yet this time it wasn’t only about life or death. They were after the very essence of each of them and what made her and her team who they were. Power wasn’t just made it was born from deep within. It would take a kiss of offering to save them.
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      “Die you blood sucking fiend.” The man shrieked.

      In disgust I listened to the trite phrase. In all the advances we had over the last couple of decades, that tired line was still the favorite to use when trying to slay a vampire. The would be killer tried to stake the pretend-vampire. The vampire used some fancy moves and lots of special effects to fight. When the supposedly mysterious red mist; that from the smell was soap with red food coloring cleared, the man was laying on the ground dead and the vampire was still alive. The vampire was actually the star of the vampire cop show, this latest craze of TV shows.

      I was offended by all the hoopla. Times have surely changed since vampires were considered the boogey men - they were in a social class all by themselves- to be slain and turned to dust. Now vampires were not only considered citizens but viewed as upstanding ones at least until a crime was committed then they were just another criminal. Except with fangs. Long before humans discovered vampires were real; unbeknownst to the humans, they had their own society. Their own elected government for many years. The “we” I’m referring to was everyone else who the humans never knew about. Vampires, werewolves, fairies, elves, and anything else you can name. The secret society had it. Secret to the human population anyway.  How do I know all of this?

      I’m a part of the secret races and saw the building of our society. The leading body of the group worked as well, at least the best it could. We had our own problems just as anybody of people had. Criminals corrupted officials and don’t let me get started on the favoritism.  We would have stayed that way; going about our merry way, if it wasn’t for the incident of 2018 or as I and the ones who were there when it happened fondly called it- ‘When the shit hit the fan and we were outted to the humans on the planet’.

      It wasn’t such a bad incident actually. We were the good guys for a change. The president’s - for the life of me I can’t remember his name- at the time, kid had ventured into territory he shouldn’t have. He was up to his eyeballs in some blood thirsty Gridians – a mixed race gang with some bad elements of all inhuman groups. My group were, even back then, protectors and on patrol when we heard the cries for help. Darrell- the president’s kid- had quite a set of lungs on him. We may have super hearing but even without it his screams could have burst an eardrum.

      With his shrieking we had no problem finding him and the trouble he had gotten into. After taking out or maiming most of the gang that hadn’t ran when they saw us. Darrell was so overcome with gratitude he fainted. The wuss. Since we couldn’t leave him there – like I wanted to at first- we took him home. All of my ten people team coming along for coverage in case those damn Gridians came back for wuss boy. Boy was that a mistake, we all lived to regret to this day. Old daddy was waiting for his innocent baby boy – Darrell was twenty at the time but when you reach my age that young- house and saw us. Yep saw us when we were invisible to the human eyes mind you. What we didn’t know was wuss boy was into some major mojo and a techno geek. He had all kinds of spells and equipment around his house.

      The secret service and my team were on the way to having a major blood bath on our hands or a cross-cultural difference if you will. You see, I’m not only the big bad vampire I happen to be and not the pale skinned version you see on TV, I’m what I like to call a rich honey shade and drop dead gorgeous-no pun intended- if I do say so myself. If it wasn’t for Daddy President- which I have to say was nothing like junior and stood his ground like a man- the USA would have been short a few humans. Daddy President didn’t freak and being the ultimate diplomat he was willing to negotiate for his son’s release. We laughed in his face of course and turned over sonny boy who had by then come awake and was staring at us with a glazed look.

      Daddy Pres wanted to reward us for saving his sons worthless hide – his words not mine. Knowing he wouldn’t remember us after we left I – oh so smart one – said flippantly. Make all of us legal citizens and left. For over two years nothing happened and we had forgotten all about it. At least until the day the story broke that Vampire’s are real and living in the world. People scoffed and laughed and I’ll admit I did to but not for the same reason. I knew I was one and no one would believe.

      When someone says a picture is worth a thousand words they lie. It’s worth infinity costing you life as you know it. Wuss boy had some high tech camera – he still won’t tell me where he had gotten it- that not only picked us up but also offered proof of what we were. Hell I never knew some of the team wasn’t plain old-fashioned vampire. The mixture of fairy, werewolf, shape-shifter and some of the other beings in the genealogy pool of my team made us EOSB- equal opportunity supernatural beings. Thankfully I couldn’t be categorized. I know my genealogy pool but no one else did and I wanted it that way. Tyrnca and Arnon had also escaped the sensor reading.

      Glancing at Tyrnca standing next to me, I saw the rude look on her face. Tyrnca is what you would call the total package- a bodacious body, intelligence up the wazhoo and a killer instinct. Unlike me who is the total package plus a lot of extra shit thrown in for good measure. You needed it to survive in this line of work. We’re the elite STIF- Special Tasks Investigations Force - created throughout each country from various life forms and some dead ones, to work with the various branches of governments for our respective places we live. STIF are basically the ones who go in and do the dirty work when the real – excuse me while I gag- police force can’t do it. When the FBI and CIA don’t have a clue.

      My squad was the first and when the powers that be realized we couldn’t travel all over the world and country to solve everything.  The powers started to recruit more beings to combat crimes they would never even think about. Teams were set up in almost each state, providence and country in the US and abroad. Being the first had its privileges and we had our choice of places and chose New York as our home base.

      Who do we report to? The president and a few select beings from the different races. The locals like to think they have jurisdiction over us and are higher than us but we know the truth.

      Each STIF team had their own set of offices – and underground facilities for the more secret operations- separate from the rest of the law agencies. It was slick, high tech and the envy of all other law enforcement agencies. Ours was the best and the rest of the STIF agencies with good-natured rivalry wanted it. We weren’t sharing.

      With a quick glance around I checked on my team. Arnon was doing his doom and gloom routine leaning against the wall. He pulled it off too; he was dressed in all black. Against his ebony skin he seemed almost invisible. Looking for the rest of the team, that had come with us I noted their positions spread out through the studio including wuss boy- I tried to break myself of calling him that but so far I failed- who was our techno geek. Darrell had changed and filled out becoming a man and now he was a vampire, also at his own choice.  At least that’s the story we are sticking to.

      After the stunt he pulled capturing us on tape and with daddy pulling the strings to make us legal hit the news. The team and I had paid him a little visit. Tyrnac and Arnon had almost ripped his head off.  Me, I wanted to lose him where no one dead or alive would be able to find him. The calmer head in the groups had prevailed and after he explained his position and a lot of cursing then fighting. Wuss boy had honed up his fighting skill since we last met.  The agreement was set. At least until we tried to get it pass the Creimun – our version of a ruling body for all beings. They hemmed and hawed so much a year passed; another was slipping by until it was pointed out to them we were already known to the world, so why not capitalize on it. That shut them up and they started to work in earnest with not only the US but the UN to make everyone legal.

      On a bright day in 2028 not only vampires but also all non-human beings had finally gotten rights to be considered a living being even though we were technically dead; we had come out of the dark literally. Vampires especially dispelled all those vampire myths. Garlic that fine old wives tale. We aren’t afraid of it. Actually I love the taste especially on some linguine.

      The one about not going into a church. Not true. Vampires had their own religion. I for one am not a part of it. I’m a Baptist at least when I decide to attend church. Which is few and far between these days. My sister is praying for my soul and that my niece doesn’t turn out like me. A single old maid with only work to keep them warm. Part of what she said is true, I’m single. Old nope being over a three hundred is young in vampire years. My sister is over five hundred years and what she didn’t know; Synvic – my niece was more like me than her. My niece is the apple of my eye and a fledging. My sister had her the old fashion way. She gave birth to her. Yes, vampires can have children. To this day human scientists are still trying to figure that one out. When they do I hope they tell us. It isn’t something anyone knew. You were either blessed with kids or not.

      After that shock, our elders decreed that no one was to revel one of our biggest secrets. It took years before anyone figured out that the biggest whopper- vampires don’t burn when they hit the sun. They can even walk directly in sunlight, and don’t sleep like the dead during the day. Once the cat was out of the bag we were all happy. It took a lot for us to be locked up in the house all day. You can only watch so much daytime TV before you went insane. Some people are still unused to seeing us in the day and don’t even know what to say or do. I wonder what everyone would say if they knew the rest about us. It doesn’t matter so much now. I wasn’t talking about it and the few who were left wouldn’t either. Most of the one’s who knew were dead already.

      It was a sunny day in the summer of 2063 and I was stuck inside of a closed set for the final episode of the season for the hottest running show to hit TV since Angel back in early 2000.  Shasana Crite was the name of the main character and the show. Personally I have never seen and episode until today. The only reason I knew it was such a big show is all those atrocious billboards all over the place. I still had no idea why we were here. It came from high up and here we were. I’m sure some of the show fans would pay an arm and a leg to be on the set. Me, I just wanted to go home and get some sleep. Our last case had barely just wrapped up and I was still sore from the spikes the perp had decided to use on me.

      The director called for another run through of the take. I wanted to take him out back and shoot him, my hand started to go for my gun to do just that when I glanced at Tyrnca. She was about to do the same thing. We looked at each other in total agreement and grinned.

      “Ah, Ms. Tanner. It’s always a pleasure to see you.”

      I could feel my face stiffen and my hand start to twitch to grab the gun, turn and shoot. My hair on the nape of my neck bristled as that annoying voice and slimy tone called my name again. Now I knew why we were here. The slime- Calvin Khan - had pulled some strings.  Calvin and me, we had some history. He wanted to get into my panties and I told him not so politely no. He was persistent and just kept pissing me off each time he tried something.

      Now who in their right mind would want to take on a pissed off woman who was a vampire to boot? Calvin did. Instead of being dissuaded, Calvin kept trying even using that old sexual harassment trick. “Sleep with me or you’re fired.” It didn’t work with me since he wasn’t my boss. Calvin was too stupid to know he didn’t have the clout he thought he did; at least until he was called to the carpet on his behavior.  I didn’t tell on him. The telepaths on the council had felt it and came just in time before old Callvy was made into Swiss cheese.

      After that Calvin had been fired. Talk about irony. He liked to tell it that he had left for better and bigger things. Our paths had rarely crossed since but his animosity and lust for me seemed to grow each time. Calvin only called me Ms. Tanner to piss me off. He damn well knew my title and he was the only one I made sure used it and not my name Mischa.

      “It’s Captain Tanner you sack of-.” The rest of what I was about to say cut off as I turned and got a load of the man standing behind me next to Calvin. For once I was speechless and liking the feeling. The man next to Calvin is who left me speechless…which is so unlike me.

      It wasn’t that he was gorgeous—I’d seen my share of men like that and worked with many—it was the power that I felt coming off him. That power wasn’t like anything I had felt before. It made me want to bask in it and wrap it around me and roll around. I stiffened at that since that wasn’t like me either. I narrowed my eyes and stared at the man trying to get an idea of what he was. Not knowing what he was made me leery. Yes I didn’t know what many of my team was but them I trusted and knew that they would have my back. This man I didn’t and that I wasn’t able tell…well it made me want to detain him until I figured it out. In the days before all the legalities I would have. Did I mention that I missed those days?  Yeah if not then here it is. I miss the days when I didn’t have to worry about the human laws we had to abide by until such time things called for us not to. Yes you heard that correct. We followed the laws but what the humans, who made them were thinking they were protecting those who weren’t human, didn’t know sometimes you had to step outside their human laws when dealing with non-humans. When dealing with some non-humans when they were backed into a corner they didn’t think of the laws all they thought of was survival. And any one cornered and wanting to survive will do all that was possible to do so. In those cases we didn’t think of the law but of surviving ourselves. If the humans knew even a drop of what we did they would label us monsters. Well it took monsters to hunt monsters so I was okay with that label. Looking at the man standing next to Calvin, I wasn’t sure what kind of other being he was and if he was a danger or not. The danger I could deal with later it was the not knowing what he was that would bug me until I found out.

      “Captain Tanner,” Calvin said it and the sneer was there in his voice.

      I took my gaze off the man beside him, but I knew each breath he took and if he moved I would shoot him and deal with the fall out. It was also unlike me to want to shoot and ask questions later. But something about this man made me want to. I focused on Calvin and he also had a sneer on his face. That made me feel so much better. Calvin was easy to understand. He thought he had power but didn’t and it made him want to make everyone who did bow to him so he felt superior. I didn’t bow to anyone. Ever.

      “Why are we here Calvin?” I was proud of myself for not calling him a name. Although you could tell from my tone I was without actually saying it. I love a good tone that portrayed screw you without actually saying it. Drove people crazy wondering if they imagined you were telling them off without saying it verbally. If Calvin hadn’t been so full of himself, he would have known it but I didn’t think he was that aware. I didn’t need to be polite to this dickwad.

      The Police Commissioner—my boss—already knew the history with Calvin. So even if Calvin called to say I was rude, he would tell him to fuck off. Yeah he alienated my boss too. He had issues with the Police Commissioner and stupid Calvin let it be known.  The funny thing was Calvin didn’t have issues with the Commissioner being a non-human. Calvin’s issue was that the Commissioner was in a Triad relationship with the Mayor of New York and a Senator of New York. The three-some were powerful politically and most humans accepted it. At least it seemed that way, since they did elect the Mayor a few times as well as the Commissioner— an office that was an elected one. I knew all of the three since I was close friends with their daughter, Jaxxon. Well we were friends who liked to mess with each other and those who didn’t know us may view it as we actually didn’t like each other. Which isn’t true. We liked each other just fine. We also knew each other well enough to know if it came down to it we would do what needed to be done. Jaxxon and a few others are the only ones who I trusted enough that if I went all crazy or power-mad to take me out. They would mourn me but do what was needed. I would do the same for those I trusted and we all understood that. We of course didn’t tell humans that they could be a little squeamish about such things.

      “It is not Calvin who requested your presence.” The man beside Calvin spoke for the first time. His voice was pure sex. His Irish accent was plain in that deep melodious voice that resonated from his chest.

      I returned my attention to him and the man stood tall and proud. I narrowed my eyes as he reminded me of someone and I couldn’t place who. I studied him as I tried to figure out why he was so familiar. The man was eternally handsome. His hair in varying shades of blue and green framed that face that would make someone stop in their tracks to stare and many would probably want to do his bidding. His eyes were the same varying shades of blue and green as his hair and against his pale luminescent skin it stood out. In the next moment it dawned on me what he was. I didn’t blurt it out since he hadn’t been present at the ceremony that brought his people to light a few days earlier and I was assuming there was a reason.

      “Talon Roarke, my brother said you were good and asked that you be brought here since we have a problem.” The man stared at her. “Someone is trying to kill my twin sister. And we cannot let that happen since it would cause a war the likes of which no one on this plane or others would have ever seen.”

      It sounded dramatic but I knew he was only speaking the truth. Now that the genie was out of the bottle as they say I could speak freely.

      “Why were you not at the ceremony introducing your people?” I paused. “Especially since if you are related to Talon who is the King of the Necromancers then you are technically a prince. And as such it is something we needed to know.” I thought of what he said about his sister. “And since that also makes your sister a princess we needed to know that too. How many siblings are there?”

      I didn’t like at all that the newly revealed race of Necromancers had even more people we didn’t know about. Hell we hadn’t even know until a few days ago there was so many in New York and that they had many that were mixed with other things. Things that made them even more dangerous than them being a Necromancer did. Their genealogy was so mixed that they, from what I could tell, since I hadn’t gotten near all of them yet had so many other beings that I wanted to make sure to know each and everyone. When the attempt of the Mayor, Commissioner of Police and Senator happened a few days ago; we found out it was actually an attempt on Jaxxon none of us knew it would lead to the council—the ruling body of almost all other being races— had agreed it was beneficial for the Necromancer to come into the light—literally. No human knew of that race and a few others that was deemed too much for the humans to understand or know. Now here we were a few days after that announcement of Necromancer and I had thought we had seen them all but seems as if Talon hadn’t revealed all his people.

      “With Nicolette’s career in the media, we thought it best not to have her there. As for myself I don’t follow orders so I didn’t go.” The man shrugged an elegant movement. “And I don’t like most people.”

      I could relate to that. Both the orders and not liking most people. The man studied me then smiled a soft grin that made my pulse jump into my throat. All of a sudden I felt as if I was hunted and I didn’t like it one bit.

      “I’m Devereux.” The man held out his hand.

      I really didn’t want to touch him. But I held out my hand. He slid his hand into mine and I stilled as the power that I had felt rolled over me with the softness of a summer breeze; yet the force of a hurricane. It was a contradictory and disconcerting feeling. And not unpleasant but I didn’t like anyone using their power against me without my permission. The power softened even more but did not recede.

      “It was not my intention to offend.” Devereux Roarke said. “It recognizes you.”

      I had no idea why his power would and frankly I didn’t care. I unfurled my own power as a warning but Devereux didn’t back down. Instead his magic rose to meet mine and mine hesitated before it did what I had wanted to earlier—rolled around in his power. A calmness overcame me as all the various parts that made me seemed to align for the first time. That was again disconcerting sensation. He lowered his lashes over his eyes. I wanted to see those eyes and knew it was a necessity.

      Open your eyes. I spoke to him mind to mind on a path I had never used yet seemed to know so well. He did as I bid and his eyes blazed. I didn’t need to see mine to know mine did the same. Suddenly his power stopped and I felt the loss deep in my gut.

      Devereux breathed out a harsh breath then. “I had no idea I would meet you today or I would have been prepared. My control is usually better than this.”

      “What do you mean?” I had no clue what he was saying.

      No idea why my power was reacting to him as this. It wasn’t something I ever did. Lose sight of a case and be distracted.

      “If you are done flirting.” Calvin’s voice was cold.

      It was a reprimand in it and he had no right but I couldn’t call him on it since I had let this get unprofessional. Devereux’ nostril flared and he didn’t look at Calvin but I was suddenly afraid for Calvin’s life.

      “You can’t kill him. I would need to arrest you.” I warned and stared at Devereux.

      He didn’t reply verbally instead inclined his head in a short acknowledgment of what I said.

      “He won’t kill me. Nicolette wouldn’t like it.” Calvin sounded way too smug.

      I really hope this Nicolette wasn’t his woman or something because I didn’t want to have to deal with Calvin much.

      “You overestimate your worth to Nicolette.” Devereux didn’t even try to hide his disdain for Calvin. “And seeing as you are not doing your job effectively. This is why I am here to oversee why these threats are getting through on your watch.”

      Calvin made a noise and I glanced at him. I never knew someone’s face could be so red. I could see Calvin’s intention before he did it.

      “If you touch him, he will hurt you and maybe badly. I don’t have time for that.” I warned Calvin. “I need to know why I am here and where is this Nicolette so I can question her.”

      Calvin blinked startled then frowned. “Have you never seen Shasana Crite Captain Tanner?”

      The disbelief was plain in his tone and on his face. I didn’t know why that was such a big thing.

      “No.”

      “But…it’s the biggest show on TV.” He scowled. “And it has a vampire in it for christsake.”

      I didn’t like his tone as if I had to watch since I was technically a vampire too. It was the main other being group that humans seemed to want to box people into. A lot like gender, race and religion as well as political affiliations. You could be flexible in any of those things but most humans tended to want to put you in only one box instead of accepting things were not that simple.

      “And you’re an asshole. Do you know every asshole on TV or socially?” I studied him. “Maybe there is a club or something that you all go to. Flash a member card that says I am an asshole so I watch every TV show that features one and talk to each one.” I passed and watched his face get that interesting shade of red with some purple this time. “I’ll take that as a no; so why does it matter I don’t watch Shasana Crite? Or as far as I am aware none of my team has. And from what I have seen today I won’t be. It’s insulting to vampires and stereotypical.”

      Calvin opened his mouth then closed it before he rubbed his hand down his nose. “I really don’t want to deal with you but I’m her head of security and was told to play nice and work with you.”

      “Well Callvy boy, I didn’t get the same message from my boss.” I smiled widely flashing my fang just to scare him. “And I’m a little cranky so…tell me where Nicolette is so I can do my job. Figure this out then we won’t have to see each other if we are lucky ever again.”

      Yeah I’m not that lucky but a girl can hope.

      “Don’t call me that.” He said then hissed.

      He wasn’t at all frightening. To even maybe give me concern, he’d need to be a powerful shape-shifter and atlas to Calvin’s everlasting regret he was only human. Not my words but his when he asked me to turn him. See Calvin wanted to be one of us and it galled him that he wasn’t and no one was willing to turn him. I’d also put out the word not to. Because if Calvin was that much of an asshole as a human; I could only imagine how much of him being an other being would make him. So I’d ensured to make it known in all circles to not turn him into any other being. I was respected by many and feared by a whole lot. I liked it that way. Calvin had no idea I had done that and from the reports I had from others he was really trying to become something other than human.

      “Callvy.” I taunted.

      He took a step toward me his face a mask of violence. Did I mention Calvin was stupid? He was really thinking of coming at me. Even if I didn’t use any of my powers I could still take him. Yeah the man has no sense.

      “Calvin.” Devereux said and there was amusement in his voice. “Although it would be interesting to see Captain Tanner wipe the floor with you; we’re here to solve the issues that Nicolette is having. Not whatever personal issues you have with Captain Tanner or her team.” Devereux looked at me then said. “Nicolette is the star of the show.”

      It took a moment for me to process that. I felt the rest of my teams surprise especially those who had some vampire genealogy in them.

      “She willingly acts like a stereotype.” I blinked. “Is your sister a vampire?”

      “No. It’s just a role and one that makes her really good money.” Devereux smiled widely. “Loads of money.”

      “If I was a friend of hers, I would have issues with the little I have seen how she portrays vampires.”

      The rest of my team made sounds of agreement. Since we were coming off a bad case; I had more than usual when we first went out to evaluate what was needed with a case. I also had my best and most dangerous of my team. I didn’t think they were needed but we were together and they said it was urgent we get here.

      “This show isn’t the usual for the show which makes it not just popular among humans but the supernatural communities.” Devereux shook his head. “It’s a cross-over with another show whose rating isn’t doing as well and the execs thought Shasana Crite would give it a boost. Nicolette did it as a favor for one of the writers for the other show who is a friend. This won’t make it on air. Nicolette won’t allow this garbage to be seen by her fans.”

      “So she has that much clout to say such a thing?” I might not watch much of these TV shows but I knew enough on how stuff worked.

      “Yes.” Devereux gestured. “We can wait in her dressing room until this wraps.”

      “How long will that be?”

      I really didn’t want to be here for hours waiting for them to finish.

      “Nicolette will be done in a few minutes.” Devereux smiled. “She doesn’t have much patience for crap and will be stopping it.”

      “Ok.” I gestured for him to lead the way.

      He and Calvin fell into step with each other leading me and my team toward the dressing room.

      “I still don’t get why we are here if this is s simple security issue.” Tyrnca—one of my seconds—walked beside me.

      “Probably whoever Talon called is a fan of the show and thus we are here.” Arnon—another of my seconds—said and rolled his eyes.

      “Either way we are stuck.” I shrugged. “We’ll see what has been happening and if it can be handled by the human police we will had it off to them.”

      The rest of the team didn’t say anything but I knew they had heard me. This time I just so happened to have all other beings with me. We did have humans who were part of STIF but they had to be really good. Today just so happened there wasn’t any humans with me.

      Devereux and Calvin stopped in front of a door. Calvin opened it and then went in followed by Devereux. I went in behind them and took in the room which was larger than I thought it would be from outside. It was comfortable and airy. The view through the windows was of the waterfall that they had in the lobby of the building. Coming in I had thought it was beautiful then wondered how they had did it. I could feel the magic in it and figured they had hired someone who controlled water to install it. That was another thing, all the beings who had come into light had done—learned to use what they had to find jobs if they wanted too. As I finished looking around the room, which took seconds, I stopped as I saw the table that was close to the window. The sun shone over the table bathing it in a glow. But it wasn’t that that had my attention.

      As I stared at the item I prayed like I haven’t in a long time that I would be able to save everyone in this room and the building.
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      Saying someone had it in for Nicolette in a bad way was putting it mildly. You either had to be crazy or have a death wish to handle Havoc. Most vampire’s when they reach one hundred years were immune or at least that’s what I was told. Oh the arrogance of the young. I went looking for Havoc when I hit good old one hundred and fifty. No reason just because I could. It was a moment I would never forget.

      I learned the hard way. No one had told me when mixed with certain other things vamps were no longer immune.  It wreaked well havoc on the body, bringing out basic urges to a fever pitch until you gave in to it.  I’ve never heard of any human coming into contact with Havoc but with their frail system I could only imagine that they would die from the overload on their system. Well I choose to forget or at least try to forget my experience with Havoc.

      Only a few ever survived a direct hit from it. I was one of them and only knew of two more who had survived or at least had some semblance of survival. With another glance at the seemingly inconspicuous plant sitting on the table by the window I could feel the one thing I hadn’t felt in a long time. Fear thick enough to choke a whale. Dread pooled in my belly and fear flew into my throat. I didn’t want to go through it again. Although it is said once you had been sprayed and survived you were immune. I wasn’t willing to test the theory to find out.

      With a cautious eye on the closed deep peach flower that looked like a mixture of a rose with an orchid I backed up. Then I tried to remember what time it was. Havoc only bloomed at a certain time or in certain conditions. I stilled as I realized it was too early for it to bloom. We had hours thankfully. Relief filled me but I still wanted to make sure no one was in the vicinity of this thing.

      “Get everyone out. Now.”

      My team picked up on the urgency in my tone and started to clear the room without any questions.

      “What I’m not g-“Calvin’s annoying voice was cut off before he could finish.

      I risked a quick glance and saw Tyrnca with her hand over Calvin’s mouth and arms locked around him as she dragged him towards the door. The room was quickly clearing. Devereux glanced back at me briefly then he was gone disappearing from view. Most of the rest of my team went through the door.

      “Get the containment unit.” I said to Darrell who I saw was closest to me.

      Not looking at me he nodded then his eyes widened. Turning back to Havoc I saw what I was fearing; Havoc open in all its glory. It shouldn’t be happening hours before the time it bloomed. I paused then thought of those certain conditions it would bloom. I hadn’t sensed anyone calling to it and didn’t know of any of my teams powers that would cause this. I frowned knowing the one I didn’t know; Devereux could be the cause of this. But that was not possible only a being that was no longer on this world could do such a thing. Havoc turned a purple, red then blue in quick succession. Then back to peach before changing to a deep orange.

      “Close the door.” I screamed at Arnon.

      He nodded as the team ran out the door and he started to shut the door.

      “Head’s up.” Tyrnca picked up Calvin and threw him towards the door.

      Belford caught him and went out the door. Arnon slammed it closed still inside the room. Ah hell, I hoped he was immune to Havoc or I would be in deep shit to control him. Belford detached from the shadows coming back into the room. At that I frowned hoping that I didn’t have to also deal with him. I ran toward Darrell pulling him back from Havoc hoping against hope to keep him clear of the spray. He shrugged me off already under the thrall of Havoc. He walked back toward it. I tackled him and lay across him. He bucked like an unleashed beast.  A hiss sounded warning me that Havoc had sprayed then a deep orange mist clouded around me before rolling on to go over Tyrnca and Arnon. I didn’t even have time to look and see what was going on, I had a hell of a time keeping Darrell down. He was screaming like he was on fire and he felt like it. He was burning up.

      I looked down in his pale grey eyes and saw they were going orange with Havoc intoxication. His eyes were wild then they changed to speculation. I could see the intent on his face and quickly rolled out of his way. He was faster than he usually was and was on me before I could even think. He started to lower his face the passion etched there clear on what he was about to do. I cocked my hand to hit him when he was ripped off of me with such a force he was pitched against the wall. I sat up glanced at Arnon to nod my thanks. It looked like I didn’t have to worry about Arnon being affected by Havoc. I then looked around to see the walls had cracked under Darrell’s body before he dropped to the floor. He raised his face and a rumbling sound like a deep growl came from him. He slowly got to his knees then in a blink to his feet. Darrell shifted his body and his bones cracked. He started forward with intent purpose when a sound although beautiful I had hoped to never hear it again sounded behind me.

      He stopped and cocked his head and looked past me. Cautiously I lay my hand on Arnon and Belford—who also didn’t look affected by Havoc—shoulder and we stepped sideways. With a glance at Tyrnca I now knew why she was so guarded around everyone. Even me who was the closest thing she had to family. Tyrnca had a lot of explaining to do. She was a - I couldn’t even think it much less say. To do so would give it power and bring down more trouble on us than any of us would be able to handle. I couldn’t give what she was a name or it would resonate. I caught Arnon’s thought as it slipped out and muffled it hoping it didn’t reach the air.

      “B-.” I slapped my hand over Belford’s mouth before he could say it.

      “No. We will die.”  I whispered with certainty.

      I didn’t take my hand off of his mouth until he nodded his understanding and even then I was reluctant to. One slip and Tyrnca would kill us and move on without a thought of it. Or at least until she realized what had happened. Her kind was a myth as some who were too young to know better assumed. To us who knew the truth they were extinct at least that is what we all thought until now. Slowly to not bring Tyrncas’ attention to us, I moved my hand away from Belford’s mouth and we stepped back in unison. She raised her head and made that same hauntingly beautiful high pitched noise again.

      The power rolled off of her in waves as her rich red hair floated around her honey-colored face crackling with lightening along all the strands. I didn’t even know when her hair had come loose from her usual high ponytail with the tail end braided. She glanced at us and we stood absolutely still as she racked us with her lavender gaze. She looked away back to Darrell as if we were no consequence. I let out a breath and watched as she studied Darrell like he would be a tasty treat.

      “Ah fuck.” Arnon breathed out as Darrell and Tyrnca flew at each other.

      The sounds they made were not human and they were ripping each other’s clothes off like they were crazy. I turned away. Havoc invoked two feelings more than others passion or violence. It went according to how your true feelings of the person was. If Havoc got into the ventilation system it could make people, some people, have a major orgy or try to kill each other or both. It would be bad no matter which way it went. I took a glimpse of Tyrnca and Darrell and looked away again. From the look of the way they were going at it, they had some hidden feelings none of them knew about. With a glance at Belford I almost grinned at the look of discomfort on his usually unfathomable face.

      I sighed as I knew I had to change the way things were going or Tyrnca would kill me. Well then again if I did what I planned I would probably be dead anyway. I heard a moan and knew I had to. Swearing I looked at Arnon then Belford and they saw it in my eyes. Arnon opened his mouth to say something. My hand flashed up with my gun in my hand and I fired a shot. Tyrnca gasped and jerked away from Darrell. The blood blossomed in her shoulder as she turned to look at me. I saw death in her eyes as she pitched Darrell away from her and turned to me. Darrell slumped against the wall this time knocked out cold. And that was from Tyrnca not even trying to throw him hard. He was an afterthought, now she wanted to hurt us.

      “We need to catch her. Arnon you go high and I’ll go low. Mischa you go middle then climb her when she is going down.” Belford said.

      I didn’t question him. I put away my gun and reached for my whip. We did as he said and went to where we were to be. I unfurled my whip and could sense when the other two did the same. I flicked it at her and aimed low around her hips. The other two did there parts and then we all tugged pulling her down as we infused the weapon with each of our powers we thought would be useful. Belford’s Shadower power hit Tyrnca in her legs and rose. She roared and her power flared white hot. I had only felt this sort of power once before and prayed never too again. Arnon unleashed his monster and it rose up the whip and engulfed Tyrnca. She rocked and tugged and I could feel all of us move. God she was so strong with her full power and Havoc riding her. Then I remembered the last part of Belford said. I levitated then flew at her tightening my whip as I went. My body hit hers and my teeth jarred. She lashed out hitting me in the jar and I tasted blood and my head flew back under the blow. I focused and pushed my vampire power into her. Tyrnca screamed and I pushed her down to the floor under my power. I rode her down and straddled her staring into her crazed eyes.

      “Tyrnca,” I called to her softly trying to break through her need to kill us. “Come back to us.”

      Tyrnca bucked and fought us but we held her. We were not letting her go but now we were at an impasse on how to get her either out of here or calmed.

      “She is under Havoc’s influence.” That familiar voice said.

      I didn’t think my gun was in my hand and pointing at him. Tyrnca  bucked again and I didn’t move although my attention was split. I could control both her and the new, what I would see as a threat, until I gauged it wasn’t. Devereux didn’t even flinch just watched me steadily out of those eyes that saw too much. I noted next to him was a woman who looked like the more feminine of him with the same eye and hair color. This had to be the sister who was the star of the show. I could see why it was so popular. She was gorgeous but it was the look in those eyes that made you wonder if she could cause violence if needed. It was the same one her brother had.

      “I know. I also recall you leaving. So why are you back and bringing her? We have enough shit we can handle.” I didn’t lower my weapon waiting to see what he would do.

      If he or his sister came under Havoc’s control I would shoot them. I didn’t have any feeling about them or gave a crap about them. Them I would eliminate if I needed too. Tyrnca on the other hand I wanted to try to save first but if I couldn’t I would need to get rid of her. It would be painful but I would do it.

      “We came back to help.” Nicolette said.

      “Havoc is dangerous to everyone.”

      “No Sirens.” Devereux said.

      I gritted my teeth as he said the one thing I was trying not to think or even say.

      Devereux smiled. “No worries. Talon ensured that unless we wished someone to hear; sense or even know it would not happen. They would hear something else known like Necromancer by which we are known as. That goes for all Sirens and those they trust. So the word is no longer dangerous to say.”

      My eyes narrowed as I realized what he was saying. The new King of Necromancers wasn’t just that which I knew since I sensed he was more. I hadn’t known he was of all things a Siren. That was a game-changer for this world. And could create all sort of issues.

      “Let us help.” Nicolette said.

      “If Havoc doesn’t work on Siren’s why is it working on Tyrnca?” Arnon asked.

      He asked what I was thinking.

      “I don’t know.” Devereux and Nicolette said together then frowned.

      I believed him and her. I nodded for them to help as I put away my gun. No use having it out if I wasn’t going to shoot anyone. Tyrnca made that noise again that was so hauntingly beautiful but frightening all at once. Then it was echoed as first Nicolette then Devereux matched her. It became a symphony of sound as they sang the melody older than time. In the human world people thought of Sirens as these mythical beings that could lead sailors in the sea to wreak ships. We in the supernatural world knew better. They were feared for a reason. Using their voice was only half of what they could do. They could use that same voice to raise armies and make them fall.

      “Mischa.” Tyrnca said softly.

      I looked at her and she stared at me.

      “I’m myself again.” She lifted her eyebrow. “Get off before I make you.”

      I hesitated since that seemed too easy. Tyrnca didn’t say another word. One moment she was there then the next she stood over me. I hadn’t seen her move but sensed it and could have stopped her. But with her moving as she did I knew her senses were back. That was the one thing Havoc ripped away too, the sense of you. Thank god it did since if you were cognizant of yourself it would make those who were trained more dangerous. It was one of the reasons the government hadn’t used it as a weapon to enhance their soldiers. It made them too volatile without any real methodical thinking which was what was need with soldiers. If Tyrnca had been in her right frame of mind we wouldn’t have been able to take her down with planning right in front of her. But we had since Havoc was ruling her. Tyrnca put out her hand. I accepted the offer and put my hand in hers. The power in her now I knew what it was; I realized I had felt it in others. Others I would be talking with. She pulled me up and in close.

      “Thanks for saving me from myself with Darrell.” She whispered it low.

      I knew she had made it so none of the other heard. I felt the rise of power.

      “Anytime.” I did the same as I answered then. “But you know he and you will have to talk since once he analyzes what happened he will not let it go.”

      “I know.” Tyrnca sighed. “That damn brain of his is an asset and a pain in the ass. I will let him figure out then come to me. I will answer him then.”

      That was the best I would get. We’d see how long it took Darrell to figure out Tyrnca had feelings for him and he for her. Because if they hadn’t been there no matter what the one person wanted the other wouldn’t have taken part if they didn’t want it too. On their end it would have been violence.

      Tyrnca released her then turned to Devereux and Nicolette. “Thank you, cousins.”

      At that I put my hands on my hips. “You have some explaining to do. But first why did you act like you didn’t know them? Hell or even Talon when we had that incident with him months ago?”

      “I know I need to explain some of it.” Tyrnca smiled. “And to answer your questions. We all have secrets that we keep. And I could not tell you mine without revealing others. Do you not have secrets that you won’t share with your closest friends?”

      I knew she was referring to herself and others. Also knew she was right. Secrets from even those close to you could keep you alive as well as them. I inclined my head to show her I understood. We would talk but I knew she wouldn’t tell me all her secrets and I was fine with that since I wouldn’t either.

      “Tyrnca, Havoc shouldn’t have affected you.” Nicolette said.

      “I know.” She said.

      They all exchanged a look. I glanced at Arnon and Belford and they too looked on confused at the look.

      “It was laced with something that I don’t know.” Tyrnca frowned. “I could feel it calling to my Siren which should not have been possible.”

      “Then why isn’t it affecting us.” Devereux eyes widened then his voice deepened. “Shit. Spoke to soon.”

      His eyes didn’t change but I could tell he was under the spell of Havoc.

      “Well ah shit I’m gonna hate this.” Nicolette made a thrilling sound.

      Hers didn’t change either. I took a step back and pulled my gun staring down the barrel at Devereux. Somehow I knew he was the one that was the most danger to me. Belford was to my right doing the same with Nicolette while Arnon was somewhere behind us I knew to back us up. Tyrnca positioned herself in front of Darrell so he wouldn’t get hurt.

      “Tyrnca what can we do so your cousins don’t go crazy on us?” I asked while watching Devereux.

      He smirked and stalked toward me. The deliberateness of his motions wasn’t typical for a Havoc intoxicated person. Nicolette was a mirror to him as she moved toward Belford.

      “I don’t think crazy is a problem.” Tyrnca said.

      I could see that and it still didn’t comfort me. “I don’t want to have sex with him.”

      “I don’t want to have sex with her.” Belford said.

      The twins stopped and they wore identical expression of contemplation. It was weird.

      “They don’t seem to be under the full influence of the Havoc and whatever they laced it with. Maybe I got the full effect and it isn’t as strong for them.” Tyrnca said.

      “Well goodie.” I stared at Devereux. “Can you hear me in there, Dev?”

      “Yes. No one has called me Dev before.” He smiled. “I like it coming from you.”

      “That’s the Havoc talking.”

      “Nope.”

      He didn’t say anything further and I didn’t really want to know. You know that saying of not asking a question unless you want to know the answer. It’s a good rule to follow.

      “Havoc and whatever it is mixed with isn’t fully controlling you and your sister. So what can I do to make it so it doesn’t control you at all?”

      “Run to water.” Nicolette answered.

      I glanced at her briefly and she was staring at Belford when she said it.

      “No one chase me.” Belford stated coldly.

      Nicolette smiled. “Ahh…you don’t know the joys of the chase.” She laughed a sultry sound. “I have much to teach you Belford.”

      I didn’t recall saying his name to her.

      “Immerse us in water.” Devereux said.

      I focused on him and the predatory look on his face made me wonder if there was a trap somewhere.

      “Do it now.” Tyrnca said.

      At the urgency in her tone I moved. I slid my gun in my holster then rushed Devereux grabbed him then pivoted and headed for the windows. His power flared but I was ready for it and tempered it with my vampire cool. His red-hot power faltered as if trying to decide what to do. I ran full tilt into the glass and it shattered as we went out. I could sense Belford beside me as he too joined me. I knew he could have used his Shadower power to get to the water but he hadn’t for reason of his own I didn’t have time to ask. We flew through the air and I didn’t look down at the sixty floor drop. Instead I focused on that waterfall I had admired when we came in earlier and when we came into the room. The water flowed over us as we came to it almost as if seeking. And I knew it was Devereux and Nicolette’s power that called to it. Maybe the waterfall had something to do with them.

      A gift from our mother and father. Devereux spoke in my thoughts.

      It was too intimate and I didn’t like that. I pushed him out and closed off the connection. I ignored the pang in my chest as I did and focused on the task. We went into the welcoming water and it came over us as if bringing us home. I floated there and let go of Devereux but he caught my hands in his and watched me with those eyes. I didn’t know what Nicolette and Belford was doing but somehow I sensed it was something like this.

      “Thank you.” Devereux said.

      I didn’t reply just waited for him to come back to his senses.  In the next moment I knew he was.

      “Now that the excitement is done let’s go back in and figure out who wanted to either kill your sister or fuck her.”

      I turned and went back to the window. I dropped onto the carpet and noted that although it had only been a few moments we were gone Tyrnca had taken care of the containment for Havoc. I also realized that since I hadn’t heard or sensed it, there didn’t seem to be anyone else in the building affected.

      “Did one of the team closed off the vents to this room so Havoc would not get out?” I asked Tyrnca.

      She glanced at Darrell who was just stirring then at me. “No. They said it hadn’t been necessary. It only affected this room and those of us who saw it.”

      I frowned. That wasn’t how Havoc worked. It didn’t have any controls like that. At least none that I knew of.

      I turned to Nicolette. Although soaked in water she looked beautiful.

      “Who wants to kill you or fuck you?”

      “It’s a long list.” She glanced at Belford and smiled. “Maybe the better question would be who would I want to kill or fuck.”

      I wasn’t falling for that trap. I strode toward her and stared at her.

      “Someone went to a lot of trouble to put Havoc here. And seems like they added something extra and are able to control it. Which isn’t something that is possible. Yet they did, all to get at you. Who is it?”

      “It’s possible to control Havoc. The Siren’s have been since it was created.” Devereux replied.

      I turned to him. Devereux smirked again. I really hated that look.

      “Explain.”

      “Sure.”

      He agreed to readily. I knew there was a trap in there somewhere. Staring at him I wondered how a day that had started with my wrapping up a case even though I was sore. Now I had been lead to another that I knew was going to be a pain in the ass. I frowned as I realized something.

      “Why am I not sore anymore?”

      I hadn’t done anything to heal myself yet now I was.

      “Would you believe it’s the healing powers of water?” Devereux said.

      No, no I would not and in that moment I was really tempted to hit him. I resisted but it was a close thing. Really close. Devereux sparked with amusement as if he knew what I wanted to do but didn’t. He really did see too much.

      “Explain.” I said calmly.

      If he smirks at me one more time I’m gonna shoot him.  And I would do it too.
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      Hours later when the explaining was all done I still didn’t have any idea who was after Nicolette. Although that was a problem, there was a bigger issue. That issue made me have to go before my boss. And believe me that is something you didn’t want to do and say you don’t have answers.

      “So let me get this straight. Someone has found a way to use Havoc as a weapon one that can be guided. Yet you don’t know how or who did it.” Merlin—my boss said.

      I opened my mouth.

      He lifted his hand. “Not yet. And this person sent this to Nicolette who is the biggest star of the hottest TV show currently.”

      I didn’t reply since I knew he wasn’t really looking for one. My boss studied me with those silver eyes ringed with Cerulean Blue then lavender. The shrewd look was all cop yet more.

      “As cops were supposed to save the victim.” Merlin leaned forward. “But there is more at stake than that.”

      He didn’t have to say anything further. Merlin was one of the oldest being on this realm and all others. I knew this because so was I. There was a few of us who were of that age. In Merlin’s case I knew him before we were even born. We had been born the same time, grown up together, and our lives had interacted many times. Merlin was sort of known to man before we even came out into the light. They had many stories about him and his feats with the Arthurian legend but that didn’t scratch the surface. There was so much more to him than that. The humans trusted him because of it. It was the same reason they were leery of one of his Triad relationship. Dracula was the stuff that humans revered or feared. So humans had mixed feelings about him. Although they had elected him, the Mayor of New York. There were talks he could be the governor if he chose too. Especially with the Rouge Necromancer Governor who had been behind trying to kill the daughter of the two men and their mate who was a senator. Isis—their third—was a goddess and powerful too. Humans knew of her too and weren’t so bothered by her. If only they knew that the ones they didn’t fear was the ones they should. They were all more than any human knew of. They were the trifecta of power not only politically but magically.

      “Yes.” I studied him. “But I notice you’re not so concerned about there being Siren’s involved.”

      The three siren’s— Devereux, Nicolette, and Tyrnca—had all agreed to let me tell him. Yet he didn’t seem so surprised.

      “My wife is a Siren, so I knew that Tyrnca was one. Also know that the Talon and his people are too.”

      I narrowed my eyes. It was as I suspected when I felt the power from the other three and recognized it from his wife and daughter.

      “And that means Jaxxon too.” I asked although I knew the answer.

      “Yes and no. Yes she is technically a siren but no because her power has not awakened yet.”

      I kept my face blank and I didn’t need to shield since I always was and no one would get to know what I was thinking unless I let them. It was interesting that one of the most powerful man was blind to the fact that his daughter did have her siren powers. I remembered that I’d felt a change in Jaxxon’s power when the stuff with the attempt of her life happened. I’d written it off as her coming into more power from one of her parents. Since I felt the same from her mom I knew it was from her. Since just like I, she didn’t know all what she was made up off until she came into her power I had thought it was just another power coming into maturity.

      “With the way they are feared it isn’t something that is known.” Merlin shrugged. “Now with Talon casting the spell he did so it wasn’t heard or seen unless the Siren chooses to there is no need to hide from those we trust.”

      “Not trusted enough.”

      Merlin smiled. “I hear the rage in there Mischa.”

      That he called me by my name made him know he was making this personal. Merlin rose from behind his desk and came to where I stood. He stopped beside me in touching distance but didn’t touch me. I reached out and he smiled wider then touched my hand. The power rose between us and it was so familiar and comforting. It was a power I knew so well as my own.

      “Brother.” I said softly.

      He cupped my cheeks. “Sister.” He rested his forehead against mine.

      If anyone saw us they would never know we were related much less twins. We looked so different. By human’s standard he looked Native American while I African American. Even our very eye color was different. Not many of the human world knew we were related. Our last name was different because Merlin and his mates had decided to take that name. Many of the other beings didn’t have a surname that was a more of a human thing. So before our coming out to humankind we were just Mischa and Merlin. Brother and Sister. The other beings all knew we were family including Merlin’s mates and my niece. I didn’t just see Jaxxon as just my niece. She was one of my best friends. We didn’t look to far apart in age, so the humans had no idea how old any of us are.

      “I would have told you if I could. I could not for fear of my mate.” Merlin hugged me. “I couldn’t risk her. And it wasn’t my secret to tell.”

      Intellectually I knew that but it still made me upset I hadn’t known. I pushed it aside and focused on other things.

      “I’ll find who is doing this.” I hugged him back and said in his ear. “If they are using Havoc as a weapon against Siren’s; a warning is needed to them.” I thought of his wife and Jaxxon being affected if someone wanted to hurt them. “They said they are immune but something else was added to it which stripped away that immunity. So that in itself was dangerous.”

      “Yes.” Merlin nodded. “I’ve already thought of those I care for. I don’t want this to happen to any of them. Jaxxon doesn’t need something like this happening again. My wife doesn’t either.”

      “No they do not.” I vowed that it would not.

      “Come by for dinner tonight.” Merlin said.

      I knew it wasn’t a request but a demand from a brother to sister. I could also feel his wife’s wanting to make amends for keeping secret she was Siren. I nodded then he let me go. He stepped back and the next moment he was again my boss.

      “So what is the plan?”

      I gave him my report, then when I was done I walked out. I waved at his assistant as I left then went down the elevators to my floor. Our unit was in this building. We were already in this building and actually the whole place was ours when they decided to put the Commissioner of Police in the same building. With there now being supernatural beings walking around everyone thought it prudent to have the head of Police in the same building as the elite STIF—Special Tasks Investigations Force—so they would be protected by anything human or supernatural that came after them. That had happened overnight since well with magical beings in construction all you needed was what you wanted and they could do it instantly. It was costly in some ways but efficient.  It was the same reason they were moving the Mayor to the top floor. There had been noises that they would for years but resistance saying having both offices of power in same place was dangerous if someone took out both. After the attack at the Mayor’s office that was no longer the case. The Mayor had also been moved to this building and been here for a few days. As for the senator she was also in this building since Washington had also wanted her to be. It was becoming quite a taller and wider building than it was. Personally I thought it was silly. We could protect all of them if needed without them being in the same place. But we let it happen to calm the humans.

      I strode off the elevator onto my floor. The sound of cops working filled me and I relaxed so at home in this setting. I’d always been in some sort of law. When we reported to the Creimun – our version of Congress— we had more freedom. I missed that sometimes but in reality with the human laws there was more accountability. In the old way the Creimun had too much power. Too much power could corrupt. I knew because I was part of it. So had Merlin and the other two and we had influenced the way we became known to human. We were still working on things but for most part it was good.

      I passed the conference room but back tracked when I saw much of the team who had been with me this morning was in the room. I went in.

      “What’s go—“

      I stopped as they parted and I saw Nicolette and Devereux seated at the head of the table but the man in the center had my attention. Then the woman who was by his side.

      “Talon.”

      Talon Roarke the newly revealed King of the Necromancer’s and his sister Ciara looked at me, and then they smiled simultaneously. They had been triplets but that Rogue Governor had been their brother. They had eliminated him.

      “Mischa.” He smiled. “I can call you Mischa I hope.”

      “Captain Tanner is better.”

      “Ahh…I thought this would be a friendly meeting.” Talon leaned back in his chair.

      Even if I didn’t know he was a king I would from the way he acted—like he was in charge. I couldn’t fault him, since I was the same, since I was usually in charge of any situation.

      “I can be friendly,” I paused. “On occasion.”

      A male laughter came and it awakened something in me. I glanced at Devereux and he was…I cut that line of thought off. I didn’t need any complication and sure as hell not one who had so many secrets. Because I knew there was more to him than him being a Siren. Devereux stared at me and his laughter slowed then stopped. I couldn’t define the look in his eyes and that made me uneasy. I couldn’t deal with that for now so instead I focused on the task at hand.

      “Why are you here King Roarke?”

      “Call me Talon.” He placed his hands palm down on the table. “I feel friendly to you. Especially since…” He cut himself off then said. “After all you are Jaxxon’s best friend and aunt.”

      I lifted an eyebrow not sure why that mattered. I opened my mouth to ask but thought better of it. It was the whole not asking a question about something you weren’t sure you wanted the answer too.

      “I have some information that may help in your investigation.” Talon glanced at his sister. “We both do.”

      “Then tell me.” I went to the table and sat down in the chair at the other end of the table facing him across it.

      My second’s came and sat beside me. It was a power play since he was obviously doing the same.

      Talon sighed. “I didn’t mean it to come across that way. I just wanted some of my family close.” He glanced at his siblings. “There are more of us that weren’t at the press conference. We thought it prudent so they could live their lives without the barriers that come with being the royalty of a race of beings. We saw how humans can be when it comes to that.”

      “Some lose their minds and act like you are a god. Or don’t treat you like well a person.” It was one of many reasons not many knew I was related to Merlin.

      And in turn close to the head of the police but more importantly the King of our kind. I liked it that way. I looked at Devereux and Nicolette and could relate to why they hadn’t come forward.

      “We ask that you and your team keep it private who Nicolette and Devereux are.”

      “Ok.” I said for everyone.

      No one in this building would say to anyone else who they were. Beside it being part of an investigation most of us knew how it was; not wanting to be judged by who we were related too.

      “Thank you.” Talon said. “Havoc isn’t the evil thing that people think it is.” He looked toward the door and a man came in.

      He moved with such grace that I knew he was like Talon someone who was in charge. The man stopped beside Talon’s chair. His deep purple hair that looked almost black framed a face that was captivating. His eyes were the same color. The man glanced at us his face cold.

      “My name is Havoc.”

      I looked at him and waited to see what else he had to say. The man didn’t say anything else. I stared at him then back to Talon.

      “So what if his name is like the plant?” I rolled my eyes. “What does this have to do with the investigation?”

      The man laughed and it had a cruel edge to it. He leapt onto the table then slid down the length. My people, who was on both sides of the table, pulled their weapons and tried to stop him. He pulled a knife from somewhere. I knew good and well he hadn’t come into the building with it since with our security we didn’t allow it. And magically he shouldn’t have been able to since we also controlled that.  Havoc blocked every weapon aimed at him and keep coming. That in itself was impressive since they were different weapons both physically and magically. He slid to me and I rose pulling my gun but I waited to see what he would do. Because although he fought back to protect himself he hadn’t injured or bloodied anyone. That in itself was impressive and showed he had control. He stopped just in front of me. Then he just seemed to vanish. It took everything in me not to step back as Havoc sat before us the deep peach color looking so beautiful.

      Everyone went still and quiet. They knew from our on sight briefing what had happened. The plant needed to be registered as a dangerous weapon. We’d not told the humans about it but after today we would need too.

      “You bring this in here with my people.” I stared past the flower to Talon. “Give me one good reason I shouldn’t lock you up.”

      My first thought was to kill him but then there’d be way too much paperwork to explain why I killed a King. Then again if Havoc sprayed I would have an excuse too.

      I won’t spray.  That same voice as the man called Havoc came into my mind. Then it said out loud. “Unless provoked.”

      In a blink the man reformed and sat in the center of the table with his legs crossed under him. He looked at me and now his eyes changed. They were peach, purple, red and blue. It was like a multi-petal flower. I kept my gun not pointed at him in case he saw that move as a threat.

      “Good we understand each other.” Havoc studied me then smiled. “Interesting you are not what I expected.”

      “I sure as hell didn’t expect Havoc to be a plant.” I frowned. “Wait how did you get out of containment?”

      “I didn’t.” He frowned. “You have one of my people.”

      “There is a race of Havoc plants.” Belford said in disbelief.

      “Sort of but not exactly.” Tyrnca replied.

      I didn’t dare take my gaze off Havoc. He might transform into a beautiful plant but the man was dangerous. All of these supposed people were. I wondered how many of them there was.

      “You knew of this.” Arnon didn’t sound pleased.

      I wasn’t either. Another secret that we had needed to know.

      “Yes. I grew up with Havoc and his people. They are not as you all think they are.” Tyrnca said. “The plants that everyone talks of that create such chaos are usually a synthetic one. It doesn’t change shape and cannot become another being. It is just a plant. Which is why it doesn’t affect us. Someone many millenniums ago stole some of the essence that is from Havoc and his people to make them. But now they are upping the ante.”

      “Yes they are. They used my name like it is the boggie man.”

      “I think the boggie man beings would take offense to that.” I stated.

      “It’s an earth colloquialism.” He shrugged. “They took my name and for millenniums it was whispered among the beings about it.” He smiled. “I didn’t mind so much.” He sobered. “Until now. Now they have taken one of my people and used it as a weapon.”

      “Is the reason it was so contained to spray and didn’t spread because it was someone who could transform?” I lowered my gun.

      “Yes. There is consciousness in there and why they can tell them what to do.” Havoc scowled. “That they were even able to take one of my people shows it is someone we know and trust.” Havoc titled his head to the side. “Not many people know of us. We are part of the Necromancer’s.”

      I frowned remembering now I had seen him at the ceremony right behind Talon. In that position that meant he was trusted.

      “Are you a necromancer?”

      If he was that was just a mixture that was all sort of dangerous. As if sensing what I was thinking Havoc stared and in his gaze I saw the same coldness I got when I was about to eliminate someone who was a threat to me.

      “Yes as well as a Sidhe.”

      He said it and I felt the knowledge spread through the room and also through the building. I stared at him shocked he had shared with so many. Sidhe was one of the races that were not known yet to the human world. They blended in with other beings and didn’t have any rights of their kind. Not yet since there was some debate with the council if humans could handle it. There was so many false things about the fae.

      “I trust that you control your people and they need to know.” Havoc leaned closer. “Seeing as we will be working together to solve this case.”

      I wanted to deny it but I would need to know more about him and his people to do that. He had already broken one of the things we all had believed that Havoc was just a plant. Now we found out it was a synthetic version of these beings. That someone had created it and now they were upping what they did by using a real being.

      “I can’t release your person until I confirm…” I paused then. “I don’t know if it’s a he or she.”

      “She.” He stared at her. “Her name is Harmony and she is my sister. My younger sister.”

      “Makes me wonder if you have other sibling’s names Angel, Mayhem, Mischief, Trouble or Anarchy.”

      Havoc smiled and his eyes twinkled. “You got some of that correct.”

      I wanted to know which ones but for now left it alone.

      “If what you say is true I will release her bu…”

      “No need for that.” A woman said in a sensual voice. She strode in as if she owned it.

      Even without her saying, I knew who she was. Looking at her I found it hard to believe anyone could take her against her will. Havoc seemed to flow off the table and he went to her side.

      “Harmony.” Havoc stared at her. “Who did this to you?”

      “I have no idea. But I will be in on finding out and then I will kill them.” Harmony looked at me.

      The coldness in her gaze made me know she meant it.

      I walked toward her then said. “Breaking out of containment could get you a few years in prison.”

      “Your prisons cannot keep me unless I want to be.” Harmony replied.

      I couldn’t help but like her arrogance. Harmony eyes warmed and she smiled. It was as if the sun rose after a dark night.

      “I’m gonna like you.” She smiled. “Tyrnca was right that I would.”

      “Really.”

      “She’s one of my best friends.” Tyrnca said. “I didn’t know at the time it was her. And once I was told I realize why we were susceptible to it. She could change her body chemistry and add to it to hit our system.”

      “Yes and for someone to know that; they as Havoc told you know us and be close.”

      “So I have some questions.” Arnon said. “You all can change into a flower. One that can create lust or violence.”

      Although he didn’t let it show in his voice, I knew to him that it wasn’t anything noteworthy to shift into.

      Harmony eyes flared and she morphed since it was so smooth into a white tiger. “Maybe this would make you respect us more. Or…” She did it again and this time a jaguar looked back at us. “Or…” She changed shape again. The lioness stared at us then yawned showing all those teeth. She then reformed and was herself again. “We are Sidhe and we can be whatever our power wants. Yes, the plant you all call Havoc, which by the way isn’t what it is but I’d call it Havoc S since it is a synthetic and not my brother. Anyway our main form we change to is the plant. And you may in your mind scoff at it not being frightening or something to fear. Yet for millenniums you…all of you do.” She came toward them. “So Mister Big Scary when you think less of us remember that. A little bitty flower makes almost all races of beings so scared they warn everyone of us.” She laughed and it wasn’t a pleasant sound. “We are of the very universe and earth itself.”

      “Are you done yet?” Arnon stated.

      Harmony lifted an eyebrow the same colors as her eyes. “For now. I might need to remind you later since it seems like you might need it.”

      Arnon didn’t reply to that. “And someone duplicated it for millenniums but now they took you, so they had the undiluted thing. I’m curious why all of a sudden they would do that?”

      “You and me both.” Harmony said. “I want to work with you. You ask the right questions.”

      And like that they were already pairing off to work. Havoc looked at me and I knew we would work together. I wanted to keep him close. Then I looked across the table at Devereux and was going to keep him close too.

      Both seemed like a really bad idea but at this moment I didn’t have a choice.
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      You know that moment when you can pinpoint that exact moment when you can tell something you decided weeks earlier would come to bite you in the butt. I was in that moment. We had been for weeks working to figure who had taken Harmony and used her as a weapon. And all paths had led nowhere. It was frustrating and I didn’t enjoy having to be in such close proximity with Havoc and Devereux. I glanced at the latter, who was walking by my side. Devereux was more available than Havoc since he worked for the family business. He ran the security—physically and technology—for the company that had formed. Havoc on the other hand had a day job. We were on our way to get to him.

      I passed the people in the hall and tried to not be weirded out about where we were. We entered the room and he was just wrapping up.

      “Class dismissed.” Havoc said.

      The students all rose and some started to leave. Some went toward the front of the room to Havoc. I leaned against the wall at the back of the lecture hall. Devereux did the same. Havoc was the cool professor that all students wished they had in college. He made the subject interesting and did it in a fun way. I knew all this because we had run a search on him and found out all we could about him and those of his people, he let us know about. Havoc was very close-lipped about his people. Havoc was a well recognized and respected Professor. They actually called him Doctor Havoc. He hadn’t taken on a last name as some of us had. Until a few weeks ago the college hadn’t know he was a Necromancer. They had known he was shifter but not what kind since it was illegal for anyone to ask for specifics. That was those human laws coming into play again. It worked well in cases like this. When he had added Necromancer to what he was the college had accepted it. One he was a tenured professor and he was that popular. Made me wonder what they would do if they knew he was a Sidhe. We could say that one since no one knew when but the word was protected when someone said it and no one would know no matter how many times you told them. Finally the students dispersed. Havoc packed up his stuff and he strode around the lectern then to the steps. He took them two at a time coming toward us.

      Suddenly a prickle of energy filled me and I stiffened since it was too familiar. I straightened and pulled my gun. The air behind Havoc seemed to split then a hand reached out. I sighted down the barrel and pulled the trigger. I didn’t warn Havoc I was counting on his instincts. He ducked and slid down onto his knees. Then ran up the steps on all fours. It was an effortless glide of a shape-shifter. The hand from the inky blackness came again then a shoulder followed by the whole person. I couldn’t make out their face since they still kept it is shadows. I knew he was hiding his identity.  I fired again and it didn’t stop him. He ran behind Havoc. I headed down the steps with Devereux keeping pace with me. He threw a knife and the man hissed as it hit him but didn’t stop him. The knives flew and as I shot and the man used the shadows to dodge them. We looked at each other, then as if knowing what to do without talking we made our weapons disappear then reached to touch each other. The power flared in me from him and I lifted my hand and energy flowed out and hit the shadow disrupting it.

      It reformed but seemed scattered then the dark smoke pulsed then reshaped as a man. I hit it again but it didn’t stop it as if it had adjusted to us. A touch on my ankle made me start and look down. Havoc knelt by my side and his cool fingers was on my ankle. His power filled me mixing with mine and Devereux. I used it pointing it at the man with a steady stream.

      “You cannot save him.” He snarled.

      Then he was gone sliding back into the shadows. I stopped and waited to see if he would return. When he did not, I released Devereux and moved back out of Havoc’s touch. I immediately wanted to be touching them again. I pushed that away and called it in.

      “I need assistance at MerDarc University.” I looked at the men. “Send some Shadowers with you.”

      I focused on the men before me. “At least that is one question answered. We know what type of being is involved.”

      “A Shadower.” Havoc said and looked grim.

      “What is with that look?”

      “I can’t tell you yet.” Havoc shimmered. “I have to check something and I will get back to you.”

      “I can’t tell you yet.” Havoc shimmered. “I have to check something and I will get back to you.”

      In the next moment he was gone. I stared at where he had been and clenched my fist. I let him go for now. When he came into our headquarters weeks ago none of us knew what he was so we hadn’t been prepared. We didn’t know there was Sidhe’s in earth realm. So we hadn’t prepared for them. He was powerful and could somehow slip past me and everyone else in the STIF group. We needed to figure out how he did it so we could train on it in case we came up against any Sidhe’s.

      “Do you know what that was about?”

      I looked at Devereux and from the look on his face he wasn’t going to tell me. That was fine I had a Shadower I could speak with. Even as I thought it, the shadows peeled away and Belford came into view. With him came a few of the Shadower’s who were part of the team.

      “Spread out and feel for the Shadower who was here.” Belford said. “I can feel his energy but I don’t recognize it.”

      The Shadower’s faded into the shadows again and I know they went seeking.

      Belford came to me and he looked grim. “I felt the change of the in-between.” He shook his head. “I couldn’t tell who it is but…”

      His pause made me know I wasn’t going to like what he was about to say.

      “I know what he is. He’s a Shadower Assassin.”

      At those words what I thought was true. A Shadower Assassin wasn’t someone you wanted to be out to get you. They were the elite of their kind and didn’t stop until they or their target was dead. They had no moral compass and anything that got in their way they got rid of to get to their target. The one good thing was we had some of our own on the team.

      “We need to find him. I need you to find Havoc so we can put him into protective custody until we do.”

      “I’ll take some men and try to find this assassin.” Belford then said. “I’ll send Arnon for Havoc. He might be able to track him better.”

      “Why?” Devereux asked.

      Belford smiled and it wasn’t a pleasant one. “Didn’t you wonder why he didn’t protest having Harmony as a partner?”

      Devereux looked confused. I wasn’t I knew why. Arnon was getting the scent of the Sidhe and thus a way to track their kind if needed. He hadn’t even needed to tell me that. It was the same I was doing with Havoc. But I wasn’t going to be the one who tracked him. I needed to see someone else about this. Get some answers as to why would a Shadow Assassin be after Havoc or his people. There was only one person in New York who would know that. And I couldn’t go to him with any of the Shadower’s by my side. But I knew who I could go with. I left Belford with Devereux and went to make arrangements.

      

      Hours later I stood in front of a pub in downtown Manhattan. The sign over it said the Dark in Between. It was apt for who the owner of the place.

      “You take us to the most interesting places.” Jaxxon Rayne said dryly.

      “I hope they make a nice Mojito.” Pandora Bisset made a humming noise.

      Tyrnca grunted and didn’t say a word. Nicolette was also silent. And so was Harmony.  I had brought them along since I wanted to know why Nicolette had been targeted and why Harmony was taken to hurt her. Because it all lead back to Nicolette and Harmony. From the research we had done I knew both women could handle themselves. We were the ones they would see coming. I had back up to call in if needed. I’d brought some of my team and Jaxxon and Pandora had brought some of those who worked in their company Enigma. So we were covered if it got bloody.

      “Let’s go.” I strode toward the pub.

      I kept my hands loose and easy in case I needed to go for my weapon. At the door it swung open without any of us touching it. That made me more cautious. They knew we were coming.  You know it’s crazy to accept an invitation when you didn’t ask for one. In this case I was going to embrace my crazy. I walked into the open door and the others did with me. We stopped just inside the entrance. I glanced around and it seemed like any neighborhood bar—normal and welcoming. It’s amazing how deceptive normality could be. I noticed the guards around the room. Some was joking by the pool table while others were drinking at the tables seeming relaxed. I spotted even more on the dance floor making out with women and men.

      “Welcome to the Dark in Between.” A jovial male voice called.

      I glanced at the bar and saw the man I had come to see. I walked toward him and he smiled. The dark eyes studied me and I know he measured me and my intent. He pushed back his silver hair from his face. I stopped in front of him then slid onto the stool. The others joined me on either side. The man’s eyes flickered to Nicolette then focused on me.

      “What are you having to drink Captain Tanner?”

      I ordered my usual. “Whiskey sour.”

      He nodded and started to make it. “What about the rest of you ladies?”

      The rest of them placed their order. The man made them and he set each before the one who ordered it. He gave Harmony her’s.

      “If we wanted to take you and use you that way it wouldn’t have failed. No matter if Mischa and her people were there or not. We don’t leave things to chance.” He studied her.

      He left Nicolette’s for last. “If we wanted you dead we wouldn’t kidnap some plant being to do it. We’d have come at you and you wouldn’t have seen us coming. And you’d be dead.” Rylon set her drink before her.

      “Ok then that is that.” Jaxxon said.

      “Good to know he didn’t do it because I’m gonna have to come back here.” Pandora moaned. “He makes a hell of a Mojito.”

      I love when I get questions answered and I didn’t have to even ask. And I believed him. Rylon looked back at me and smiled.

      “You don’t come by as often as you used too. Now you come in here with an attitude like you were going to fight us.” Rylon smiled wider. “I missed you Mischa.”

      “I missed you too old friend.” I took a sip of my drink. “And it has been too long.”

      “Your people want drinks too?” Rylon looked easy.

      I laughed that he had sensed them. His powers had grown since I last saw him.

      “Show me yours and I will show you mine.” I countered.

      “Will your people get twitchy if I do?”

      “They already know they are there.” I smirked.

      He didn’t look pleased at that. Rylon dropped the magic and the bar doubled in size and you could see his people. For him to have that many here he knew I was going to eventually come and was prepared just in case. My people came into view as they too revealed themselves. I looked in the mirror and noted my people as well as the Enigma crew sizing up Rylon’s then I saw when the tension went out of the room as they decided to be friendly. They went to join each other. The various barmaids went to various tables to take their orders.

      “The other thing I missed is that you and your people can drink.”

      “You just missed the money we bring.”

      “Of course. A man has to make a living.”

      We both laughed. Now I knew he didn’t have anything to do with what happened to Nicolette I sat down and talked to my friend.

      “Since you are not involved but prepared for me to show up I know you know something.”

      “Of course.” Rylon sobered. “This is some stuff that happened way back and grudges that are older than time. You need to be careful Mischa. This will change you and your team.”

      I didn’t dismiss what he said. Rylon was a Shadower and the ruler of his people but also a powerful Seer. He wouldn’t tell me specifics but his warning was at least something.

      “Thanks. Tell me what you know.”

      Rylon leaned against the bar. “I don’t know who it is but I know the why.”

      “Why?”

      “There are some in the community who think now that Necromancer’s are known it is just a matter of time before other beings that have been deemed not to be known by humans would be.” Rylon looked at Nicolette. “Like Siren’s. Or the Sidhe’s. Some who think finding a way to make those beings seem more viscous and unreasonable will make sure they never get brought into the light.”

      “Don’t tell me this is some crap for the greater good of us all.”

      “I wish I could.” Rylon grimaced. “I hate politics.”

      “Me too.” I said and everyone else did simultaneously.

      We were all in agreement with that. This being politics wasn’t a good thing. It wasn’t the end of the world but add that to Rylon’s warning I knew I had to be cautious.
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      I stared at the board I had set up in my office where we had laid out our information and still couldn’t get an idea on who could be behind this. We had some information from what Rylon told us and when Belford has tracked the Shadower before he lost him. Since then there wasn’t anything new to add. Things had been quiet since then too quiet.

      “I don’t like being detained.” Havoc strode in bristling with anger.

      They had him staying here in the accommodations we have on site. We have apartments on site that worked as safe houses when needed. They were luxurious and had all the comforts of home.  The guards assigned to him trailed behind him. They were amused by him. All those in the building were. Havoc was a terrible protectee. He’d tried to get away a lot of times in the last few days and failed. But that didn’t stop him from trying. What he didn’t understand was now we knew what he was we were prepared for it. We had been lax in thinking that all the beings on Earth Realm was those the Creimun had decreed were to be here. We’d forgotten the one thing that all beings knew—never take anything at face value. And the second one I usually lived by—be suspicious of everyone. It was humbling to know I had been not as on guard. No more.

      “Tough.” I leaned back in my chair and eyed him. I know it wasn’t a friendly look. “They used first your sister for their bidding then tried to take you a few days ago.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “And Talon is protecting the rest of your people since you don’t trust us to do it.”

      “I don’t want the police to know who they are.” Havoc sighed. “That’s vastly different. I would tell you if I knew you wouldn’t tell the police force you work for.”

      “That makes me wonder why you want to hide them from the police.” I leaned forward. “Are they criminals?”

      “I don’t trust the police.” Havoc stared at her. “I trust you.”

      “Why would you trust me?”

      It wasn’t the first time he had said it. And it was my same reply.

      “It is not time for you to know that yet.”

      It was his standard reply. And I didn’t waste my time to ask anything further. He wouldn’t say anything different.

      “Is there something you needed besides to complain?”

      Havoc came to my desk and walked around it to where I stood. I narrowed my eyes. I expected him to retreat as he did usually when we exchanged a few words. Havoc leaned against my desk and smiled.

      “I don’t like being predictable.” He said.

      “Me either.” A voice I didn’t recognize said.

      I rose and flexed my hands ready. The shadows opened and a man stepped out. This time I could see his face and I knew it was deliberate. He wasn’t planning and leaving any witnesses. The Shadower was imposing and his expression was cold. I moved away from the desk needing the open space. The Shadower mirrored me and we stood facing each other.

      “Who do you work for?”

      The Shadower didn’t answer. He pulled a gun and shot. Now that was a surprise. I dodge it and pulled out my own gun. I shot as I moved and he returned fire. I’d thought we were going to use our powers but using human weapons worked for me. The Shadower fired again and I gasped as it hit me in the shoulder. Then I shuddered. I narrowed my eyes.

      “You poisoned your bullets with magic.” I tsked. “Now, now that’s not sportsman like.”

      Since I knew that is how he wanted to do this, I replied in kind. I fired and he stumbled back as the bullet hit in the center of his chest. The Shadower stared at it then he pulsed and the bullet fell out of him. My eyes widened at that. I had heard it was something the more powerful Shadower’s could do. That meant he was really old and powerful.

      “Is that all you have?” His voice was as cold as his face.

      “Yeah, me.” I smiled and stepped back. “Them they have more.”

      The Shadower’s who worked for me came into view. The man stared at each of them. He lifted his hand and the very air peeled away. He was running. Not this time. I went to reach for my power but something changed and I stilled as knowledge raced through me. The millenniums unfolded in me and I knew what else I was and what else I needed to become in that moment. My bloodline was one of ancients. We were of magic. Merlin was my twin but we were so much more. I raised the power and it sought then found.

      Mischa. Merlin who was out of town in Washington shuddered as the power hit him.

      I felt when it aligned in him then bounced back to me and then continued to seek. I held it as it found those in my team who had that faint pulse of what could be then it awakened it. I shared the knowledge of it then spread through the cities, towns, and across the continents then through this realm and to others. The power resounded as it found the lost people that many had forgotten. I lifted my hand and it glowed with the power that I wielded. I pulled it into my skin then guided it to around the Shadower that was there to harm.

      The circle around him closed and I activated the energy. The floor around us flared as I feed it my power. The Shadower stilled then hissed.

      “Zuri Maji.” He said and there was respect in his tone.

      “Just one of the things I am.” I pushed my power into the floor.

      I knew that I needed to have that circle to focus so it was only on him so there was no spill over.

      “But your kind is extinct in this world and all dimensions. They said you and Havoc needed to die to save this world. I must complete this mission.” He stared at me his face impassive but I knew his heart.

      “They were wrong.” I walked to him my body alive with the power. Each step resonated in this realm and beyond. I felt the knowing come and tasted the fear. “I am Zuri Maji and,” I stopped before the Shadower. “so are you, Asher.”

      I touched him and he went still. Asher’s eyes went all black then white before changing to black with white flecks. The dark was his Shadower and the white his Zuri Maji. The man stared then he went to one knee before me.

      “Maji Magilte.” He said and his voice vibrated though time and place.

      It echoed by those who I had awakened. I shuddered as the knowledge continued to flood me. They had suppressed our power out of fear of what we could do. Now it was free it would not happen again. I looked down at the man before me. He was now mine. The first of my guards.

      “Take me to who sent you.”

      Asher lifted his head and then rose in a boneless motion. “No need for that.”

      He reached into the shadow and it sparked white. Asher pulled his hand out and he held a man then dropped him on the ground before me. The man looked up defiantly.

      “Why didn’t you all die?” He said.

      “I’m hard to kill.” I studied him. “I don’t even know who you are. Why do you want me dead?”

      “Because you would have brought back one of the ancient races.” He sneered. “The Zuri Maji should have stayed buried. And the other power returning too.”

      “What other powers?” I went to him.

      He flashed his fangs I was surprised he was vampire. That wasn’t the energy he was putting out. His eyes flashed red and then I felt the demon in him. That was what I thought he was. He was good at concealing or was it someone else.

      “Tell me.”

      The man opened his mouth then his body caught flames and started to burn.

      “Master.” He screamed.

      I reached out and tracked to his Master. As I connected shock almost brought me to my knees. We didn’t try to dampen the flames knowing it wouldn’t do any good. Instead I sent out to my team what I needed and who I wanted with me. I thought of my clothing and in moments I was in full tactical gear. The air shimmered and Merlin appeared before me. He was similarly dressed.

      “Let’s go get them.”

      In total unison we turned and headed for the door. When we reached it we parted the air and then stepped though. In moments we were in the place we knew so well. The center of Central Park which to the human eye looked like any other park but to those who were not it was obvious it was so more. The building was where the Creimun – our version of the ruling body of all other beings—had their meetings. It had been so long since I had been here in person to cast my vote. I usually did it from long distance. I glanced at Merlin then the rest of my team who had come with me. It was quiet and that absence of noise was not a good thing. In formation we went to the building. Soon we were inside the door and we smelt it before we saw it—blood and magic. We went further in and there we found the first body. It was one of the council members. We didn’t need to check since we could sense she didn’t have any life force. We continued on and came upon another body and he was the same as previous. As we went deeper into the building it was the same with each council member we came across. By the time we arrived at the inner chamber the body count as twenty-nine. That left in this building one Creimun—the one I had sensed—besides I, Merlin, Dracula and Isis. They also hadn’t been here much either. We had left much of the decisions and the face to the others. We were more of a silent partner—with equal vote but not as known by the humans. I would think of that later but for now I had to focus on the present.  I knew if we didn’t stop them they would hunt us all down to eliminate us. I would not let that happen.

      We went in and the person at the head of the table just sat there calmly staring at us. She smiled in a welcoming way. Her face was warm and she looked happy to see us. It was what the face of crazy looked like.

      “It’s so good of you to join me.” She gestured. “Sit. Sit. Let’s have a chat.”

      We kept our guns trained on her. She didn’t even seem to notice. All her attention was on Merlin and I. She wanted us dead and that was all her focus.

      “Why would you do this?” Merlin asked.

      I knew he was close to many of the Creimun just as I was. Seeing them there some of the most powerful of different beings drained of life and power I didn’t know how she did it much less why.

      “Power of course.” She smiled. “And I will be adding yours to mine. All of yours.”

      Her power swept over all of us like a cold wind. It stole my breath and made my heart slow. I could feel her siphoning off my energy. I opened my shields and felt my team with me feeling the effects. Then it went wider touching all the other beings STIF members in New York then across the world and into the other realms. I was in charge of them all and I would not let her take my people.

      Fight. I screamed to them all telepathically.

      “Now, now Mischa.” She came toward me. “Don’t fight it. Accept my Kiss of Offering.” She smiled widely.

      I didn’t even use my breath to answer. I focused all my energy into fighting her. My people did the same. Merlin was beside me and I felt when he broke free of her hold. Then I did too. Her eyes widened and she brought up her hands. I lifted my gun and fired. It hit her in the head dead center. At the same time a blast of power hit her center chest. The signature was all Merlin.  She flew back and crashed against the wall. She slid down and before she hit the ground I knew she was dead. Her life force rose and it was too full to just leave. It flew at us.

      “Brace yourself this is gonna hurt.” I said.

      It hit me in my chest and I staggered but kept to my feet and I sensed Merlin did the same. Since we had killed her the force was ours to do with as we wished. I couldn’t keep it all so I shared it. It flowed from me into the Zuri Maji, my team here in New York and into those across the world and in other realms. It hit them all and I knew when it took root. I was connected to Merlin and he shared it with his mates, daughter and those he saw as family by blood. Then it spread to the more of the Zuri Maji. Finally when it was controllable I straightened and groaned.

      “Shit that hurt.” Merlin said.

      And I so agreed with him. We looked at each other and smiled then in the next moment we sobered. In the aftermath we knew there was much to do. We had the majority of the ruling body of the other beings to bury. Then we had to deal with the repercussions of what happened. We had ensure the humans didn’t find out what happened here; then we needed to rebuild. The Creimun although I thought it had been too powerful was necessary to keep the peace of all races. They also worked with the humans for all our rights. I looked at Merlin and we both knew that we would have to take a more active part of the group since we and the others were all that was left. We turned and walked back the way we come.

      Things were now changed with a kiss of offering and now it was a matter of moving forward. For now I would have to wait and see what was to come.

      
        The End
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        Every legend has a dark past.

      

      Halo Bay has never had it easy. She lost her mother when she was a teenager. Her father is incarcerated, and her brother was taken in a terrible accident.

      She grew up in an abusive home only to continue that abusive cycle with a string of dangerous men who stepped in and out of her life.

      Until David Weller came along.

      David worked alongside her as a fellow nurse at Mercy General Hospital. Biding his time, testing her restraint and reminding her of how beautiful life could be.

      David was kind and giving. Everything she should have wanted but never felt like she deserved.

      Travis was dangerous and abusive. Something she understood all too well.

      One man would break her heart, the other, her body. But both would lead her down a path she never intended to walk on.

      A path filled with the hidden truths of an age-old war between heaven and hell.

      A battle between darkness and light. But is it real or does it only exist in her now damaged mind?

      Every legend has a dark past.

      This is her story and how the end became the beginning.
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        Now, half past midnight

      

      My bright green eyes lowered to the gun in my hand. I glared at it, forcing the small wrinkle between my eyebrows to deepen. My fingers flexed against the cold steel. This thing is an extension of misplaced anger.

      I tilted my head, allowing my long red hair to flow over my shoulder and cascade down my back like a river of blood. Blood. I would prefer it. It helps me hang on to my humanity.

      Everything else before the moment I died is lost. Washed away with time. It may be a blessing in disguise.

      I shook the weapon at my side, forcing thick dark slime to slap against the concrete. A pair of black boots stepped up next to me. I groaned in disgust as I flicked my gun a couple more times.

      “What the shit, Rin?” I asked, refusing to look at my partner.

      I gave my gun another shake, and the rancid gelatin-like substance flipped up and hit my face. My gaze washed over him, waiting for his reaction. A devilish grin would usually be curling the edge of that crimson lip by now.

      His eyes drift across my cheek. “My name is Dorin, and you have a little...” His pale fingers extend, and I lean away.

      “Oh, man,” I whined as I wipe it with the side of my arm. It reeked of sulfur and rotting flesh. I hate this part of the job.

      The job. This one. Demon hunting.

      “That’s what I said,” I spoke through gritted teeth and a clenched jaw.

      He sighed. “No you didn’t, you called me Rin, which is totally something you decided to do. I don’t call you Peaches McGee.”

      “Peaches?” I snorted with the roll of my eyes. “Seriously?” I cocked my hip out to the side and wagged the gun in his direction.

      He sighed with a nonchalant wave of his hand. “It was the first thing that popped into my head.”

      I glared at him. “Why can’t I be something cool like Cherry Bomb?”

      He nodded. “Okay, yeah, that’s much better.” He lifted the blade in his hand, and the moonlight slid along the smooth metal until it escaped at the tip.

      “Right? I mean, I’m a little pissed that you didn’t put any effort into thinking up a nickname for me. Instead, you spit out a crappy name like Peaches; I don’t even like them.”

      He scanned the dark sky, and his red eyes landed back on me. “Still, my name is Dorin, you chose to shorten it without my permission, and it’s been far too long since I ate food to remember much about it, but peaches were a delicacy, I’m shocked you hate them.”

      “I like cherries, frozen, but you wouldn’t know that, would you?”

      He sighed. “Oh, this again.”

      I shook my head and inspected my gun. “It’s fine, really, it is. I don’t care if you want to know anything about me.” I muttered.

      He narrowed his eyes. “I don’t see why my asking means so much to you; I really don’t.”

      “Of course you don’t. Why would it matter? We’re just partners, and we never know if we’re going to come back from a job, but whatever, right?” I muttered.

      He leaned forward. “I feel like this is about something else.”

      I shrugged, disregarding his feelings on the matter. “It fits you better.”

      “What fits me?”

      “Rin. I mean, Dorin might have been all the rage in year two.”

      He bit his lip and released it. His brow furrowed. “It wasn’t year two; I was born in 1428.”

      “I can’t imagine not having real toilets,” I said, lifting my chin and concealing a grin with the side of my hand.

      He narrowed his eyes, ignoring my jabs. “You don’t even know your name.”

      “I don’t mind being called Red, it’s easy and to the point.” I grinned. “And you should like Rin; it’s cool, much cooler than Dorin.”

      He adjusted his stance. “Yes, that is something I’ve thought about for the last century.” He tapped his chin. “How do humans perceive me? Am I cool enough? Does my name do me justice?”

      “Shut up,” I muttered with a short burst of laughter.

      “I take it you missed?” he asked while eyeing my gun.

      I scowled at him. For a vampire who seemed devoid of emotion, his sarcasm would rise at the worst times. I swear he lives to torture me.

      I turned, waving the gun around in his face. He didn’t flinch, even though it was filled with rounds that were designed to take out the living dead, primarily demons, who had escaped hell and were wreaking havoc on humanity.

      I tapped the muzzle of the gun against his chest. Rin’s red eyes remained locked onto mine.

      “I don’t miss. You see the black goo on it, right?” I spoke with authority, although this job had proved to be challenging.

      His beautiful eyes lifted heavenward. The winged beast cried out and lunged from the top of one building to the next. He pointed his pale finger upward, his skin glowing in the moonlight, making him otherworldly. I won’t lie, I found myself looking at him more and more, and I knew that I shouldn’t because I’m broken, I can feel it in my bones. I’m glad I don’t know why because the hollow feeling in my chest could only mean that whatever brought me here, to this place, doing this job, couldn’t have been good.

      “Then what the shit is that?” he asked.

      I snorted, and my eyebrow cocked. “What the shit is mine, find your own phrases, Rin.”

      “It’s Dorin.” He repeated.

      “That’s what I said.” I winked at him.

      I rushed along the sidewalk, staring up at the night sky and listening for the beast. I stopped when I heard another cry off in the distance and turned to the right, gripping my gun firmly in my hands. Rin trailed behind, allowing me to hunt. It’s been a year since I became what I am now…a Hellhound, and no, I don’t go through any changes, I don’t have fangs or fur. I still look human, but I’m stronger and faster now. We’re assassins of the supernatural. We fight an invisible battle all around the humans in this city that never sleeps, and they don’t even know it. They have no idea that this battle rages on between heaven and hell, and we Hellhounds are stuck in the middle.

      Rin is my partner, or Dorin, as he prefers to be called.

      His story is an old one.

      He was once called The Red Dragon. I guess Dorin was a great leader of Vlad the Impaler’s army. Yes, Vlad the Impaler, A.K.A, Dracula. So you can kind of guess how Dorin ended up all ‘I vânt to suck your blood.' Although he doesn’t do much sucking, he just drinks it from a fancy wine glass and makes irritating remarks about how I should care more than I do about myself. He says that I’m reckless, and maybe I am, but I prefer the word fearless, because I’ve already died, so what else is there to fear?

      He spoke, breaking my train of thought. “I must insist that you use logic this time. Just be careful, Red.”

      I stopped and stared at him. “Awe, Rin…are you trying to bond with me?” I placed the gun over my heart and winked at him. “I’m touched. Honestly, I am.” The wind caught my hair and slapped him across the face. He didn’t even blink. I wanted to laugh, but he spoke up before I could.

      “I remember when you were clueless. I miss that.”

      I blew a bubble and popped it. He grimaced. “You want some?” I asked as I removed the gum from my mouth and held it out to him. I knew he would be disgusted.

      “No, I do not.”

      I smiled and tossed it back into my mouth. “I remember that. I mean, waking up in purgatory would freak anyone out…well, anyone but you, I guess, or...” I tilted my head. “Come to think of it; I don’t know exactly what happened to you because you’ve never told me.” I walked away from him, and he followed close behind.

      “Oh, is this what you’re mad at me about?” he asked.

      I paused, refusing to face him. “Listen, if you don’t want to know me then that’s fine. Really, it’s totally cool, but don’t slip in little things like cute nicknames and shit if you don’t.”

      “So you do like Peaches?”

      “No! I like Cherry Bomb.” I said as I swung around and lifted my gun. He didn’t flinch.

      “Do you mind?” He tilted his head. “Dorin, I suggest you move!”

      I squeezed the trigger, and the beast took off out of the shadows and disappeared into the night sky. Rin had flashed to the left just in time, narrowly escaping the shots fired.

      “Damn it.” I groaned as he looked me over.

      “You almost shot me.” He reacted with little emotion.

      “I said move; I thought that was enough.”

      “Perhaps you should not be in my care.” I studied his somber expression. I hate it when he gets this way; it’s a downer.

      “Don’t,” I muttered as I stared up at the sky and squinted, wrinkling my nose.

      “Don’t what?” he asked.

      I lowered my head and shook it. “That thing you do where you look at me like I’m wounded. I’m not. I’m totally fine, and you can stop trying to make me feel guilty, I hate that, too. You would know that if you paid attention to me at all.” My eyes lifted and locked onto his.

      “I do pay atten…”

      I cut him off. “I’m a Hellhound, just like you.”

      “Red, history is important; it makes us who we are. You need to embrace yours, and perhaps you’ll remember what happened before you were resurrected. Only you can do this; I can’t help you in this way.”

      I lifted my wrist and waved it, showing off the scar. “I think I know exactly what happened. I decided to check out with a razor and ended up here with you guys paying the price.”

      He stared at the scar on my wrist. “Every legend has a dark past, including me, including all of us, so yes, perhaps you did do this horrible thing, but you ended up here, with us, fighting for something more and making a difference.”

      I laughed. “Legend? Me? No, you…” I jabbed a finger in his direction. “You are a legend, you led a vast army and killed the bad guys, including…” I paused, clearing my throat. “I mean, you did what you had to do, but me? I’m just someone who couldn’t handle living. I was given a second chance. I don’t know why because I don’t feel special at all. The rest of you are unique. I mean you killed Dracula. Gunner, he’s a Roman warrior who kicks some serious ass, and then there’s Ari and Finna, who are Viking royalty, Vikings, Rin…then there’s me.” I lifted my arm and dropped it at my side. “I don’t even know my name and the only clue I have about my life before all of this is the scars on my wrists. So excuse me if I just assume that I’m being punished.”

      He lowered his head, and I felt regret. My words had stung him. I sighed. “Hey, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything about, you know, Dracula.” I bit my lip and released it. “Finna told me about it, but she didn’t mean anything bad, and I asked, so it’s totally my fault. I was nosey, and I shouldn’t have been, but you hide so much from me, and it’s frustrating.”

      His chin lifted, and the shadow receded on his face, exposing his sad eyes.

      “We do as we need, not as we want. I had a duty to serve a greater cause, and I made a choice.”

      His avoidance was infuriating. I opened up to him, and he came back with one of his trademark quotes. You would think he was vying for a spot on some “best philosophical quotes of all time” list. I wasn’t interested in his ability to teach me how he could rationalize. I wanted a real connection, I longed for it, but he refused to meet me even half way.

      I cleared my throat. “Well, all I know is that we have a demon to kill and anything that happened before I ended up like this is irrelevant. I don’t remember anything before I woke up in purgatory. Obviously, I wasn’t having a very good time here, and I decided to check out, and now we’re besties, isn’t that awesome, Rin?” My eyes narrowed. “You know what? We should totally have a mani, pedi day after we bag this piece of shit. Treat ourselves to a little vacation. You know, just get away and enjoy some fun in the sun.” I laughed. Of course, he couldn’t be in the sunlight; it would kill him. Not everything they write about vampires rings true, but that pesky sunlight thing, well, it’ll turn a vamp into crispy bacon.

      He crossed his arms over his broad chest. His shaggy black hair whipped around his face as the hot summer wind caught it. He was a good-looking man. His skin was flawless, his lips were full and his jawline chiseled. He had a small scar above his right eye that must have happened in battle before he was turned.

      “You die, and I will probably have to train someone new, and that’s a ridiculous waste of my time.”

      I shook my head and chuckled. I tapped the gun on the side of my leg. “Because time is something you don’t have enough of.” I retorted.

      He didn’t say a word. I laughed.

      “You need to work on your bedside manners, old man.”

      He cocked his head. “Bedside manners?”

      I lifted my finger and shushed him.

      “Isn’t that something you would say to a doctor?” he asked.

      I shushed him again and waved my hand. I lifted the gun and cupped it with my other hand while narrowing my eyes.

      “Medical, correct?” he asked.

      “Yes, it’s medical.”

      He didn’t move an inch. “What?” I asked him.

      “You make a lot of references of this sort.”

      “Of what sort, Rin?”

      “The medical kind, perhaps you need to dig deeper into the possibility that this may be a bit of your past bubbling up to the surface.”

      I let out an irritating sigh. “Rin, listen. It’s been a year since I showed up here and nothing. I don’t remember a damn thing about who I was or what happened to me. All I know is what I do now, and to be honest, I’m cool with it.”

      He shook his head. “Nothing good can come from burying the truth, trust me, I’ve fought that demon, and it cost me dearly.”

      “Well, at least you were doing your job, unlike you are here with me.”

      “You know exactly what I mean, Red. The longer you put this off, the longer you will struggle to fully accept your mission or to understand what role you play in all of this. Surely, you are curious. No Hellhound rises without a purpose.”

      I rolled my eyes and refused to talk to him about a past that I couldn’t recall. “Don’t you hear that? I mean honestly, you’re a vampire, don’t you have super freakish hearing or something? Listen.”

      “Hear what?” he asked and I cried out as two clawed feet dug into my shoulders and lifted me off of the ground.

      “This!” I screamed down at him as my legs swung back and forth. “Damn it, Rin. Help me.”

      “Oh.” He said as he jumped straight up into the air and spun, forcing his long black coat to fly out to the side. His leg extended and he caught the creature across the jaw with his size thirteen. The demon screamed in his direction, and he grimaced, covering his nose with the back of his hand as its putrid breath overtook him.

      “Oh, that’s disgusting.” He muttered with the wrinkling of his nose.

      “Hello! This isn’t the time to complain about the stench.” I yelled as he started to descend.

      “You have a weapon! Use it.” Rin yelled as he gracefully landed on the ground and glared up at me.

      “I’m not a big fan of this on the job training crap, Rin.”

      “Listen, Cherry Bomb, shoot it now. Heart or head, dealer’s choice. End this, and we’ll do the manis thing.”

      “You mean mani, Rin! It’s a manicure for our nails.” My voice cracked with aggravation.

      He looked down at his hand and extended his fingers. “I don’t see why I need something like that.”

      I rolled my eyes. “It’s not a matter of needing anything; it’s want, you insufferable....”

      “May I suggest you kill it before it kills you?” he yelled up to me.

      “Yes, yes you can suggest that,” I grumbled.

      I lifted the gun and shot off a round and hit the beast in the shoulder and its black flesh started to crack and flake off. I pressed the trigger and shot off two more rounds, striking it in the upper chest and arm. The demon's claws dug into my shoulders. I hissed, and it climbed higher and higher. I squeezed the trigger, and nothing happened, I had exhausted my bullets. The demon cried out in pain as it started to transform. Black flesh lightened in patches to a pasty white, black eyes became blue, indistinguishable facial features began to transform into a males face…human, young, maybe twenty-five at best. One clawed foot changed into a human foot, and I dangled from his other leg as we hovered high above New York City. Finally, he gazed down at me, and I could see the glistening tears on his cheek. It tugged at my heartstrings. I tried to shake it off.

      “What’s happening?” he asked in a meek tone. I grit my teeth, wishing that I had aimed better and shot it between the eyes, at least then he would’ve never known that he had turned into this hellish thing. I remember my confusion and fear when I woke up in purgatory after I died, surrounded by thick black woods and hushed whispers. I was terrified. I can’t imagine how he feels now as he hovers in the air, half human, half demonic beast.

      “There! Land.” I yelled up at him as I pointed at the top of a building. He swung from side to side, holding onto me as I moaned. His claws dug into my flesh, tearing through muscle and reaching the bone. I gasped as he approached the top of the building and dropped me before he sputtered ahead and hit the black tarred surface with a thud, finally rolling to a stop. I hurriedly popped the clip out of my gun and slammed another one into it only pausing for one split-second to see the glowing bullets etched with angelic symbols of gold. I cocked it and then hit the ground with my right shoulder. I rolled out of the awkward landing and hissed, swaying on my feet. I reached up and fingered at the gaping wounds in my flesh. My fingers slid along the skintight black leather vest that I was wearing. The blood glistened on the surface of it and dripped down onto my matching pants. The thick soles of my industrial boots were the only thing that allowed me to stop. The white laces winding up the front of each one stood out against the deep black color and were now speckled with my blood. I struggled to remove my coat and let it drop to the ground, and it crumpled at my feet. I turned to face the boy as his black wings trembled behind him. He lay on his back spitting up curdled blood. The bullets had done their job, they were poisoning him, and soon he would be dead. They were designed to kill all supernatural beings, including us if need be.

      I stumbled forward, feeling dizzy from the loss of blood until I reached him and had to witness his suffering. My vision blurred. I lifted my gun and took dead aim on his forehead, and he nodded to me. I may be an assassin, but I’m merciful. His whimpering was torturous. He moaned with such agony. “Please.” He whispered through blackened teeth. “Please help me, please.”

      My hand trembled, and I swayed on my feet. Flashes of memory consumed my mind.

      Laughter, smiling, a gentle hug. I could see a male’s face coming into view and a voice echoing on the wind. It made my whole body tremble as a strange sensation washed over me.

      It was a feeling of happiness and relief. I could hear the sounds of the city. There were horns honking and people carrying on as if nothing was wrong. The overpowering feeling of something burning my throat and then warming my stomach.

      This couldn’t be a piece of my past, could it?

      “Do you know Latin?” I asked.

      “What? What are you babbling about?” the man asked as he gritted his teeth on the ground before me. It confused me, throwing me off balance.

      “I…I think I know you.” I stared at him in confusion.

      “Viderunt te.” He muttered right before he lunged forward and grabbed at my gun. He knocked me to the ground, and we rolled over each other until the weapon went off and we both froze in place. I fought to stand, barely able to raise my weapon.

      “What does that mean?” I asked, half out of breath.

      He laughed at me and his joyful expression faded.

      I narrowed my eyes. “I absolve you of your sins.” I choked out with a little blood.

      “Please, hound, release me.”

      “I…I’m sorry,” I said, trying my best to remain standing as my vision blurred and a strange ringing welled up in my ears. My head ached, and muffled whispers rose up all around me.

      “What, who’s there?” I asked as shadows started to dart all around me. My arm weakened, and my heartbeat lumbered in my chest. The sweat rose on the surface of my skin, bringing with it a feeling of nausea causing my stomach to churn. I placed a bloodied hand over it and coughed again. A trickle of blood escaped my lips and rushed down my chin. I could taste the iron.

      “Do it, do it, do it!” the man growled and began to lunge at me again, but Rin swooped in and stabbed him through the heart, pinning his body to the roof of the building. The man gasped and then his body relaxed with the most peaceful look on his face. I stared at my gun as Rin turned and looked me over.

      “Did you not have your blade?” he asked.

      I said nothing as I dropped the gun and stared at him in confusion.

      “Red!”

      My eyes lifted and locked onto his.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Your blade? If your gun will not do, you must use your blade. It will do the job just as well.”

      “I remember this gun, we have a past, don’t we?” I asked. My memory glitched and I could see myself holding it, and the fear rushed over me. I trembled, and my bottom lip quivered.

      I parted my lips and then felt faint. I swayed on my feet. My heartbeat slowed, and Rin rushed in and caught me right before I hit the ground. His soft eyes cradled me.

      He stared at the bullet wound that rested right below my ribs in horror.

      “You’ve been shot.” He said, and I grinned, and then coughed up some more blood.

      “Ironic isn’t it? I mean, to be taken out by your own weapon. You…you were right; I totally suck at this, Dorin.”

      “Red, Red…” Rin called out to me as it echoed in my ears. My thoughts wandered, my heart continued to slow. Rin touched my cheek and captured a tear.

      “Please stay with me.” He whispered.

      I grinned. “So you do like me.”

      He pulled me in. “You know it’s much more than that, Red. Much more.”

      “Now you tell me?” I laughed and then winced in pain.

      He gasped. “I was never good with timing.”

      I tried to speak to him as my bloody hand lifted to his face. Finally, I was able to suck in enough air to choke out a few words.

      “Absolve me, please. Forgive me of my sins.” I groaned then couldn’t catch my breath. I didn’t remember death or what brought me to its doorstep, but I could tell that the end was coming now, hard and fast.

      “No,” he said as he shook me. “No.” he repeated. “Red, I forbid you from doing this.”

      I grinned through bloodied teeth.

      “Stop trying to control everything.”

      “Red.” He leaned in close to my face, and I felt his cold lips press against mine.

      “Now?” I choked out through laughter.

      “Again, I admit that my timing is terrible.”

      “Well, at least you don’t have to worry about commitment.”

      “What?” he asked as his eyes widened in horror.

      I tried to laugh, but the pain overtook me.

      My eyes fluttered, and everything faded to black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        One year and seven days ago.

      

      I gingerly fingered at the bruise on my wrist as a flickering light sputtered overhead, raining down shards of imitation sunlight that left my skin pale and lifeless. I flipped my hand over and studied the thinning veins running just under the surface. My thumb slid along the remnants of an old scar. Something I had attempted long ago. Luckily for me, the truth about my past had been hidden, or I would have never been able to become a nurse here at Mercy General. My brother was amazing in this way. He always thought ahead, being ten years my senior. When I decided to cut myself, he had rushed me away to one of his labs and took great care of me until we found the right cocktail of medication to get me back on my feet. It took a year, one of the darkest times of my life.

      The crackling above me preempted a sharp hissing sound that ended with a dramatic pop. I flinched, and the light faded, disrupting the illumination on the surface of my skin. The scar faded, the feeling remained.

      Three nurses passed me by while the most vocal of the group spoke with authority. “He’s so hot, Melissa. Ask him out, seriously. I heard he isn’t dating her...” She paused when she spotted me. The other two laughed, well, more like giggling. Very girly, very unlike me.

      Her hazel eyes lingered on me for much longer than I preferred. I faked a smile, and the three of them remained huddled together, clutching files to their chests. They moved along like a pack of wild dogs. The shortest of the three glanced back at me, confirming my suspicions.

      They were talking about me.

      I used to think that this was the worst that life had to offer. All these small reminders of my bad decisions, some hidden, and some laid out for all to see, but that’s a lie.

      Regret is the worst thing of all.

      It festers like a disease in the mind and manifests itself as something life-threatening. Eating away at everything around you, and within.

      The things we meant to say.

      The things we wanted to do.

      The words that should have been spoken with heartfelt meaning.

      Like the ones I robotically spewed out at my brother’s funeral five months ago amidst a debilitating panic attack. Somehow I managed to work through it.

      Don’t celebrate my ability to conquer it that day. It doesn’t warrant mentioning. I faked it, as I do most things and I don’t deserve any praise or sympathy.

      He died. I’m still living. That defies explanation.

      I don’t value my life as he did. Hence the scars across my wrists.

      He loved life. He loved helping people. He had worth. I just stumble along from one day to the next leaving a trail of broken relationships and misguided attempts at piecing together my purpose in this life. He knew, probably from birth, that he would make a huge impact on this world and that he did.

      He created a network of labs that were on the verge of curing some of the most threatening of diseases against humanity. Cancer, counted among them. He named it Project Halo, after me.

      He had asked me, again and again, to come work for him…well, alongside him, but I kept my distance and worked my job here at Mercy General. I regret it now. I could have spent more time with him the past two years, but then again, would it have hurt more when he died to have been even closer to him than I already was?

      My thoughts returned to that day in the church. I could have done a better job, but instead, I stood there in the pulpit, shifting my stance and shuffling through cards with gibberish scribbled on each one of them. I paused with quivering lips and shaken resolve, tapping the cards against my fingers until the inevitable paper cut forced me to curse under my breath. I sucked on my fingertip, tasting the iron as the sweat rose on my skin and the room tilted on its axis. My anxiety had taken center stage when nothing about me should have been placed in the starring role.

      It was his day, not mine.

      His.

      My brother was a shining light in the darkness. He helped me survive when survival seemed impossible. He stood by me when we buried our mother. Took on the role of mentor and protector when our father was incarcerated and did his best to keep me out of trouble when I refused to care about my wellbeing. He loved me like no one else had in this world, and when they rushed him into Mercy General after he fell from the top of a building that he was inspecting, I lost all feeling in my body, and my heart stopped beating, as did his.

      Griffin, or Fin as I called him, always had to be so hands on with everything. He had no business being up there inspecting the construction of his latest lab, the biggest venture he had embarked on as of yet, which sat downtown as a constant reminder of his brilliance.

      All this training and yet I had nothing to offer him. I was helpless. I did nothing but cry. I couldn’t bring myself to even sit with his body well after the time of death was called. Instead, I left and shut down. I cut all ties. I broke up with my boyfriend, stopped eating, and stopped caring. I stopped everything, including the medication that I took every single day that Fin had prescribed to me.

      I remember glancing up a few times and seeing the many faces distorted with grief. Every single one of us strangers united in the large cathedral that both my brother and I had been baptized in. The same place where I found and lost my faith.

      Found it when my brother asked me to give faith a chance six rows back from the front after I cut myself.

      Lost it as they carried his coffin out under the darkening sky.

      I felt that terrible numbness spreading out to each limb. A defense mechanism that I had perfected over the years to block the pain. I pressed harder against the bruise and groaned. These tiny moments reminded me that I could still feel something, but I wasn’t sure that I wanted to.

      A familiar voice broke through the clutter in my mind, forcing my bright green eyes onto the approaching shadow that materialized into a gentle smile cradled in a chiseled jaw that was now shadowed with stubble threatening to become a beard. I wouldn’t mind. The beard, I mean. My brother had one that often went from scruffy to well-kept, depending on his mood.

      “Hey, Halo, it’s good to see you back behind this desk.” His voice soothed me.

      I haphazardly jerked my sleeve down to conceal the yellowing ring, shoving both hands into my lap. My eyes lingered on his mouth. Full and ripe. Always welcoming.

      David Weller.

      He was a casualty of war. I broke it off with him when my brother died.

      He stopped in front of the desk and leaned in, slipping me a Hershey’s candy bar with almonds in it. My favorite. Craving his attention was something I allowed to linger when I knew that I shouldn’t. It made me feel special. The way he looked at me, talked to me…treated me, it was unlike anything I had ever experienced before. Well, my brother paid attention to me, but of course, that was different.

      I crossed my arms and tucked my hands into my sides. Even the harsh lighting in the ER couldn’t quell his good looks. He was slightly tan whereas I looked like a ghost when compared to him. Old memories flickered in my mind, and I could see him holding his arm next to mine, comparing skin tones, as we lay in my oversized bed. His smile lingered as well as his scent. He wore something woodsy that calmed my nerves.

      I cleared my throat after a blink or two to wipe away the happy memory. “Hey, David. Thanks for this, I appreciate it.” I replied. The nervous smile curled the edge of my full lip. He always made me feel things that I shouldn’t feel.

      Hopeful.

      Hope isn’t something I could bank on. Especially now.

      Finally, I eyed the sweet offering on the white counter that stood between us. I reached out and fingered at the candy bar as two nurses rushed by. I could hear the buzzers going off down the hall, and I knew that it meant another poor soul was about to depart this world. They say you get used to it, but the absence of empathy is a frightening thought. I never wanted to get used to death.

      But why bother. Death will always find me.

      I turned my attention back to David, who had spotted the bruising on my wrist. I cleared my throat and tucked my long red hair behind my ear, hurriedly jamming both hands into the deep square pockets of my light blue scrubs, concealing the candy bar along with a subject I didn’t want to discuss.

      He placed his open hand on the counter and rubbed it back and forth while he contemplated his next words. I noticed the indent from his old wedding band on his left hand. David had been married for three years, and she had died in a terrible accident on the way to work. It had happened long before we dated but that permanent mark on his finger, and in his heart, would always be there. It made him vulnerable, and I guess his vulnerability both attracted and repelled me.

      He half whispered. “You deserve better, Halo.” His mocha brown eyes lifted and locked onto mine. The words sank into me and positioned themselves somewhere between anger and guilt. Of course, he was right, I did deserve better, but could I accept it? No. Those old verbal sparring sessions with my Dad lingered in my mind, subduing my ability to accept love, in any form.

      So, naturally, I ignored his concern. “Shouldn’t you be off, David?” I asked with the tilt of my head.

      He stared at me for a moment longer and then abandoned the subject without much coaxing. I won’t lie. I cared about David, but his inability to fight back bored me.

      When you grow up fighting for everything you have, you can’t suddenly switch gears and find complacency appealing, and that’s why our relationship failed, along with the help of the loss of my brother. I’m sure of it.

      I thrived on danger and not knowing what was going to happen next.

      With David, I knew.

      I knew we would wake up and he would offer a good morning kiss. I knew that he would make the coffee. I knew that he would leave my cup sitting on the bathroom sink as I showered. I knew everything would be the same. Day after day, week after week.

      I hated myself for not allowing him to stay.

      I hated myself for thinking that I didn’t deserve him.

      I hated myself even more for breaking it off as I had after Griffin died.

      I gave David no explanation, and he hadn’t asked. Another reminder of just how amazing he was and how ridiculously ill-prepared I was to be with someone like him.

      It was doomed from the start, with or without tragedy intervening.

      He took a slow breath and scanned the hallway. “I took on another shift, we had a call in, and it’s been crazy as hell tonight.” His eyes landed back on me. “Plus, there’s you,” he added with a grin that exposed his perfectly straight white teeth.

      I parted my lips. I was so close to asking him if he wanted to grab a coffee when our shift ended. He must be a glutton for punishment, and I, a foolish dreamer. Luckily, I was interrupted when another gurney flew through the automatic doors. This one had a dark haired woman, who looked to be in her mid-twenties, strapped down on it. She was desperately struggling to break free of her restraints. I could see the traces of blood on her white button down collar. She thrashed her head back and forth, eyes wild and dilated as she spoke incoherently. Her medium length wiry brown hair lay in disarray on top of her head, matted in drying blood. Once she reached the counter, she turned and glared at me. Her whole body tensed up, and everything slowed down to a snail’s pace in the room.

      Her face contorted and her blackened eyes locked onto mine. “You can’t hide, no one can, Halo. They see you. They see all of us!” She hissed at me like a snake about to strike. I narrowed my eyes and spotted the puncture wounds on her neck and a large bite to her thigh. It appeared as if she may have been mauled by an animal. They rushed her along and through the two large doors. Three full swings and she disappeared out of sight, along with the EMT’s running alongside her.

      Her muffled screams echoed in the distance, and I felt lightheaded. I stumbled, and David caught my elbow and held me up from across the counter. I would’ve hit the floor without his thoughtful intervention.

      “Hide from who?” I muttered under my breath.

      “What?” he asked in confusion.

      I blinked a couple of times as my knees refused to lock into place. “I…did you hear her?” I asked as I pointed down the hallway. My hand trembled uncontrollably.

      David never took his eyes off me. “Hey, hey, look at me.”

      I took a slow breath and the room tilted. I could feel the sweat welling up at the base of my neck and down my spine. My temperature rose and then plummeted, leaving a shiver behind.

      He leaned in and shook his head. “Are you okay?” he asked while his gentle eyes inspected me.

      “I, I don’t know,” I whispered through a clenched jaw.

      “You should get looked at.” His words echoed in my mind along with a strange ringing that had been plaguing me for days.

      I shook my head and along with it, shifted my body to break his hold on my arm. “No—no, I’m fine.” I swallowed hard and fought back the sudden onset of nausea. I fingered at the lump between my eyebrows, squeezing until the ringing in my ears subsided.

      He leaned forward with heartfelt conviction. “You don’t look fine, Halo. You’re sweating and really pale. There’s a flu going around, that’s why I took this shift. Maybe you have it.”

      I bit my lip and peered down at the file on my desk. I ran the tip of my finger along the stiff edge of it and lied without hesitation. “I’m good. You should go, David.” I gave it a quick tap.

      He stood up straight and lingered for a moment longer. “At least have someone look at your wris…”

      I interrupted him. “I’m fine. I’ll see ya around, k? Oh, and thank you for the chocolate.” I jiggled the candy bar between us with my other hand, pretending like nothing had happened.

      “Halo, I saw it.”

      I glanced upward. “Could you track down maintenance and tell them about this light? It’s the wiring, not the bulbs. This is the third one in three days. They all blow out, and it’s ridiculous. It could be a fire hazard.”

      “Halo, please stop trying to change the subject.” His head tilted and his lips pursed.

      I shook my head and bit at the edge of the candy bar wrapper. He grimaced just as I expected. This was the only perk of being so intimate with him. I knew his pet peeves.

      “Seriously, don’t do that. Germs galore.” He reached over and took it from me, and I watched him tear it open. He handed it back, and I broke off a piece and offered it to him with a grin.

      He wagged his finger at me. “Nice distraction.”

      “David, take it.”

      “I can’t eat sweets, remember? It gives me stomach trouble, Halo.”

      “Oh, yeah. Sorry.” I muttered, feeling horrible for forgetting his digestive issues, of which there were many. He was lactose intolerant, had a gluten allergy, couldn’t eat much red meat and chocolate gave him more than just stomach pains…he would be in the bathroom for an hour praying to the porcelain god.

      It was just one more reason why it was best that we weren’t together. Obviously, I would be the death of him.

      I stared at the chocolate in my hand. “I would have been a terrible mother,” I mumbled.

      “What?” he asked, and I looked up at him in confusion.

      “David, there’s a reason I don’t have any animals or children. I can barely keep myself alive, let alone…” I paused. It was more than I meant to say and less than he deserved. It reminded me of when we were still together. He always wanted to be completely open with me, and I found it hard to let him know things as meaningless as what kind of shampoo I preferred to use. In fact, it took him three months to figure out that I liked milk flavored coffee doused in raw sugar and not the other way around.

      He paused, and his mood darkened. “Halo, I care about you, still. Probably foolish of me but there it is, now you know. So what now? What do we do?”

      My chest tightened. “David, please,” I spoke with remorse. There was nothing to do now or ever. David should run, but he stayed at his own risk. He had no idea that it could get worse with me, but it was now. So much worse than I ever could have predicted.

      He crossed his arms over his broad chest and took that stance, the one that told me he was about to get all deep and philosophical, but his plans were interrupted when another ambulance came screeching to a halt outside the automatic doors, and the gurney rushed in.

      This time it was a man who looked to be in his early thirties. Two EMT’s were furiously working away on him. They had performed a tracheal intubation and one pressed firmly on the bag attached to his face while the other kept a steady rhythm on his chest.

      He was dying, and oddly enough I felt it this time. I can’t explain how or why, but I could, and it made my muscles ache and my hands tingle at my sides. I dropped the candy bar, and it hit the floor. I didn’t even bother to look down. My eyes were locked on the man who now lingered between life and death. Whispers rose up all around me, becoming louder and louder and I could see ghostly shadows darting across the entryway and rushing alongside the gurney. I felt my eyes widen and dry, unable to look away. I was sure that this had to be a hallucination of some sort.

      The whispers continued to become louder and louder until I reached up and covered my ears, muffling the many voices until silence relieved me and I heard my name spoken, clear as day by a man’s voice who seemed familiar, but had yet to be identified.

      “Halo Bay.”

      My heartbeat sped up, and my stomach tightened. I sucked in my breath.

      “Yes,” I whispered back, but no one answered me, and it left my chest hollow and filled me with sadness. Whoever had spoken to me knew me better than I knew myself.

      I opened my eyes in shock as David sprang into action and ran alongside the gurney and through the double doors. He called out to me as he jogged backward. “This conversation isn’t over, and please, get checked out.” The doors swung closed behind him, and he was gone along with the man and the ghostly figures in the room.

      And that was David Weller. Compassionate, overtly romantic…a fine catch.

      I reached down and knocked the manila folder into the short white trash can that sat next to the desk. My eyes lingered on it for a few seconds longer, and then I flinched when another familiar voice sprang up beside me. “Halo, Dr. Trager asked to see you.”

      “Great,” I muttered.

      I sat down and leaned back in the creaking chair, staring at the computer screen as the words went out of focus. “I’m busy; it’s crazy tonight.” I grabbed my glasses and slid them on, wrinkling my nose. I tilted my chin upward, and still, the words remained fuzzy. My eyesight was becoming worse and worse, and it annoyed me.

      “He said it was urgent; I’ll handle the desk while you’re gone.” Julia wouldn’t take no for an answer. I had worked with her for two years, known her for seven, if you count nursing school. We weren’t close, but she wanted to be. She had asked me out to lunch so many times, but I always had an excuse. I appreciated her tenacity, but my walls were thick and unyielding.

      I bit my lip and eyed the trashcan. Dr. Trager was aggressive, so I knew if I didn’t go he would just come to me. It was inevitable.

      I let out a defeated sigh and removed my glasses, dropping them on the desk. “Fine, but I won’t be long, so don’t get settled in, k?”

      I stood up, and Julia stared at my wrist. Her eyes lifted to meet mine, and I knew she wanted to ask me about it, but she held her tongue. I watched as she sat down in my chair and a thin strand of her auburn hair brushed against the side of her rosy cheek.

      She was gorgeous. She had large blue eyes, perfect build, soft voice, and a good heart. Her hair sat swirled on the back of her head with a white pen shoved through it. Her large black framed glasses clung to her button nose. She should go out with David.

      I bet she could make him happy.

      He deserves happiness.

      I made my way around the desk and paused in front of it. I reached up and ran my hand across the cold surface. I paused and tapped it twice.

      “David Weller is a really nice guy,” I said with a forced smile. Julia glanced up at me.

      “David?” she asked with one perfectly shaped eyebrow darting up.

      I nodded. “Yeah, he’s working an extra shift today, but when he comes back out here you should, I don’t know…maybe ask him out for coffee or something.”

      Her brow furrowed. “You dated him, didn’t you?”

      I licked my lip and bit into it. My fingers caressed the chilled surface. “Yeah, but it was totally casual,” I added a shoulder shrug to drive home my disinterest.

      She laughed under her breath, and I removed my hand and glared at her.

      “What?” I asked.

      She shrugged her shoulders and eyed the room; then she whispered to keep it between us.

      “Listen, that’s not what I heard.”

      My eyebrow cocked. “Well, I don’t know what you heard, but what we had wasn’t serious at all. It was casual. Totally chill.” My eyes wandered.

      “Not from what David says.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “I don’t understand.”

      She laughed and stood up, leaning forward and lowering her voice to a half whisper.

      “Well, the word love was tossed around, like a few times.”

      I sucked in my breath and stepped back from the counter. I know that my reaction was overly dramatic, but love and I don’t mix very well. I reached up and rubbed the side of my neck, feeling the moisture that was building on the surface of my skin.

      “I never said…”

      She interrupted me. “You didn’t have to; it’s in the eyes.”

      I shook my head and wiped my hands on my thighs. She stood up straight as I tried to salvage my poor attempt at pawning him off on her.

      I nervously thumbed behind me. “I should go see what Dr. Trager wants.”

      She nodded, and I rushed off, unable to process what she had just said and knowing that I shouldn’t give it a second thought.

      Not now, not ever.

      

      The elevator dinged and made me blink. The horrible music droned on overhead. The doors opened, and I stepped out onto a quiet floor. I turned to the right and made my way down the long white hallway, passing by one closed door after another. White, red, white, red, then a black one. Each one housed an office for the medical doctors on staff here at Mercy General. They use these rooms to deliver good or bad news to patients every single day. I paused as I heard some sobbing coming from one of the rooms and then pushed on until I finally found myself standing in front of Dr. Trager's door.

      I gently tapped on it and hoped he wouldn’t hear me, but no such luck. A strong, yet comforting voice bellowed from the other side. “Come in.”

      I would prefer to turn and run, but why should I? The truth doesn’t dissolve simply because you choose to ignore it.

      I twisted the handle and stepped into his office. My eyes rushed along his back wall, and I studied the multitude of pictures. Some of them celebrated his long career and accomplishments in the medical field, but mostly it was of his family, the irony.

      “Halo.” He said as he stood up and held his hand out toward the chair that sat directly in front of his desk. I took a seat without speaking. I wasn’t sure what I should say, so I chose to remain silent. He sat back down and adjusted in the chair, raising a hand and allowing the dull light to race along his gold wedding band. My eyes locked onto it as the ringing welled up in my ears. I tried my best to ignore it.

      “Have you thought about your options?” he asked me and reality set in, jerking me back from the horrible static in my mind.

      I looked down at my bruised wrist and ran my thumb along it. Pressing firmly and hissing.

      My eyes lifted and I spoke as if I was removed from the situation. “I think I’ll take door number three.”

      He leaned forward and placed his elbows on his desk. He intertwined his fingers and tapped them against his thin bottom lip. He thoughtfully mulled over my words before he spoke again.

      “As I told you a few days ago, your chances are very slim if you decide to do nothing, Halo. I simply can’t advise that course of action. We should be proactive, aggressive…meet this head on.”

      My laughter preempted my calm response. “Listen, I can’t imagine anything worse than going through surgery after surgery, suffering, as I probably would, only to end up losing my sight, my hearing, my ability to walk, speak, and think. Becoming a vegetable and living on machines is not how I want to go out.”

      He responded with a tinge of desperation in his voice. “Those are worse case scenarios.”

      “I appreciate your optimism, but I’m a nurse. I understand what’s going on.”

      “Without treatment, your brain tumor will continue to grow, and you’ll eventually succumb to it.”

      I bit my lip until it hurt. Finally, I released it and the truth that needed to be said. “Just say the word, die. I’m dying. It’s okay. I understand what it is and how this will end. Besides, this ties up some messy business for you, doesn’t it?”

      “Halo, it isn’t like that, and you know it.”

      “Regardless, it is what it is,” I murmured.

      He leaned back and lowered his hands into his lap. “First your brother and now this. I promise you that I will do everything I can to help you if you’ll just let me. Please let me help you.”

      “My mother.”

      He paused, and the lines at the corners of his eyes deepened. “Your mother?”

      I took a deep breath. “My mother died first, and my dad should have died soon after.”

      “Oh, yes, such a sad situation.”

      I let out some laughter, and he tilted his head. “It’s Shakespearian, my life that is.Very dramatic.” My voice cracked.

      I studied his firm jawline and thin lips. He reminded me of one of my favorite actors, Mads Mikkelsen. He was just as handsome and fifteen years my senior. His salt and pepper hair sat perfectly groomed on top of his head. His nails were clean, his suit freshly pressed and his white coat wrinkle free. His office was spotless, almost clinical in nature. We were complete opposites, but you know what they say about attraction.

      “Your surrender to this situation saddens me.”

      I sighed. “Who says that I’m surrendering? Maybe I'm realistic when no one else can be.”

      He reached up and rubbed his neck, leaving a small red blotch behind. “You know what I mean.”

      “I know that what we had was a one night stand and nothing more. You don’t owe me anything, Dr. Trager.”

      “Halo, call me Thomas, please.”

      “Don’t,” I whispered.

      He leaned forward. “Halo, I care…”

      I didn’t allow him to continue. “I prefer calling you Dr. Trager, thank you,” I said without much emotion. The truth was, Thomas and I had a moment of weakness and nothing more.

      I nodded to him as I stood up and had to hold onto the side of the chair. He noticed and began to rise. I held my hand up and shook my head. “Just dizzy, at least I know why, now.” I let out a bit of laughter. “And to think, I thought that I might be pregnant. Boy, I was wrong, huh? But then again, what a nightmare that would have been for you.”

      “Halo.” He stepped around the side of his desk and reached out to me, gently placing one hand under my elbow and helping me stand until the dizziness passed. It only took a few seconds for it to end as if it never happened at all.

      He leaned in, and I could smell his expensive cologne. “If you had been I would have happily…”

      I cut him off. “Don’t lie. I’m a big girl; I understand everything.” My eyes wandered over the faces of his family. His wife was beautiful, with long blonde hair and rosy red cheeks. She was much older than I was and his daughter looked like she was about sixteen. They had started their family early, something I once dreamed about but would never have.

      “I just wish that I could…” he spoke with compassion.

      I looked at him and placed a hand on his cheek. “Please, don’t do this. Just act like nothing happened, it’s easier. Just forget me. Forget everything about me.”

      He nodded, accepting the freedom I offered to him. “Here.” He placed a small white packet in my hand and closed my fingers over it.

      “This will help you.” he muttered.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “For the headaches. Take one every four hours, two if it becomes unbearable, and five or more…”

      I stepped back from him, knowing that he was offering me a way out.

      “You mean if I want to end this.”

      “Halo, without treatment this situation...”

      I held my hand up to him with a smirk. “Thanks, but I’d rather see this thing through with eyes wide open, and don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone about us. I said you should forget me and I meant it.”

      I walked away from him and realized that I still had the packet of pills in my hand. I looked at him and tried to smile. His shoulders were slumped. I slid the offering into my pocket and nodded to him. “Don’t worry about me. When it gets bad, I’ll leave. I won’t linger and put anyone at risk here in the hospital, especially you.”

      “If you change your mind, which I hope you do, please reach out to me, Halo. I only want to help. There are treatments that we could try. Perhaps your brother’s lab…”

      “Don’t mention him, please. I’m not going there. Besides, he’s gone. I know what I have, and I also know that it’s inoperable. At this point I just want to try to remember everything I can and check some things off my bucket list, ya know?”

      “Like what?” he asked, and I smiled.

      “Anything dangerous,” I said with a wink.

      I stepped out the door and closed it behind me. I paused and leaned my back against the hard wood. I fingered at the pills in my pocket contemplating the inevitable.

      “The more dangerous, the better,” I whispered to myself as I pushed away from the door.

      

      I returned to the large white desk after a short walk through the ICU. I could hear sobbing and the occasional buzzing of machines. I needed this reminder so that I wouldn’t seek help out of desperation. The truth was, I had months left, and I would rather live them knowing who I am than lying in a bed and being fed by machines.

      No thank you.

      Besides, I had no one. My brother was now gone. My mother…well, it had been years since we laid her to rest, and my dad, well, I hope he rots away in prison.

      As for any extended family, there was none. My grandparents had died on both sides, and my parents were only children.

      I stared down at the trash can and picked up the file, clutching it against my chest. Julia lingered for a few seconds. “So, I’m having a dinner party this Friday.” She said, apprehensively.

      “What?” I asked, totally not focusing on her.

      “A dinner party, at my house, this Friday. I’d love for you to come, Halo. I can invite David if you like. Maybe you two could, oh I don’t know, hang out, talk.”

      “Dinner,” I muttered. Food didn’t even sound good, but oddly enough, her invitation did.

      “Okay,” I said as I looked her square in the eye.

      “Oh, I understand.”

      I leaned forward. “Understand what?” I asked.

      “You’re busy.” She spoke out of habit.

      I grinned. “I said yes, Julia. I’ll come to your dinner party.”

      “What?” she said as her face lit up.

      I nodded. “I’ll come.”

      “Oh my God, okay and I’ll invite him, David, I mean.” She pulled out a piece of paper and scribbled down the address on it. I could see that she was visibly shaken.

      “Okay, yeah. I’d like that.” I said, knowing I shouldn’t.

      She held it out to me, and I reached for it just as the alarm went off.  I dropped my file on the desk, and it fell open with black and white photos of the tumor in my brain laying out for all the world to see. I rushed around the desk and had to skid to a stop when the double doors swung open, and a man rushed out with a scalpel pressed firmly against David’s throat. It was the same one who had been brought in on life support, so I was shocked to see him up and moving around like this.

      David looked calm, more composed than I would have been in his position. I could see his lips moving as he spoke to the man, trying his best to settle him down. The man appeared confused and angry. He spat out words that I couldn’t understand.

      He pushed his back up against the wall when he spotted me. His grip tightened on the handle of the sharp instrument that now ebbed its way into David’s throat. I could see a small trickle of blood rushing down his adam's apple, but still, he remained calm, with his hands up in front of him. David was incredible in times of turmoil. It was one of the things that I admired about him and ironically, it also bored me to death.

      “Stop…stop…please stop. Get out of my head!” The man cried out, pleading with invisible forces as he stared up at the ceiling and then around the emergency room. His head jerked from side to side like a frightened animal that was being hunted. I held my hands up in submission and started to walk toward the two of them. He spotted me and tilted his head. His eyes looked tired, deep trenches lay beneath them, shadowed in gray.

      “I only want to help you,” I said calmly, never lowering my hands.

      His maniacal laughter sent a chill through my bones. Long trails of saliva connected his cracked bottom lip to his top one. His flesh seemed to be flaking off. He was more than sick; he was rotting away. My first thought was a biological agent, and it terrified me.

      “Help me? Help me? You? How could you possibly help me?!” He screamed in defiance.

      I stopped dead as he pulled back and David let out a small moan. The scalpel sliced into his flesh, deeper, releasing more blood. I knew I was running out of time, and so was David.

      I spoke with conviction. “I understand how you feel.”

      He shook his head. “What could you offer me, dead girl?”

      My heartbeat sped up. How could he possibly know my condition? I paused too long, and David narrowed his eyes.

      “Halo? What does he mean?” David asked as my face felt flush.

      My bottom lip quivered, and I could feel the muscles in my body threatening to betray me.

      “I understand how you feel. I understand feeling lost and desperate. I do. I don’t know what you have, but whatever it is let me help you. I just want to help you. That’s all. Please let him go. David has nothing to do with this. It’s just you and me.”

      The chuckling was small at first, and then it rolled out of him. He slowly inched his way toward the door, and I knew if he reached it then our chances of saving him, or David, dropped to zero. Security had a duty to protect, and they wouldn’t hesitate to kill him if need be.

      “You can’t help me, dead girl.”

      “I’m not dead yet, and neither are you,” I spoke through gritted teeth.

      He kept pushing along the wall, and I spotted a trail of blood behind him. He was bleeding out.

      He suddenly stopped and looked me over. “You’re one of them, aren’t you? Come to collect my bones, have you?! Well, fuck you, hound!”

      I paused and held my palms up in surrender. “I don’t know what you mean; I’m just a nurse. My name is Halo, Halo Bay. I work here at Mercy General, I have for the last two years and that’s David, David Weller, he’s also a nurse here at Mercy.” I pointed at David, hoping I could humanize him in the eyes of this psychopath.

      He swung the scalpel in my direction but hurriedly jammed it back against David’s throat.

      “No! You have…you have it; you have the mark…there…right there on your wrist!”

      I stared at the fading scar on my wrist.

      “That was a mistake that I made a long time ago. It’s true, I did try to kill myself, but luckily I didn’t succeed.”

      The man let out a hearty laugh. “Ironic, isn’t it, love? You tried to kill yourself only to be taken out by that festering tumor in your head? This is hell, all of it, every bit. We are meat sacks and nothing more. There is no heaven, only darkness ahead. You forfeited your life when you disregarded it as did I.”

      He held his wrist up, and I could see the stitches tearing apart on the long cut up his arm.

      I sucked in my breath as he tapped his right temple with the edge of the scalpel and left a small trickle of blood behind. He quickly jammed it back against David’s jugular.

      David looked at me in horror. “Halo, is this true?”

      I parted my lips but was interrupted as two security guards rushed in and aimed their guns at the man.

      One of the guards yelled at him in desperation. “Put the knife down!” I could see his hand trembling.

      I turned and spoke to him as my resolve strengthened. “Stop. Put your guns down. I can handle this; we don’t need any violence. You’ll only make this situation worse.”

      The young man grinned, and I swear his eyes shifted from brown to black in a matter of seconds. Everything froze in place except for the two of us, and he spoke in a whisper. “Viderunt te.”

      “What?” I asked him in confusion.

      He leaned forward as David struggled. The man gripped the handle of the scalpel with such ferocity. I scanned the room, and everyone was still frozen in place. I stepped back, and his eyes darted to the doors.

      “Look. This will be because of you.” He hissed at me.

      I stared in horror as the sky shifted from black to rolling fire. I approached the doors and peered out as everything started to disintegrate and float up into the fire. Houses, cars, people. It horrified me.

      “This can’t be real.” My eyes glossed over in horror.

      Surely I was having a vision brought on by the tumor in my brain and the extra stress caused by the situation at hand. I turned to face the man, and he was grinning at me with black stained teeth. The stench rolling off of him smelled of sulfur. I had to cover my nose with the back of my hand.

      “Because of me?” I asked. He wagged the scalpel at the door, and I held my hands up to him. “Listen, I’m sick, and so are you. We can’t trust what we see, but I want to help you. Please let me.”

      He paused, and his expression shifted to one of sadness. “You can’t help me. No one can. I forfeited my soul, and now the collection is at hand. I just want to take someone with me; I need a sacrifice.” He choked out through his sobbing.

      He paused then became calm with the odd tilt of his head. “Videre in inferno, canis.”

      “What?” I asked.

      Suddenly time returned to normal.

      “Please, don’t,” I whispered, and without hesitation, he sliced through David’s throat like butter. David stared at me for a moment and then dropped to his knees in front of him. The man laughed and held his hands up and out to his sides as the gunshots rang out.

      Three bullets hit their mark. One to his chest, one to his leg, and the last one ripped into his forehead, spraying blood across the white wall behind him. He stumbled back with a terrible expression on his face before he hit the floor with a thud.

      I rushed to David’s side and fell to my knees, ignoring the pain that came along with it. I placed my hand over his neck, and the warm blood inched its way through my fingers and covered the scar on my wrist. I shook my head and let the tears come. He couldn’t speak, all he could do was focus on me. I cupped his cheek and whispered to him.

      “I’m here, David. Focus on me, only me.”

      I watched his lips move and the words I love you became his last.
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      I sat in the bar and twisted the short glass between my palms. The dried blood rested under my fingernails. David’s essence still covered the side of my neck and stained my skin. It was all that remained of him now. Blood and nothing more, along with painful memories of his mocha brown eyes and beautiful smile. It left my stomach in knots. Not because I was in love with him but because I loved the idea of him.

      I lifted the glass to my lips and took a sip of whiskey. I had been sober for five years, but I felt like the events of the day had paroled me from the shackles of sobriety.

      To be honest, I was shocked that I hadn’t done this sooner. I could have easily crawled my way back into the bottle when Fin died. Perhaps it would have lessened the impact of my diagnosis. Who knows? Not like it matters.

      “Life is cruel,” I mumbled.

      The bartender stepped up as he tapped his fingers on the black marble countertop that sat between us. “Would you like to clean up?” His eyes inspected me as he set a small white towel down in front of me.

      “That’s the funny thing about blood, it gets on you, and it stains you forever, it gets everywhere. Under the nails, in the hair, soaked into clothing. I will probably carry David to the grave.”

      “David who?” he asked.

      I looked up at him and cocked my head. “Exactly.”

      I tilted my head back and forced the remainder of the whiskey down my throat. It burned with that old familiar promise of numbness that I had once loved more than anything else in this world.

      I set the glass down and gave the counter a tap with my rigid finger. He didn’t hesitate to fill my glass with another shot. “Make it two,” I muttered. He paused and then filled it a little further. The liquor swirled in the glass and lapped up against the ice cubes that hadn’t even had the opportunity to melt yet. I reached in and grabbed one, tossing it aside and then quickly snatched the other and did the same. They slid down the counter, and the man sitting to my right leaned back but said nothing after he looked me over.

      “I never said on the rocks,” I grumbled. I’m not a very cheery drunk.

      He responded calmly with a swipe of his towel on the counter to absorb the mess that I had made.

      “Noted.” He said as he flipped the towel onto his shoulder.

      “You could tell me to leave,” I said before I took another sip.

      He leaned forward and placed his hands on the bar. “I’m not going to fight with you.”

      I sighed, and my eyebrows shot up. I took another long drink and hissed as I set it down in front of me. The whiskey was working its way into my resolve, chipping away at that wall that I had so diligently constructed over time.

      Bartenders. Damn them. Cheap therapy.

      My bright eyes lifted and I grinned at him. “Do you want some company tonight?” I asked without hesitation.

      He shook his head and leaned in closer to me. “You are a beautiful woman, but I would never take advantage of someone in your state of mind.”

      I laughed. “State of mind? The irony.”

      He narrowed his eyes, and I shot the rest of my whiskey. I tapped the counter.

      He sighed. “How about something less potent?”

      I pushed the glass toward him, and he had to catch it before it slid over the edge. “Are you cutting me off?” I asked. I lifted my hands and touched my nose with one hand then repeated it with the other.

      “See? I’m absolutely fine.”

      He grinned as he set the glass aside and looked me over. “I’m being responsible.”

      I tapped the side of my head. “I have a ticking time bomb, right here.”

      He pursed his lips and then relaxed them. “Do you want to talk about it? Maybe over coffee? I get off in a half hour; I’d be happy to…”

      He was too damn nice, and it reminded me of David. I shifted on the barstool and interrupted him. “Do you know any Latin?” I asked him while I tapped the counter with my open hand. The guy next to me got up and tossed a folded bill on the counter. His blue eyes lingered on me. “What?” I asked him, and he rushed off and out of the dimly lit bar.

      The bartender tilted his head and grinned at me. “You really want to fight with someone tonight, don’t you?”

      I sighed. “Latin, do you happen to know any?” I waved my hand around. “At least, I think it's Latin, who knows. I’m not a linguist, I’m a nurse, actually, a chemist. I started out in chemistry, and I was damn good at it. I wanted to follow in my brother's footsteps.” I paused and stared at my hands. “I wanted to help people, save them. Me…what a joke.”

      He touched my hand, and I jerked it back from him.

      “Hey, what happened?” he whispered to me.

      My facial expression relaxed, and I laughed. He narrowed his eyes. I sighed. “It would be easier if you asked what didn’t happen.”

      He parted his lips, and I was coming dangerously close to opening up.

      “I’m a good listener.” He murmured.

      I cleared my throat. “That’s great, so, do you know Latin?”

      “Deflection.” He said.

      I scowled. “If I wanted a shrink I would find one.”

      He stood up straight. “I took it in college, only to impress women, of course, seeing that it’s a dead language.”

      I giggled, and he narrowed his eyes. I waved a hand. “Dead language. I mean what is that, really? Some jerks come along and decide what languages can live and which ones can’t? It’s ridiculous, don’t you think?”

      He let out a sigh. “I love all languages; I find them fascinating.”

      “So, did it work?” I asked with a smirk.

      “What?” he asked.

      I rolled my hand over, allowing him to see my scars. He eyed them, and I moved forward with our strange conversation as if nothing bothered me.

      “With women.” I swallowed hard and placed my chin in my hands. “The language thing, did it get you laid?”

      “Oh, learning Latin?” he leaned forward. “Every time.” He said in a half whisper.

      I stretched my shoulders and could hear a dull crack. “I bet.” I glanced down the bar and spotted a woman staring at me. I know I looked insanely inappropriate, covered in David’s blood. The severity of the situation was threatening to settle into my psyche, so I returned my attention back onto the bartender.

      He leaned forward and touched my hand. “What happened?” he asked. I didn’t respond to him although my spirit begged for the company.

      I moved my hand. “Videre in inferno, canis,” I whispered.

      His brow furrowed. “What?”

      I repeated the words. “Videre in inferno, canis. I know I’m probably saying it wrong, but do you know what it means?”

      He leaned down. “Well, I’m a little rusty, but I think it means, see you in hell, hound.”

      I rubbed the side of my neck. “What the hell does that mean?”

      “Worse pick up line, ever. Apparently, the dude didn’t know what he was saying.” He added with the roll of his eyes.

      “Yeah.” I nodded to him with a laugh. “Can I get one more?”

      He placed a glass between us and filled it with water. I smiled and tossed some crumpled money on the black marble. He stared at it and then waved a hand. “It’s on me.” He said.

      I stood up and walked away. “Take it; I won’t need it where I’m going.”

      “Can I come with you?” he asked, and I turned back and winked at him.

      “I thought you didn’t want to take advantage of someone in my state of mind.”

      He placed his chin in the palm of his hand.

      “I meant to talk.”

      I laughed as I wagged my finger at him. “Tricky boy.”

      He stood up straight and tried to conceal a grin.

      “Well?” he added.

      I paused. “I’m not a long term kind of girl.”

      He stepped around the bar and approached me. He stopped in front of me, and I had to look up at his six-foot-four frame. Being tossed around by him wouldn’t be such a bad thing, now would it? Suddenly the ringing in my ears rose up, and everything else was drowned out. I placed my hands over them and closed my eyes. I felt a hand on my side, and it stopped just as quickly as it had started. I took a staggered breath and regained my composure.

      “You okay?” he asked, and I faked a smile. “Yeah, I’m good.” I started to walk out, and he followed me. I stepped up to the curb and flagged a cab down. It rolled up to a stop, and I reached for the door handle. The bartender beat me to it and opened the door for me. I growled and then tapped the top of the cab. I turned to face him, and he was looking cuter by the minute, which could be dangerous. I had always made my worst decisions on alcohol and traumatic circumstances. I cleared my throat and leaned forward, and he leaned in, giving me a gentle kiss on the lips. His hand cupped my jaw, and finally, I opened my eyes and bit my lip.

      “You need to go back to work,” I whispered with a wink.

      He leaned against the door and held onto the top of the window. “I’m off.”

      “You need to walk away,” I said without remorse.

      He licked his lip, and I could see the moisture lingering. It made my stomach tighten.

      “I could speak Latin to you all night long.”

      I cleared my throat and slid into the back of the cab, he stepped up, and I placed my hand on the door.

      “Not this time, lover boy.”

      I shut the door, and he stood there with his hands raised. I leaned back into the seat and closed my eyes. “One-eighty-third and third.”

      “Ah, the Bronx.” My cabby said with a nod.

      I turned to watch the bartender make his way back into the bar. I touched the window and felt the temptation rising in me. I bit my lip and leaned back into the seat.

      “Go home, Halo. Just go home.” I muttered to myself.

      I leaned up and tapped on the back of the seat. “Can we make a stop at Mickey’s?”

      The cab driver glanced at me and gripped the wheel. “Sure, but can I make a suggestion?”

      I narrowed my eyes. “What?”

      “Peppermint tea is a wonderful thing for hangovers.”

      I laughed. “I don’t get hungover.”

      He eyed me in the rearview mirror. “Oh, well, never mind then.”

      I leaned back and then ran my fingers through my hair. “You know what? I’ll get some, what the hell, right? I mean, it sounds tasty. Do you think Mickey’s has any?”

      “Mickey’s has everything.” He said with a smirk.

      I snorted and tapped the back of his seat.

      “You’re right. That store is ridiculous, but I’m also getting more alcohol. Tons of alcohol. All of it.”

      He tipped his hat to me. “Of course, because what fun would it be to survive a night of debauchery?”

      “Huh?”

      He laughed and tapped his wheel while simultaneously turning up the music. Arrested Development came on, and I nodded my head to the beat. “Now see? This is excellent music.”

      The cab driver smiled at me in the mirror, and I nodded to him. I waved a hand and snapped my fingers. “You got that right, my friend. Music can be a religious experience.”
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      We pulled up to the building, and I leaned my forehead against the glass. Whiskey isn’t the greatest of friends unless you keep drinking it until you pass out. I should have remembered that when I ordered.

      “If you’re going to be sick, then please do it outside the car, I just cleaned it.”

      He spoke in an Indian accent, and I hiccupped then collected myself. I placed my hand to the side and held a finger up, then two. I waved my hand, then the nausea passed.

      “Nope, all good,” I said with a confident nod.

      I sat up straight and opened the door, stepping out and holding my hands at my sides until the boat, that is the earth, stopped rocking. Finally, I was coherent enough to make my way toward the store that held everything you could ever want, including guns and ammo. It was a one-stop shop of awesome owned by Mickey Mulroney. He was the son of a gangster, like old style Irish-Italian. Over the course of the last two years, we had seen many a mysterious injury come through the ER at the hands of his family, but no one ever talked, and I’m sure no one ever would, or they’d be sleepin’ with the fishes if you know what I mean.

      Mickey had a son named Travis. Travis Mulroney.

      He came in one night while I was working the front desk. He was cute, dangerous, hurt. The trifecta of attraction for me. Unfortunately, I fell for it, and him. I hadn’t been to Mickey’s since I threw his ass out of my apartment a year ago. Nor had I seen much of him. Probably best. David was a rebound after Travis, an odd one for me. He was the exact opposite of Travis in every way possible. Travis kept me on edge, David couldn’t find the edge if I led him to it and explained it in detail.

      I shook my head and pressed my hand against my stomach. It churned. Thinking about David wasn’t helping. Oh my God, David. Sweet, sweet David. You’re dead now.

      The door slid open, and I had to squint my eyes as the fluorescent lighting rained down on me like the desert sun. It replaced my sadness with wonder. Being drunk is a blessing…sometimes.

      I rushed to the round stand and grabbed a pair of sunglasses and slid them on, letting out a long sigh of relief. The large pink shades probably looked ridiculous as they clung to my face at an angle, but I didn’t care. I’d buy them, along with a ton of other things that I don’t need. That’s what stores like this are for. Impulse buying.

      I paused and took a look around. Mickey’s had been a necessary stop when I drank heavily. It had been a long time, but here it was, the same as it ever was. I tapped my arm down the side, giving Talking Heads a nod. I stopped and turned to face a boy with a broom, and he eyed me.

      “Talking Heads, they rock,” I said with a wink and a stumble.

      He said nothing, and I sighed. “Of course you don’t know who they are.” I waved a hand in disgust. “It’s a band…you know, they play music? Real music.”

      A girl approached me and popped a bubble as she cocked her hip to the right and placed a hand on it. I could see her long nails all adorned with purple glitter. They matched the oversized purple hoop earring that tapped her round cheek.

      “So watcha need, honey?”

      I paused and then had to peer down at myself. I tilted my sunglasses and could see the blood all over the front of my scrubs. I looked like a serial killer. I pushed the sunglasses back on and took a slow breath.

      “I need booze and peppermint tea. I guess the tea helps with hangovers or something.”

      “I bet.” She said as she walked away from me only pausing for a moment to wave me on.

      “Ovah here.” The accent was strong with her. I followed without question.

      I wagged my finger at her back. “Wait, I know you, don’t I?”

      Suddenly I felt a tug on my arm as I was jerked to the side and out of the aisle. A man towered over me and then he slowly let a grin part his lips.

      “Travis, what the hell are ya doin’?” she said and he reached up and removed my sunglasses.

      “Hey, baby.” He leaned in, and I turned my face, so he had to kiss my cheek. I stumbled back and glared at him, quickly placing my sunglasses back on to protect my eyes from the ungodly light above us.

      “Don’t touch me, Travis.”

      “Yeah, hands off, douche.” She said with the pop of her pink gum.

      Finally, he looked at the girl and scowled. “Shut up, Carla.”

      “You shut up.” She retorted.

      She took one step toward him, and a bellowing voice froze them in place.

      “What the hell am I gonna do with the two of you’s?”

      A large man stepped up to Travis and whacked him on the back of the head with an open hand. He immediately rubbed it while glaring at me. The man lifted his hand, and the girl cowered.

      “Damn you two, always causing shit in my store. This is why the business is down! You.” he pointed at the girl. “Settle your tits.” His eyes locked onto Travis. “And you, keep your damn hands off the women who come in here!”

      “Dad…this is Halo,” Travis said with a huff. “You know Halo Bay. The girl I told ya about.”

      The man paused and turned to face me. He gave me a once over and then smiled.

      “So this is the girl who’s got chu all whack in da head?”

      I crossed my arms over my chest.

      “Yeah…she’s, well, she’s my girl,” Travis straightened his shoulders with pride.

      I shook my head and swayed a little. “No, no, I’m not. I’m not his girl.” My hand swung out in front of me.

      The man chuckled and eyed Travis. He raised his hands. “She’s a feisty one, but gorgeous just the same.” He turned back to face me. “You got lady balls; I like that. Travis needs some, balls that is. Maybe you can teach him how to be less like his sista here and more like me.” He grabbed his crotch and gave it a firm tug. Then he winked at me. I grimaced.

      “Dad.” Travis groaned as he rubbed the side of his neck.

      I shifted my stance, and the room started to tilt. “I’m not going to teach him a damn thing. I came here for liquor and…and…”

      The girl chimed in with a snap of her fingers. “Peppermint tea.”

      “Yes, that.” I glared at Travis, who had been the most aggressively obsessive boyfriend I had ever had the displeasure of kicking out of my life. Unfortunately, he wasn’t used to being told no, so he still lingered. He left messages, flowers, candy, and cards with illiterate poems written inside of them.

      “Let me help you,” Travis said in desperation.

      Mickey nodded. “Sure, you kids go get what she wants.” He turned back to face me. “I value your business, even though you look like you just gave someone the chop shop.” He chuckled, I didn’t. I wasn’t about to explain why I was covered in blood. The scrubs should be a dead giveaway, but I guess with this guy it could be anything.

      I looked down at myself and sighed. “Sure yeah, I was chop shoppin’ the crap out of this town.”

      He laughed and gave me an unnerving wink. “Well, if ya evah want a job, just come see me, understood?” he thumbed at his chest and gave me a nod.

      I narrowed my eyes. I couldn’t believe that he was offering me a position to hurt people.

      “I’m a nurse,” I said.

      “Even bettah! We sometimes have situations that would benefit from your field of expertise, if ya know what I mean.”

      I shook my head as Travis seemed to light up with excitement. I’m sure he’d love for me to ditch my nursing job and come hang out with his psychotic family.

      Like it would matter, I’m dying. Dumbass.

      “Sure, I’ll keep that in mind. Hey, how’s the 401k?” I asked with a grin.

      “The what?” he asked in confusion.

      Travis waved a hand. “Retirement pops. 401k.”

      Mickey laughed and rubbed the side of his neck. I could see his large spider tattoo that rested in the webbing of his thumb. “Ya work till ya don’t wanna work no more.”

      “Or die,” I muttered.

      “Come on; I’ll show you where the tea’s at,” Travis said as he reached out to take my arm and I flinched. He paused and ran his hand through his hair. He hadn’t bothered to use restraint with me on a few occasions, leaving behind bruises, not unlike the one on my wrist that he had inflicted just a couple of weeks prior when he tried to force his way into the apartment. Funny how he acts like I just don’t remember anything he does or had done in the past. He’s a maniac.

      I know that I said I enjoyed danger but Travis was more than that, he was terrifying.

      “I got it.” I backed away from him and finally turned, breaking into a power walk that ended in a full out jog.

      “Halo! Where ya goin’?! The tea is ovah here.” He yelled out behind me.

      I hit the door and slid across the parking lot as the rain started to come down. The cab driver stepped out as I fell to the ground. He rushed over to me and helped me to my feet as I nursed a skinned elbow. Travis came rushing out and screamed at me.

      “Halo! Halo! Come back here!”

      “Help me,” I whispered to the driver. He eyed Travis and gave me a quick nod.

      The cabby helped me into the backseat and slammed the door shut as Travis approached him. I could see their shadows moving through streaks of rain then I witnessed a blow to the jaw, and one of the blurry figures fell to the ground. I moved away from the window as a shadow approached it and jerked the door open. I was so relieved to see the driver. He wasn’t that large, so I guess I didn’t expect him to be able to handle Travis like he did.

      “Are you okay?” His eyes rushed over me. I nodded to him. He closed the door and hurried to his side of the car, jerking his door open and jumping inside. He sped off, as the back of the cab swung out and hit something. I covered my mouth, and he kept going. I peered out the back window as Mickey rushed out and leaned down to the body lying on the ground. He lifted his fist and shook it in the air.

      “Did we hit him?” I asked, and the cab driver wiped his lip and stared at the blood on his fingertips. “My sister, she has a man like that one. He does not respect her and leaves marks on her body. Beating her senseless for nothing.” His eyes darted to the rearview mirror. He looked shaken, and his hands gripped the wheel, wringing it like an old dishcloth.

      We hit a pothole, and I swear I heard something groan behind me. I turned and could hear someone yelling from behind the seat. It sounded muffled. I turned back around, and the cab driver was pulling over and under a bridge. We stopped, and I could hear the muffled screams coming from the trunk.

      “Please stay here.”

      I nodded to him, and he got out. I watched him walk by the door, and I heard the trunk open. He spoke calmly and then in between each sentence he would hit something as hard as he could, making me jump. Finally, he closed the trunk and returned to the car. He sat there gripping the wheel, and I swallowed hard.

      “Like I said, he has no respect for her.”

      I held my hands up, and he turned to face me. I know that my expression was one of fear, so he immediately tried to put me at ease.

      “I can get out here,” I said calmly, pointing a finger to the right while keeping my other hand in view.

      He shook his head. “No, not here. This is a terrible neighborhood and that man back there is abusive to you is he not? I saw how he grabbed you in the store. I watched through the window. He reached for you, and you flinched, this is how my sister reacts to that piece of garbage in my trunk.

      “I really don’t want to know,” I said, and he gave me a nod.

      “Are you sure? You can kick him; it may make you feel better.”

      I gave him a thumbs up. “Nope, I’m good.”

      He turned and stared out the window, calmly reaching down and turning the key in the ignition.

      “There is a breaking point for all things.”

      I nodded as I stared down at my hands. “I totally agree.”

      “I told her to leave, but no, she stayed and now…now she’s…”

      I didn’t want to know any more about this girl or the man in the trunk. I already had enough on my plate to last a lifetime.

      “Listen, I need to get home. Can I please go home?”

      He took a slow breath and gave a quick nod. “Yes, let’s get you home.”

      We pulled away, and before I knew it, we were sitting in front of my building. I found it humorous that this cab driver was worried about me walking in that neighborhood when this one was no better. I opened the door, and he spoke to me without looking back.

      “I won’t kill him; I won’t do that.” He said solemnly.

      I should have offered him help. I should have stayed and told him that the man in his trunk only represented the worst that this life had to offer, but instead, I surrendered. I forfeited my oath to help those in need.

      “You do whatever you need to do.”

      He turned and gripped the seat. I watched his knuckles turn white.

      “I want to enter paradise.”

      I nodded to him. “You will.” I knew it was a lie. I felt it bubble up like bile, but I said it just the same.

      I stepped out, and he drove away. My buzz was wearing off, and I almost wished that I had more to keep the emotions in check. I turned and made my way to the door. I fumbled with my keys and dropped them just as a gunshot rang out. I kept close to the ground and then finally stood back up, sliding my key into the lock and stepping inside. I had to reach out and brace myself against the long line of mailboxes.

      The dizzy spell passed, and I walked to the elevator, only to find an out of order sign strung across the front of it. I hate this place, but I can’t seem to leave. I’ve found myself in this situation more than I liked to admit. It’s a horribly self-destructive cycle. The only time I felt like I may be able to break it was with David. He hated this neighborhood and often asked me why I didn’t find something closer to the hospital and a bit less shady, but the truth was I wanted to be close to the church even though I refused to step foot in it.

      It was where we celebrated the last bits of Fin’s life. It was my family’s church. In fact, our old house was only fifteen minutes away. Some of my best memories were of riding in the backseat of my dad’s old Chevy, with my brother. Slick seats, robin egg blue with a white roof and a white wheel.

      Memories flickered in my mind, and I could see Griffin clear as day sitting next to me in the back of the car. He was smiling, holding my hand. I could feel his hand tighten in mine, making me feel safe…guarded. He told me he loved me every day and I felt loved by him.

      I miss him so much it’s hard to breathe.

      I made my way over to the staircase, and suddenly the emotions overwhelmed me. I had to sit down and rest my face in my hands, letting out a much-needed cry. I reached up and gripped the railing.

      “No…no, no,” I said as I gritted my teeth and started to climb. I felt the strain in my legs and the ache in my chest. It had nothing to do with the tumor in my brain; it was grief. A profound and foreboding sadness that had been rekindled with the loss of David.

      Four floors later and I had to stop and catch my breath. I felt sick to my stomach, and I pressed my hand against it, giving it some much-needed attention.

      I leaned against the railing and let my head hang. I flexed my fingers and took slow breaths. I hate throwing up, probably just as much as everyone else does. I guess the act isn’t nearly as crappy as the feeling leading up to it. That’s the kicker.

      I placed my hand over my mouth until the feeling passed once again. I took one step, and the door opened to my right. A petite woman, no taller than five foot, stepped out from the shadows of her dimly lit apartment.

      “Hey, Mrs. Thorn.” I tried to sound reasonable; I doubt that I did.

      “Halo, is that you?” she asked as she fumbled with her reading glasses. The beaded chains swayed on either side of her red frames. She squinted and gave me a quick once-over.

      “Oh dear, what a night you’ve had.” She added.

      I nodded to her, unable to hide any longer.

      I like to think of myself as a strong woman…a survivor, but this day had beaten me down and back into submission. I felt five years old again, terrified in my room as my parents yelled and screamed just outside the door. I still remember the sound of my father’s fist hitting my mother’s jaw for the first time. The crack of bone on bone sticks with you forever. One hit and I could see her shadow slump to the floor with a hard thud. The sobbing afterward haunted me.

      But mostly, it was the weakness. I was too small and weak to help her, and even as I grew, it seems that the fear wouldn’t allow me to fight for her, or for myself. I remember the empty promises that I whispered in the dark that one day I would save her. One day I would save myself. One day.

      That day never came.

      I blinked, and the horrible memory faded when her hand found its way to my side, and she stared up at me with such heartfelt compassion.

      “You need a hot bath and some strong coffee, and by strong, I mean with caffeine and nothing more.” She added a wink, and I nodded to her.

      She led me back to her apartment and soon I found myself sinking into a large white porcelain tub as the steam rose off the surface and raced toward the cathedral ceiling. A knock came to the door, and Mrs. Thorn walked in and set a large cup with red roses all over it on the tray that sat next to the tub. I adjusted in the water, and it sloshed up the sides. She turned, and I glanced over at her.

      “I want to thank you for always being so kind to me.”

      She paused but didn’t turn to look at me. “Kindness is free, and it takes very little effort. It’s hate and destruction that is exhausting and will cost you everything.”

      “True but I wanted to make sure that I said it.”

      She paused and cocked her head. “You talk as if you’re going away, are you moving?”

      I hesitated. I felt so weak. I wished that I could spew out the entire mess right here in front of her and be done with it. I wished that I could tell her how I felt like I had failed, not only my mother, and my brother, but David, as well. Hell, I failed myself. I failed everyone, even that poor soul in the trunk of the cab drivers car. Who knew what would happen to him tonight?

      I could have been a hero.

      My eyes lowered. “No, it’s just been a bad day, I’m sure tomorrow will be better.”

      And there it was, the lie that would change everything.

      I swallowed hard, and she stepped out the door and gave me a quick nod before she closed it. Mrs. Thorn came with the building, or so it seemed. I still remember when I moved in, over six years ago. I was still in nursing school, and struggling financially, so the rent was affordable. She immediately took to me, and we had spent a few nights over the course of the past few years having heart to heart talks after some of my hardest nights came and went. Some when I was drinking and some when the abuse at the hand of whatever controlling boyfriend had cycled through left me with a bloody lip or a black eye. Everyone else bought how clumsy I seemed to be, but not her. She knew the truth.

      I guess in a way she was the mother that I never had. Mine was often high on painkillers and alcohol. She would be passed out before I came home from school each day. This went on until…well until she died.

      I lifted my arm and turned it over, running my fingers over the scar on my right wrist then I repeated it on the left. I had cut myself many times, but these had been the worst. I almost died and often I wish that I had.

      If I had succeeded, then I wouldn’t have buried my mother or my brother. I wouldn’t have endured a trial as my father sat accused of killing her and ultimately was found guilty as he should have been. I wouldn’t have allowed myself to be abused by so many men, disregarding my worth just as my mother had. I wouldn’t have found myself diagnosed with a terminal brain tumor, and I could have skipped watching the light fade from David’s eyes.

      I scanned the bathroom and spotted her razors on the sink. I felt my fingers tingling, and my heartbeat jumped in my chest. This could be it; this could be the relief that I needed, but no.

      I couldn’t possibly do this to Mrs. Thorn. She didn’t deserve that. Travis, he was someone who deserved it, but knowing him, he would slap me around even in death, pissed off that I had finally escaped his torturous nature.

      No. I can’t. I’m bound to die a horrible death, and why? What could I have possibly done to warrant this type of ending? This is exactly why I don’t believe in a God. No God would allow such suffering, and all that talk about trial and tribulation for a reason is complete bullshit.

      Unless God is a sadist.

      Now the devil? The devil has a clear agenda. There’s someone I could believe in, not as a follower, but as someone who would enjoy this chaotic mess and the suffering that comes along with it.

      Yes, maybe the jokes on us. Maybe there is no heaven, only hell.

      “I surrender,” I muttered before I closed my eyes and allowed the water to encase me as I slid beneath the surface.

      All sound faded. All worry subdued. Death doesn’t have to be messy. It can be quiet and peaceful. Coming like a thief in the night.
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      I woke on my back spitting up water as Mrs. Thorn shook me, pulling me up into a sitting position. I took a deep breath, not knowing exactly what had happened. I coughed up a bit more, and along with it, a little blood. I touched my lip and pulled my hand back, staring at the glossy red stain on my fingertips.

      “You almost drowned.” She said as she helped me to my feet. We made our way over to the bench, and I sat down on it, taking one deep, painful breath after the other.

      “I must have drifted off.”

      She touched my hair and moved it out of my eyes. “What a blessing that you came here tonight.”

      I nodded to her and touched my chest. It ached from the water that had filled my lungs.

      I looked up at her and half grinned. “Thank you.”

      She leaned down and stared into my eyes with curiosity. “What did you see?”

      I paused. I had seen nothing, nothing at all, but the look on her face forced me to lie.

      “A light…bright white at the end of a long tunnel.”

      She nodded to me, and the smile that followed made me feel calm. There was something about her that offered more than safety; it was an oasis. Mrs. Thorn had lost her husband years ago, and she longed to be with him again. She was faithful to the church and to giving all that she could to those around her. Being in her presence made me feel like a better person, but here I was lying about what I had seen and what had actually happened.

      It was the same when I had slit my wrists. There was no light, no warm feelings of peace and tranquility. Just darkness. It was like flipping the light off. One moment I was here and the next… gone.

      So how could I be afraid of nothing? Nothing seemed like a welcomed relief from this life.

      “You need rest.” She added.

      I nodded and stood up without any trouble. No dizziness, no nausea. I was grateful.

      “I’m going to sleep in my bed tonight,” I whispered. She didn’t argue with me. That was another thing I appreciated about her. She was just easy to be around. No conflict at all. I know that I tend to crave it with my relationships, but not with her. What I craved the most was her stability, of which she had in abundance.

      “Very well.”

      She helped me into one of her husband’s many robes. They still smelled like him. Sandalwood and myrrh. I closed the robe and clutched it against my chest. She walked me to the door and out I went into the chilly hallway. She stood in her doorway until I got into my apartment and closed the door. I leaned up and peered out the peephole as she lingered with a sad look on her face.

      She had saved my life and asked for nothing in return, but the look on her face told me everything. She knew the truth, just as well as I did.

      I sighed as I turned to look at the mess in the living room. I wasn’t exactly a housekeeper by any means. In fact, I acted more like a first-year college student, living on ramen noodles and pizza.

      I walked to my bedroom and leaned against the doorframe. The wood creaked as it always had. This place was disintegrating all around me, not so unlike my life seemed to be doing without much effort at all.

      Everyone I cared about was slowly being taken away from me, one by one.

      My mom, my brother, David.

      Very little ties to this world remained, and maybe that’s how it’s supposed to be. It makes it so much easier to let go.

      My eyes scanned the room, and I spotted the picture of David and me on top of my old dresser. I walked over to it and picked it up, staring at the two of us leaning into each other’s shoulders with goofy grins on our faces. I touched his face with my fingertip. The glass was cold and lifeless. It sent a chill through my hand and up my arm.

      “David,” I whispered as one tear rolled down my cheek and I wiped it away with the back of my hand.

      I finally decided to lay down with the picture lying next to me. I didn’t invite the dreams in, but they came, one after the other in the form of nightmares. I watched David die over and over again as I stood helpless.

      Then the haunting words struck me as the man stood before me with his arms raised in submission.

      See you in hell, hound.

      My red hair whipped up around my face, and the hot flames lapped at my feet. The pain was exquisite, yet I accepted it without complaint. I felt a hand slide across my stomach. Red hot skin against mine. I trembled as pouty lips grazed my ear. A man’s voice consumed me.

      “I see you, Halo Bay.”

      I sat straight up on the bed and sucked in my breath. My chest still ached from the nearly fatal drowning earlier in the night. I rubbed my eyes until they focused in on the time. 3:33 was staring back at me in red. I closed my eyes and whispered good luck ten times. It was something my brother always did when all the numbers were the same, and old habits are hard to break. Especially for me.

      I made my way out of bed and dropped the robe to the floor. I replaced it with my black leggings and a white t-shirt. My hair was still damp, so I grabbed a hair tie and twisted it in a large ball and secured it on the top of my head. I should cut it, but my father hated long hair, and I keep it out of spite.

      I walked into the living room and stared at the mess. I immediately started to collect the clothing and shoes. I made a few trips to the bedroom, shoving them into the closet until the door was stuck and I had to jam the rest in as I used my shoulder to brace it. I paused and closed my eyes as another dizzy spell tried to overtake me. Then something new happened…a sharp pain rushed between my eyes and back up again. I moaned and pressed my fingers against my forehead, and it alleviated some of the pressure. I opened my eyes, and everything became fuzzy and then came back into focus.

      The pain was a reminder of my inevitable fate. I placed my hands on my knees and stared at the floor. The dull ache finally faded. I stood up and sucked in my breath then let it out slowly. I had practiced some Yoga at one point, pretending like my health mattered. I tried to recall the relaxation techniques. I held my arms out to my sides and tried to imagine a beach and rolling blue waves. I sucked in my breath when the water turned blood red and lapped at my feet. I took a step back and blinked, the image immediately disappeared, and I decided to ditch the meditation.

      I returned to the living room and stared at the barren scene. Without the mess, it was modest at best. I had two chairs, a couch, a small TV on an even smaller stand and a short table by the front door that housed all of the mail that I ignored. The room was painted white, but over time the walls had started to crack, and thin fissures ran the length of the wall just above the three windows overlooking the street down below. It had a small ledge protruding inward of which I once planned on utilizing for reading, but me and books never seem to make it very far. I get distracted or bored, and then there’s my life, which appears to be the perfect storm. The past twenty hours had been a quick catch-up since things had been so calm when David and I…

      “David,” I whispered as I placed my hand on the glass and felt the vibration from the oncoming train. The rail ran above the street and close enough to be annoying to most people. That and the neighborhoods unsavory characters made this more than affordable in New York City. A place where rent would usually be financially devastating.

      This wasn’t my first choice when apartment hunting, but seven years later and here I still sat on the east side nestled between a liquor store, a porn shop, and St. James Cathedral that effectively blackened out the sky on a sunny day.

      The vibration strengthened and the train came barreling across the rails suspended above the street. I narrowed my eyes as the bright light in each car blurred into the next. I could see shadows representing people that I would never know. Then the lights blinked a few times and the train went dark. I leaned forward and studied the darkness as whispers rose up all around me. Suddenly the train lit up in fiery red, flames lapping at the frame. Hands slammed against the windows, one after the other, and the screams of terror…God, the screaming made my teeth grind. My hand balled into a fist and slammed against the window, one, two, then three times.

      “Stop!” I yelled, and with that, the train returned to normal right before the last car barreled out of sight. My heartbeat raced in my chest, and the sweat rose on the surface of my skin. I felt feverish, and the chill followed forcing me to cross my arms over my chest.

      “What the hell?” I whispered as I leaned forward and placed my hands on the paint-chipped window sill and stared into the street below. The dizziness faded. I swallowed and rubbed the side of my neck then I spotted a pimp who was becoming aggressive with one of his girls. I tugged on the window and finally got it opened. I leaned out and pointed a finger at him.

      “Stop messing with her you piece of garbage!”

      “Shut up before I shut you up!” the man screamed back at me. I cocked an eyebrow and yelled down with a smile. “You promise? I mean, honestly, if I come down there will you try?”

      He waved a hand and dismissed me as he reached out and grabbed the girls arm. She yelped in pain. He lifted his hand and smacked her across the face, not once, but three times. I leaned back and rushed to the kitchen, jerking the drawer open and letting it fall to the floor. Silverware shot out in all directions, but my eyes caught sight of the only thing that I was looking for, a butcher’s knife with a long thick blade. I reached down and gripped it firmly in my hand. Something new overtook me, and I felt no fear. In fact, I felt like I was obligated to help this girl, even though I didn’t know her at all.

      I ran to the door and left it wide open as I rushed down the hallway and hit the stairs. I navigated them with little issue, only pausing once when a dizzy spell hit me. Finally, I pushed on the front door and made my way out into the night air. The heat of the city immediately forced a sweat to well up on my face and arms. I didn’t care about anything. Especially myself. If this was the one thing that would end this then so be it. At least I would have stood for something.

      I turned and spotted the pimp roughing the girl up as he had her pinned against the side of his car. An old man stumbled past me with a brown paper bag, concealing his liquor bottle. He took a swig and muttered some gibberish. I made my way over to the man who was roughing up the small girl. His size was, even more, intimidating now that I stood behind him and had to look up. I stopped, and the muscles in my jaw tightened until my teeth ached.

      Do it, Halo. Do something that matters.

      “Hey,” I said as my voice cracked. He ignored me. I shook my head and spoke again, only this time with more aggression. “Hey, jerk!” My knife shook in my hand as it floated between us.

      The man half turned with his weathered hand wrapped around the young girl's throat. Now that I stood face to face with her I could see that she was barely legal. Maybe nineteen, twenty at best.

      I lifted the knife between us. “Let her go, now.”

      He laughed, I guess I would have, too. His dark eyes gave me a once over, and he turned back and lifted his hand, ready to slap the girl again. Then he balled his fist, and that old familiar crack of bone on bone rang out in the night air. The girl groaned, and I could see her knees start to buckle.

      “I told you what would happen if you became lazy, you whore.” He said without mercy. “You are a worthless little piece of ass. Maybe I can train you a little harder on how to please a man.” He hit her again, and the whimpering followed.

      “Please, please.” She choked out, and he laughed.

      “Please…please.” He said mockingly as he cocked his head from side to side, mimicking her high timid voice. “Please doesn’t do me any good, whore. Money…money is what matters.”

      “Make…me…money!” He hit her between each word.

      Suddenly something came over me as the girl's eyes landed on mine. “Please, help me.” She whispered through bloodied teeth. The knife shook in my hand, and my grip tightened. I stared at it in horror and then back to her. His laughter lifted into the night sky. I looked to the left then to the right. No one would save her. No one could. No one but me.

      I gripped the knife firmly in my hand and jabbed it forward, cutting through his black leather coat and slicing into the side of his back. He yelled out in pain and let the girl go, quickly reaching down and fingering at the fresh cut. His fingers lifted and I could see the blood. I knew that I hadn’t fatally wounded him, but maybe I should have.

      Maybe I should keep stabbing him until he can’t stand anymore. Maybe I should do it until he chokes on his own blood and begs me for mercy. I lifted the knife, not so unlike Norman Bates, and prepared to aim for his heart. Revenge and anger overtook me. A deep hatred for him and anyone like him. The serpents on this rock, the demons. I should make him pay for what he’s done and the suffering he’s inflicted on so many. I could judge him. I should judge him for his sins.

      He balled up his fist and reared back. I shifted my stance and prepared to take him down without worry of retribution or consequence.

      A calm voice interrupted me just as I stood on the edge of no return. “It seems that the nights keep getting hotter and hotter.”

      We both paused. “Shut up, old man.” The pimp grumbled as he wiped his bloody hand on the side of the girl’s skirt. The wound was more of an annoyance for him than anything. It annoyed me. I wanted him to tremble before me, beg for mercy. I grit my teeth, and the ringing rose in my ears. I spoke louder to combat it.

      I wagged the knife in his direction. “Be respectful!”

      He glared at me. “Respectful?” his laughter made my entire body tense up. I wanted nothing more than to kill him. I wanted to make him beg for forgiveness where none could be found.

      I took a step toward him, and the old man positioned himself in between us. He faced me without fear.

      “Halo, please.” He whispered as he eyed the bloodied knife in my hand.

      “Give it to me, please. You’re better than this.” He added.

      “He should be judged,” I whispered back to him. My eyes remained glossy and my stance firm. I felt regret. If I had only stabbed further in then, I could have punctured his liver or a kidney, and he’d be writhing in pain. I could have sliced through an artery, bleeding him out in a matter of minutes, but no, I merely gave him a flesh wound, a warning shot fired without consequence.

      “Judgment is not for you to decide.”  The man spoke and broke through my anger.

      I stared down at the knife. Suddenly it hit me dead in the chest, and the weight of my hatred nearly knocked me to the ground. I cleared my throat and tried to regain my composure. The deep wrinkle between my eyebrows started to fade and along with it the hate and willingness to take a life that wasn’t mine for the taking. I’m not sure what came over me, but this piece of garbage was about thirty seconds away from finding out how far I could go.

      I took a long breath and then handed him the weapon. “He started it, Father Keith.”

      Father Keith tucked the knife in his bag and turned to face the pimp. “Marvin, how’s your mother?”

      The pimp leaned toward him with a shrug. “They call me Vinny on the streets.”

      Father Keith cleared his throat. “Okay, Vinny, how is she?” he reached up and placed a hand on his shoulder.

      The man glanced at me and back to the priest. “She’s doin’ good, as good as she can with her bum leg and all.”

      “Tell her I said hello and I hope to see you both in church on Sunday.”

      The girl standing behind him snickered and he turned to glare at her, so Father Keith continued to distract him. “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.”

      The pimp nodded to him. “I hear ya, Father. I hear ya.”

      The girl took this opportunity to take off running down the street, and he abandoned his conversation and took off after her. She hailed a cab as her arms flailed wildly over her head. It stopped, and she rushed in, slamming the door behind her. Vinny reached the car door handle just as the cab took off down the street and he yelled out a few unmentionable words before abandoning his pursuit. I laughed, relieved to see that she had escaped him, at least for tonight. Father Keith turned to face me. My smile faded as he shook his head.

      “Halo Bay, I’m an old man, and I won’t always be around to save you from bad decisions.”

      He often tries to give me guidance, and I’ve found myself partially practicing in confession with him, which annoyed me, but he has a giving nature. I couldn’t hate him for trying. He pitied me and who knows, if I were in his shoes I would probably pity me too.

      Father Keith had also witnessed me happy with David.

      Poor David, laying in the morgue. Lifeless. What a terrible waste. My heart ached once again, but then I collected myself as I usually do. It was an old trick that I learned from my mother. She was the queen of faking it.

      “Who said I need saving,” I muttered. Venomous I know. He didn’t deserve it.

      The priest placed his hand on my shoulder and leaned in. “We all need it, including me.”

      He started to walk away, and I called out to him. “Hey, you took my knife.”

      He kept walking and waved a hand. “Come Sunday, and you may have it back, Halo. Now sleep it off, my guess would be whiskey, correct?”

      I narrowed my eyes as shadow consumed his medium sized frame.

      

      I returned to my dimly lit apartment and closed the door behind me. My hands shook as I thought about what I had done. I had never fought back before, and stabbing that pimp had awoken something inside of me.

      Maybe it was courage, or perhaps it was fearlessness, because what did I have to fear now? Death was coming for me, sooner than I had planned, and it was time for me to decide how I would meet this specter. Would it be on my back begging for mercy or on my feet fighting for something more? Fighting for those who could not fight for themselves?

      I stared at my hands and my vision blurred. It angered me once again. What good could I do when my body was threatening to fail me? So ironic that I would finally stumble upon a purpose greater than what I could ever imagine becoming, only to be hindered by this growing thing in my head. This thing that would eventually swallow up everything that made me who I was.

      I sat down on the couch and stared at the TV. I searched for the remote and turned it on, flipping through the channels until I found a man sitting in front of a canvas painting a woodland scene. My eyes became heavy, and sleep came once again, this time peaceful, and I drifted into the darkness.
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      The pounding on my door made me roll right off the couch and onto the floor. I moaned when my already bruised knees took another hit on the hardwood. I stumbled to my feet and made my way to the door, only tripping once along the way.

      I love those first few moments when you wake up. Everything is right with the world. There is no pain or sorrow, no worry, no regret. We almost trick ourselves into thinking those we love are still among the living; then everything comes crashing in like a wave of unrelenting terror.

      I reached for the door and held my stomach until the nausea passed. The pounding came again, and I leaned up and stared through the peephole. A man stood there in a long black trench coat. His blue eyes caught bits of light in the hallway. I called out through the door as my voice cracked.

      “Yes?” I coughed and had to reach up and tap my chest.

      “Mrs. Bay?”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Miss,” I said with a suspicious tone.

      “What?” he asked.

      I cleared my throat. “I’m not married.”

      The man paused, and I peeked through the peephole again. He was studying his phone. He reached down and swiped his finger across the screen and then sighed. “I apologize. It says here that you’re married.”

      “Nope.” I chirped through the door as my calf muscles strained.

      “Well, Ms. Bay, could I have a word with you?”

      I reached down and touched the doorknob, then I paused. “Do you have some sort of identification?”

      His voice went up a full octave. “Of course! I apologize. I should have shown you that from the beginning. I’m terribly sorry.”

      I could hear him shuffling as he searched his pockets. His shadow moved at the base of my door. Finally, he called out to me. “Here. I’m Detective Presley. See?”

      “As in Elvis?” I asked with a grin as I stared at his picture on the laminated card that floated in front of my door.

      He pulled it down and smiled. I’m sure it wasn’t the first time he had heard that lame joke.

      “No, Parker. My first name is Parker.”

      “Parker Presley?” I asked, and he nodded, never losing his grin.

      “Yes.” He added as he placed his identification back into the side of his coat and gave it a firm tap.

      I reached up and slid the chain to the side, then the next one below it, then I unlocked the deadbolt, and finally, I opened the door with a hard tug, giving him a quick once over before I committed to inviting him into my apartment.

      My eyes ran the length of his six-foot-one frame. He had black hair, bright blue eyes, and a chiseled jawline. Not one hair seemed to be out of place. He was very boy next door, all-American looking. I bet he played baseball in high school, or maybe basketball. He didn’t strike me as a football player, but he could have certainly been homecoming king. He was clean shaven, so I had to assume that he was either in a relationship or new at his job. I'm not judgmental, just honest. I had met quite a few cops at the hospital due to violence in the city, and none of them looked this clean shaven and carried a cheerful attitude.

      None. In fact, they all looked like war veterans, and I guess in a way they were. Dead eyes. All of them had it. It was sad, or it used to be. It had been a while since I even thought about it. This man hadn’t been used up and spat out by this city, yet. It was refreshing.

      “Could I?” he asked as he lifted his hand. I swung the door open and stepped back. He strolled in and closed the door behind him. Detective Presley turned and did a quick survey. His eyes lingered on the couch, and I glanced back at it and then turned to face him.

      “I’m not great at the whole decorating thing,” I added a shrug as I wiped the palm of my hand on my thigh. His eyes lowered and then quickly lifted, locking onto mine. His cheeks were flushed. Parker seemed embarrassed, which was also intriguing. He was sweet, far too sweet for me, but it put me at ease.

      His soft tongue caressed his bottom lip. He let his teeth scrape along it. I tried to ignore how nice his lips were.

      Full and pouty.

      I had always had a soft spot in my heart for men in uniform. To be honest, I’d always had a soft spot for good-looking men, period. The taller, the better. The darker the hair, the better. The more damaged…the better. This one wasn’t damaged at all, or so he seemed. But he would be.

      You can only imagine why my relationships have been so disastrous.

      I thumbed behind me. “Listen, I need caffeine.”

      He gave me a quick nod. “Okay.”

      I walked into the kitchen and quickly pushed a couple of chipped plates into the sink and knocked an empty Chinese takeout carton into the trash can. He took a seat at my small kitchen table and had to move the chair back to accommodate his long legs. I sniffed the air and grimaced. There was a faint odor from aged Lo Mein.

      “Coffee?” I asked and then let out a chuckle. “I mean if you like it. I’m not assuming that you do just because you’re a cop.”

      He grinned. “Only if you have donuts.”

      I rubbed the side of my head. “No donuts, but I probably have some cold pizza in the fridge.”

      He placed his phone on the table and waved a hand. “Coffee will be more than enough, thank you for offering, and that was a joke, about the donuts, although I do like them.”

      So polite, like David was.

      Was.

      Damn it.

      I handed him my unicorn farting glitter dust cup. I grabbed it before thinking. I sipped from my black one, which was the cup I meant to hand to him. Parker turned it in his hand and said nothing, quickly taking a drink.

      He cleared his throat as my eyes lingered on his mouth. “So, I came to ask you some questions, if that’s okay?”

      I set my cup down and held it in my palms, slowly turning it. “Sure, I mean, it all happened so fast, but I can tell you what I remember.”

      He picked his phone up and placed his hands in the coveted texting position. I stared at it, and he adjusted on the chair. “I take notes on my phone. No need to waste paper.”

      “Very environmentalist of you.”

      “It takes all of us.” He said. I gave him a nod.

      He eyed me, and I leaned back in my chair, forcing it to creek against my weight.

      “Well, I had left my desk, to um, well.” I paused. I didn’t want to tell him about Dr. Trager or my diagnosis, both of which sucked beyond reason. I cleared my throat and tapped my chest. “To use the restroom, and when I got back, the alarm was going off.” I stared at the kitty clock on the wall. The eyes moved back and forth with the long black tail that protruded from the bottom. Tick tock, tick, tock. I narrowed my eyes while the mechanics churned away inside of it, getting louder and louder until they were almost unbearable.

      I am two seconds away from throwing my coffee cup at it and destroying the damn thing once and for all. Travis had left it here, and I have no idea why I kept it, allowing it to annoy the crap out of me. I need to make a list. I’ll do that as soon as this cop leaves. A list of everything I need to throw away.

      He narrowed his eyes. “Desk?”

      I nodded to him with a blink, and the cat clock stopped tormenting me. “Yes, I work at the front desk.” I undid the messy ball on the top of my head and readjusted it. I’m sure it didn’t do much to help. “I used to be on the floor, but I took a…well, a hiatus, and I just went back, recently, so the desk seemed like a good place to start, or so it was suggested to me by upper management.”

      He lowered his phone and tilted his head. “I’m not sure I follow you.”

      “I don’t know what you mean,” I replied in confusion.

      He looked at his phone, quickly scrolling through everything then he shook his head.

      “You work at St. James Cathedral?” he asked.

      I leaned forward and my brow furrowed. “No, I work at Mercy General, I’m a nurse.”

      “Damn it,” he muttered as he started to stand up. “I’ve made a mistake; I thought you were a nun.” His blushing made more sense now.

      I let out a sharp burst of laughter. “Me? A nun? No.”

      I stood up as he placed his phone back into his pocket.

      “Don’t you want to ask me about David?”

      He tilted his head. “David who?”

      I shifted from one foot to the other. “David Weller, the man that died at Mercy tonight.”

      “That’s not my case.” He turned and left the kitchen, making his way to the door. I caught up with him before he could leave me in confusion.

      “Wait, you mentioned St. James. What happened?” I asked as my chest tightened.

      He stopped and looked at the floor. “I really shouldn’t be talking about it; it’s an ongoing investigation.”

      I stepped around in front of him and crossed my arms over my chest. “I gave you coffee in my favorite cup.”

      He half grinned and rubbed the side of his neck. “Oh, you mean the glitter farting unicorn? Thanks.”

      “Yes, I love that one so it should count for something.”

      He took a slow breath. “I really shouldn’t.”

      I took a step toward him. “Listen, I know Father Keith, so I’m kind of worried. I mean, I just saw him last night. I spoke with him.”

      “What time?” he asked, without hesitation.

      I narrowed my eyes and stared at the TV. “It was after three.”

      “What did you talk about?”

      My arms relaxed. “Tell me what’s going on, and I’ll tell you.”

      He glanced at my window, and I rushed to it, jerking it open and leaning out to see police cars, a firetruck, and an ambulance sitting in front of the large church.

      I leaned back in and turned to face him. “Is he okay?”

      He pulled out his phone, and I approached him, placing my hand on the phone and forcing it down. He looked into my eyes and let out another sigh. “I shouldn’t.”

      I took his hand, and he shifted his stance.

      “Please,” I begged.

      “Father Keith killed himself last night.”

      “No!” I backed away from him and shook my head. Detective Presley stepped forward with his hands out. “I’m sorry to be the one to tell you, but it was....”

      “No, no. He wouldn’t do that, ever.” I muttered while shaking my head from side to side.

      His eyes softened. “I shouldn’t have shared that with you, you’ve obviously been through enough.”

      I laughed, and he paused and tilted his head.

      “You have no idea,” I said sternly.

      He fumbled in his pocket and pulled out a white card and handed it to me. I blankly glared at it through blurred eyes. The shock was now settling in.

      “We have three psychologists on staff down at the precinct, anyone of them would be happy to talk to you about…”

      I rushed forward and wrapped my arms around his waist. I buried my face in his broad chest and sobbed like a baby. I had a hard time holding myself up, so he reached down and held onto me as we stood there in the middle of my rundown apartment.

      Finally, I tried to get my emotions under control and stepped back from him. I reached up and wiped away the tears. He spoke softly. “Honestly, if you need to talk to someone I’m sure…”

      I interrupted him. “He would never do that. Ever.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean?”

      I shook my head and fidgeted with my hands. “Father Keith, he would never kill himself. He just wouldn’t.”

      “I know it may be a shock. It is to most people when someone close to them does this, but…”

      I looked up at him. “No, he didn’t do this. It was murder. He was murdered. I’m sure of it.”

      He ran his hand through his hair. “Murder?” he asked. “What proof do you have?”

      I held my wrists up, showing off my scars. He leaned in, and I lowered them. “We can spot our own and Father Keith was not like that, he just wasn’t. He wasn’t suicidal; he loved life. He loved the church and helping people. He would never kill himself, ever.”

      Detective Presley scanned the room and then let his eyes settle back on me. “Ms. Bay.”

      “Halo,” I added. “It’s Halo.”

      He bit his lip. “Halo. There was a note.”

      I stepped back and narrowed my eyes with doubt. “A note? What did it say?”

      “Something weird, in another language,” Parker said.

      My heartbeat sped up as he stared at his phone. “Hold on; I have a picture of it right…okay, yeah, here it is.”

      He held it out, and I felt lightheaded as the words stared back at me.

      Videre in inferno, canis.

      “I don’t…I can’t…” Words escaped me. My head was spinning.

      I felt myself falling, and two strong arms caught me right before I hit the floor.
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      I woke in a hospital bed with familiar sounds all around me. I was back in Mercy, I just knew it. A shadow approached me, and a hand reached in and opened my right eye as a bright light temporarily blinded me.

      “Halo, can you hear me?” The voice echoed and met up with the ringing in my ears. Finally, it stopped.

      I slapped Dr. Trager’s hand away from my face and started to sit up, only pausing for a moment when a brief case of the spins interrupted my need to escape.

      “Halo?” he repeated.

      “Yes, yes. I can hear you, Thomas.” I coughed, tapping my chest again and he placed his hand on my shoulder until I heard the door open and my attention was drawn to the young detective who had visited me earlier in the morning. I scanned the room until I found the clock on the wall and could see that it was almost five o’clock in the evening.

      “Ms. Bay, how are you?” he asked as he approached the bed and then paused at the end of it. Dr. Trager turned to face him. “She’s fine, well, as fine as she can be.”

      “No…don’t,” I muttered.

      “What do you mean?” the detective asked and Thomas looked at me.

      I sighed. “He means I’m dying. Right?” I asked, and Thomas pursed his lips.

      “What?” Parker asked in shock.

      “Halo has a brain tumor that could be treated, but she…”

      I waved my hand. “Stop lying; I’m a big girl.”

      Thomas paused and stared down at his feet.

      “Could I get something to eat?” I asked as I noticed the needle in my arm.

      Dr. Trager nodded to me. “Of course.” He walked to the door and quickly left the two of us alone in the room. I tried to adjust on the bed, and Parker reached in and adjusted the pillow behind me. I leaned back, letting out another sigh. He stared at me a little too long.

      “Don’t do that,” I said as I rubbed my palms across the white blanket that covered my legs.

      “Do what?”

      I stared up at him. “Pity me, don’t. I’m not a wounded animal. It is what it is.”

      “I wasn’t trying…”

      I interrupted him. “Yes, you were, and I get it, trust me, I do. I’d probably be the same way but there’s nothing you can do, so there’s no reason to get emotional.”

      He pulled up a chair and sat down next to the bed. “You’re so…”

      “Young?” I bit my lip and released it. “I’m twenty-six.”

      “It’s just so, you know.” He added.

      “Tragic? Probably, but my whole life has been one tragedy to the next so I guess I should have seen this one coming.”

      He pulled out his phone and stared at it. “I’m sorry about your mother and your brother.”

      I shook my head. “You should stop snooping.”

      He lowered his phone. “I investigate everyone; it’s what I do.”

      “Then find out who killed Father Keith.”

      “Halo, I told you what happened.”

      I shook my head. “Listen, if you want to do a dying girl a favor then find out what really happened because I’m telling you, Father Keith would never do that. He just wouldn’t.”

      He stood up and tucked his phone in his pocket. “Okay, I’ll do that.”

      He started to walk away. “I’m serious, and you can start with Marvin, people call him Vinny, he’s a pimp that works on 183rd.”

      He stopped and looked back at me. “I know who that scumbag is.”

      “Everyone does, unfortunately,” I added.

      He narrowed his eyes. “What happened between the two of them?”

      I rubbed the side of my neck and hissed as the needle shifted on my hand. I lowered it and glanced back at him. “Well, it was more about what happened between Vinny and me.”

      “Tell me.”

      I sighed. “Well, I sort of stabbed him.”

      The detective closed the door and turned back to face me. “You did what?”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “He was beating up a girl in front of my apartment building, and I went down with a butcher’s knife. One thing led to another, and I stabbed him in the side.”

      “Did you kill him?” he said through gritted teeth with a look of surprise on his face.

      I laughed and rolled my eyes. “I wish, but no, it was just a flesh wound, but Father Keith interrupted us and called Vinny by his birth name, Marvin…he called him Marvin, and it embarrassed him. He ran off after the girl, and I came back inside, then you woke me up, and that’s all that I know.”

      He held up his hand. “First of all, we don’t run around stabbing people.”

      I nodded to him. “Got it.”

      “Especially violent mobsters like Vinny.”

      I laughed. “He’s pretty tame.”

      Parker tilted his head. “He’s suspected of money laundering, kidnapping, prostitution, and murder.”

      “See? I’m telling you, he did this or had someone do it for him.”

      Parker shoved his hands into his pockets. “Then why not you?”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Me, what?”

      He pulled his hand out and waved it as he spoke. “You stabbed him, not the priest.”

      “Vinny and I have a history.”

      He rubbed his chin. “What kind of history.”

      I fidgeted with my hands.

      His eyebrows rose. “Oh.”

      I stared out the window. “It was years ago, just another bad decision. Way before he became a pimp and a gangster, we were teenagers, but he liked me, a lot. Maybe that’s why he didn’t come after me.”

      Parker scanned the room and eyed the clock on the wall. “Maybe.”

      The silence sat between us until the door opened up and a nurse rushed in with a tray in hand. I grinned when I realized that it was Julia.

      “Halo, oh my God, I just heard that you were here, honey.”

      She brought the tray over and sat it down, quickly taking a seat on the side of the bed and pressing her fingers against my wrist, staring at her watch. I grinned, and Parker made his way to the door.

      “Detective?” I asked.

      He stopped and looked back at me. “Yes?”

      “You know where I live.”

      He nodded to me. “Yes, I do.”

      

      The cab pulled up to the large black gate and came to a stop. A security guard stepped up to the window, and the cabby held up his ID, and then I held up mine.

      It had been years since I had been here but I needed to come and bury this before they buried me. It was on my list of things, a list I hated to make, but knew I had to finish.

      The guard returned after plugging our information into his database, and we were allowed through to the visitor's section of the prison. The cab driver parked, and I got out, momentarily staring up at the large facility that sat against the blackening sky. It reminded me of something medieval in nature. There were large gray stones stacked together which created a fortress of sorrow. I hated this place as much as I loved it. I always felt like my father deserved exactly what he received, but if it had been up to me, he wouldn’t be alive.

      I spent years in therapy that at this point seemed wasted.

      My dad sat on death row, but with the help of the slick lawyer that handled his case, he had managed to extend his life far past the due date for his execution. I hated that and him, along with the lawyer who claimed he had found Jesus and was now saved and serving humanity for the greater good.

      Lies. All of it. My dad wouldn’t know Jesus from the devil himself.

      My father was the furthest thing from saved but I hadn’t seen him since his miraculous transformation. This visit was to settle an old debt that he owed me, one in which I would be able to say everything I wanted and fear nothing in return.

      I placed my belongings on a tray and watched them move along on a conveyor belt. Then I stepped forward and made my way through the arched metal detector. Finally, I was stopped by a woman with a hard facial expression and a large black wand. She waved it over my chest, down my legs and then behind me as I held my arms out to my sides. She gave me a nod, and I reached for my phone and wallet. She stepped forward.

      “You can get your phone back when you come out.”

      I didn’t argue. I may find myself fearless at times with my fate sealed, but she was a brute and twice my size. It made my stomach tighten and my jaw clench.

      I offered a submissive nod. “No problem.”

      “Check in,” she added as she cocked her head and eyed the large marble counter behind her. I tucked my wallet into my back pocket and left my phone behind. I started to walk toward the desk and then craned my neck to look upward at the massive glass dome looming over me. This building resembled an airport, and the design was hauntingly beautiful. I’m sure it was the last of the pleasantries this place had to offer.

      I let out a small moan when I ran into the counter. My nervous laughter followed, but the woman on the opposite side didn’t find it amusing. I quickly cleared my throat and gave her a once over.

      “I’m here to visit my father.”

      “Name?” she asked with the arch of her perfectly shaped brows that rested above her soft brown eyes.

      “Halo, Halo Bay.” My voice cracked, and she stared up at me.

      “His name, not yours.”

      I rubbed the side of my neck. “Oh, yeah, sorry. It’s um, Harrison, Harrison Bay.”

      She hesitated and allowed her eyes to rush over my nose and mouth.

      “You look like him.” Her words stung and I shifted my stance while swallowing the bile collecting in the back of my throat. I knew that I did and I hated it. Both my brother and I ended up looking like my dad, which was a horrible reminder of his existence and our connection to him.

      I spoke defiantly. “Yeah, well, that’s not a good thing.”

      The edge of her mouth curled then faded. “You’ll need to wear this.”

      She handed me a white lanyard with a stiff square card attached to the bottom of it. The word ‘VISITOR’ was typed out in bold black font. I took it and slid it over my head and watched the card swing below my breasts.

      “We’ll need you to sign this release form.”

      I narrowed my eyes as a white clipboard with a few pieces of paper sat before me. A clear pen was attached to it with a thick silver chain. I picked it up and stared at it.

      “Release form?” I asked.

      She grinned and waved a hand.

      “This states that you came here of your own free will and understand the dangers associated with being on the premises.”

      I started to read the first page. “Like what?”

      She laughed. “Riots, kidnapping, murder, rape.”

      I glared up at her with my lips ajar. She leaned forward. “This is a prison filled with the most violent offenders in the country. By entering this place you have to understand that the prison is not responsible for your safety if something were to happen.”

      I nodded and grabbed the pen. I tried to act like it didn’t bother me, although it did. “I get that, but have you ever had things like that happen before?”

      She turned and eyed the back wall that had quite a few pictures framed on it. She spun around to face me with a stern look on her face. “You see all the men behind me on the wall?”

      I nodded, quickly inspecting each one. “Yes.”

      “They all died here at the hands of the inmates. Terribly violent.” The guard leaned forward and whispered. “Closed casket funerals. Every. Single. One.”

      I lowered the clipboard and began to rethink my decision. She tapped the marble with her nails, and I gawked at her hand until she laid it out flat and started to laugh. Her annoying chuckle echoed in the room. I blinked a few times, unable to understand the humor in anything that she had said.

      “I’m just messin’ with you.” she thumbed behind her. “All those guys are retired, but still, you need to sign the paper.” She gave me a quick nod and a wink.

      I swallowed hard and wanted to laugh but I couldn’t. She leaned forward. “But if something were to happen while you’re here this exonerates the prison of all responsibility.”

      I flipped the first page and read the first sentence.

      “In the case of rioting, it is understood that you could become a casualty and that we do not negotiate with inmates.”

      I paused and bit my lip. She winked at me.

      “Sign it, or you don’t go in.” The female guard at the metal detector laughed under her breath. My pride kicked in. I shuffled my feet and held my breath, slowly letting it out while I signed it. I set the clipboard between us, and she gave me a nod. “Take a seat.” She peered at the long line of chairs behind me.

      I glanced back. “How long do I have to wait?” I asked.

      “Until you get cleared.” She added as she jerked the clipboard down in front of her.

      I pointed at the metal detector. “But I…”

      She interrupted me. “Take a seat.”

      I shut my mouth and did as I was told. Fighting with her would be fruitless, and I was at her mercy. Any outbursts would see me to the door, and I knew it. She already knew who my dad was so I’m sure I’m on some sort of shit list. He’s a horrible person, regardless of his new found religion. I’m sure he would allow me to see the real him, as he always had because he enjoyed tormenting me.

      He always said that I reminded him of my mother and he hated her with a passion.

      I just wish that I would have looked more like her.

      I sat down and crossed my legs over, then readjusted…then finally, adjusted again. I stared at my hands, gently folded on the tops of my thighs until a shadow caught my attention out of the corner of my eye. I glanced over, and my lips remained parted while a smoky shadow slowly transformed into a solid form. I could see a head, then shoulders, a long black trench coat, and laced up black boots that held the bottom of his skinny black pants in place at the base of each leg. His hair was jet black, thick and brushed back on the top of his head, but a chunk of it swung down and brushed across his forehead. I couldn’t see his face because he headed straight across the room and then paused. I sat straight up in my chair. Black shades covered his eyes and clung to his Roman-like nose. His lips were crimson red, and his skin was pale, almost a ghostly white. I tilted my head, unable to look away and he cracked a grin, exposing his teeth. I narrowed my eyes when I spotted the abnormality. It seemed as if he had fangs, but how could that be? Nothing has fangs but animals, then again, people don’t usually materialize out of a black fog, either.

      I glared at the guard in disbelief while she flipped through a crime magazine. Then my attention returned to the unbelievable scene playing out before me. I expected hallucinations, but nothing quite so fantastic in nature.

      He reached down and flipped his coat open, grabbing a glock that was strapped to the side of his thigh. He swung around, and his coat trailed behind him, fanning out like a sharpened blade. He lowered to one knee and took dead aim on something that I couldn’t see but a terrible feeling rushed over me, and the smell of sulfur filled the room. I placed the back of my hand over my nose and gasped.

      The stench burned my eyes and forced my vision to blur. The man squeezed the trigger, and the sound of the gunshot echoed in my mind. I could see the bullet exit the end of his gun and whiz through the air. It was glowing gold with odd symbols etched into the side of it. I turned in my chair and spotted a giant beast standing across the room, which was this mysterious man’s intended target. It had blackened skin that was flaking off and floating into the air as long glowing red fissures ran the length of its bulging arms and oversized chest. I took another short breath, and my eyes widened in horror as I took in the sheer size of it and peered up at the multiple heads randomly placed around its thick neck nestled between its massive shoulders. The cracks in the monster's skin seemed to be smoldering like volcanic rock. Spewing shards of molten lava to the floor.

      The first bullet ripped through the forehead of one of the many heads, and it exploded only to be replaced by another that quickly bloomed from the gaping hole. It clenched its fists in rage and let out a terrible howl that forced me to cover both of my ears. I shut my eyes, trying to ward off the nightmare but the stench remained. I could hear another gunshot, then another and I opened one eye to see the beast stumble back. The man rushed forward, fangs exposed and gun raised as he continued to fire. Then he dissipated into the black fog and the beast along with him.

      “What?!” I cried out as I felt a hand on my shoulder and was torn from the vision. I fell from the chair and hit the cold hard floor with a thud.

      A strong hand extended toward me. “I’m so sorry; I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

      My vision corrected itself, and a kind face came into view. It was Parker Presley. I accepted his help and slid my hand into his. He pulled me up, and I swayed on my feet for just a moment longer. He held onto me until the dizzy spell ended.

      “Are you okay?” His eyes lit over me with concern.

      I pulled my hand back and broke the connection between us. “Yeah, I uh, I must have fallen asleep.”

      He grinned as I took a step back from him. “You sleep with your eyes wide open?” He asked with skepticism.

      I rubbed the side of my neck and lied. “Oh, yeah...it’s weird, I know.”

      He leaned in. “So, would you like some company?”

      I cleared my throat and scanned the room. The woman still sat behind the desk, and the other one was manning the metal detector. There was no fanged assassin or beast from hell. I let out a laugh. He narrowed his eyes.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked him, and the small wrinkle between his eyebrows deepened. He shoved his hands into his pockets, and I noticed his suit and tie.

      “Business.” He added without any further explanation.

      I looked him over. If that’s all he wanted to offer up, then so be it.

      “And you?” he asked.

      “Business,” I said, and I guess it was true. I would hate to think of seeing my dad as anything but. It certainly wasn’t out of grief or longing.

      He held his hand out to the seat behind me, and I sat down, settling in and hoping that the hallucinations would stop. I was never one to believe in much of anything, including supernatural beings like vampires and demons. But the visions had left me shaken.

      First in the hospital.

      Then the train.

      Now, this.

      I hate to think what would come next.

      “So,” Parker said as his hand fell on the armrest. I jumped with a yelp, and he immediately reacted.

      “Are you sure you’re okay? You seem unsettled. Can I get you a bottled water or something?”

      I cleared my throat. “Water would be awesome, thank you.” I nodded to him, breaking off eye contact.

      I studied the room with distrust, expecting some winged beast to bust through the skylight with a vampire hot on his trail showering us in shards of glass and metal.

      But nothing happened, everything had returned to normal.

      He stood up and made his way over to the vending machine. He deposited his money, and I adjusted in the hard plastic chair. Nothing was comfortable here, most of all me. Everything had sharp angles and seemed so sterile. I could handle it in the hospital because the people who filled it made the rest fade away, but this place was cold and callus. Haunting. The sweat rose on the surface of my skin, and I wiped my brow with the back of my hand. The chill followed.

      “Here you go.”

      I peered up at Parker, and he jiggled the bottled water in front of me. Then he produced a pack of peanuts. I took both without any resistance.

      “Thanks,” I said as I settled back into the chair and lifted the pack to my mouth. Parker took it away from me with a grin.

      “They have a small perforated edge, so you don’t have to do that.”

      “Germs,” I said softly, and he nodded.

      “That too.” He added.

      I sighed.

      David.

      Why did I have to be reminded of him so often? It was as if the universe was betting against me. Trying to push me harder and harder until I give in. I wanted to give in so badly, but I have a list of things I need to do, and I can’t focus on anything but that right now.

      Parker took a seat next to me and settled in without trying to chat. I appreciated it but soon found myself wanting to engage in some small talk.

      “So, business, huh? I mean since you’re a…” I paused and dumped some peanuts in the palm of my hand. “What are you, exactly?” I asked, and he grinned at me with the tilt of his head.

      “You asked for my ID.”

      I shrugged my shoulders and popped some peanuts into my mouth.

      “I kinda read it.”

      He rubbed the side of his neck, and I saw no ring. He was single.

      Stop it Halo. Just stop.

      My eyes remained locked on his hand, and he lowered it to his lap.

      “I’m a detective.”

      I dumped a few more peanuts into my hand and jiggled them around. The chill was passing, and so was the nausea. I gave him a nod.

      “So, you’re like CSI, you know, that crime drama show?”

      He let out a sigh. “Not exactly.”

      I chewed on the remainder of the peanuts, and he glanced over at me, but I was fixated on him now. Anything was better than watching some vampire battle a demon, or a train on fire, or best yet, the world disintegrating into fire and complete ruin.

      All of which was in my head.

      All of which was a direct result of the growing tumor that would eventually swallow me whole.

      I leaned toward him and bumped my shoulder against his. I don’t know why I felt so chummy with Parker, but I did. He just made me feel at ease, which was something I desperately needed.

      He cleared his throat.

      “So, what is it like, then?” I asked.

      He stared down at his hands then let his eyes roam. The wrinkles in his forehead didn’t detract from his boyish good looks.

      Halo, I’m dead serious. Stop eyeing this guy like he’s a potential boyfriend. You’re dying. Dying.

      “I’m part of a special unit.”

      My lips pursed then relaxed. “Special how?” I asked.

      He spoke softly, not wanting to share this information with anyone but me. I guess it kind of made me feel special. “Like X-Files, special.”

      My short burst of laughter echoed in the room but faded when his eyes locked onto mine. “Are you kidding?”

      His facial expression never changed, and I adjusted in my chair. I guess it was just the last thing I expected to hear from him. He seemed so normal, so composed. Surely he was messing with me.

      “Come on,” I said with a half-smile. He sighed and looked around the room before his beautiful eyes landed back on me. “I shouldn’t have told you that.”

      I nudged him with my elbow. “Why? Do you have to kill me now?” My eyebrow wiggled, but he didn’t take the bait. I leaned back in my chair and stared across the room.

      “No.” he added with a sigh.

      My eyebrow cocked. “No, what?”

      The edge of his lip curled. “I don’t have to kill you, but I’m serious. My job is to investigate things that don’t fit in a box.”

      I turned to face him. “You’re serious?”

      He nodded to me, and I smiled and gave him a once over.

      “What?” he asked me as he stared down at his clothing. “Did I spill something on myself?”

      “No, it’s just…I mean, you’re like a real live Fox Mulder, that’s just…” I paused.

      “Silly.” He muttered.

      I shook my head and placed my hand on his arm. His eyes lifted and I removed it. I really didn’t need to be making connections with people like this. I wouldn’t be around long enough to see it through. It was unfair, so I leaned back and crossed my arms over my chest.

      “No, it isn’t silly, just odd. I didn’t know that people like that existed.”

      He leaned back and shook his head. “Well we do, and it’s not, I mean, it isn’t taken as seriously as I guess it should be.”

      I sighed. “So you believe in all of that stuff?”

      He shifted his weight on the chair, and it creaked beneath him. I could tell by his body language that I had made him uncomfortable.

      “I believe in more.”

      I snorted, and he stared at me. “What?” he asked.

      I shrugged my shoulders. “More, like angels and demons, more?” I asked him.

      “Like God and the Devil.” He said, without hesitation.

      I looked down and bit my lip.

      He moved his feet, and his heel left a small scuff mark on the stark white floor.

      “God and the Devil? So, I guess you’re religious?” I asked him.

      “No, not so much.” He said.

      I turned and looked him over. His face was relaxed, but his eyes looked saddened. I shouldn’t have dug so deeply. I don’t know why he intrigued me, but he did. Especially now.

      “Atheist?” I asked him, and he tilted his head to one side then the other. I could hear his neck crack, and I grimaced.

      “Wiccan.” He replied.

      “Like a witch?” I asked.

      “Technically, Warlock. I’m male, but…”

      I smiled. “So you cast spells and what not?”

      He studied my mouth. “No, not exactly. I just identify with the earth and science more than I do with people.”

      I turned and stared at the front desk. “So, you investigate paranormal activity, and you ride a broom, cool.”

      He laughed. “They like to call it unexplained phenomena, and no broom. I drive a four door sedan, black.”

      A female voice interrupted our conversation. “Halo Bay.”

      I looked up, and the woman behind the desk was staring at me.

      “Yes?”

      “You’ve been cleared.” She said without any emotion.

      I paused and looked over at Parker. “Wait, why did they send you to investigate Father Keith?”

      He didn’t say anything. “Parker, why did they send you?”

      His eyes lifted and he fidgeted with his hands.

      I snapped my fingers. “I knew it; I knew he would never do that to himself. I told you that, right?” I asked.

      Parker didn’t say anything, and the woman behind the desk called out to me again.

      “It’s now or never, Ms. Bay.”

      I bit my lip and wagged a finger at him. He tried to control a smirk as I walked away from him. Then he called out to me.

      “There’s a coffee shop on 184th and 5th.”

      I spoke without thinking and responded much too quickly. “Yes.”

      He grinned. “Okay, we can meet at six tonight, then?” he asked.

      “It’s a, I mean, sounds good.” I almost said date and that was the last thing I wanted to say to him.

      I spun around and made my way over to the desk, glancing back only once to see Parker standing up as a woman approached him with short red hair. She was wearing a tight-fitting gray business suit that hugged her curves. It forced me to smile.

      “Fox,” I whispered to myself.

      “Go through the door and then it’s the third door on the right.” The guard spoke to me without any emotion.

      “Thank you.” My voice cracked. She said nothing. This is how all of my conversations should be now. Abrupt and to the point. I shouldn’t be making new friends who would only have to watch me die. It was unfair. Not only to them but me. I glanced back and watched Parker walk out the front door with the attractive redhead at his side.

      He should date her, hell, maybe he was.

      She could make him happy.

      “Ms. Bay?”

      I turned back, and the woman pointed at the door. “You only have a small window of time; I suggest you get moving.”

      I tapped the visitors pass against my fingertips and offered a quick nod. I made my way to the large door, and the buzzer went off, forcing me to flinch. I blinked when the lock clicked, and another buzzer went off. I reached for the handle, and the cold steel slid into the palm of my hand. My heartbeat sped up, and for a split second I wanted to turn and run, but I couldn’t.
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      I sat in a white room with a large flat screen TV sitting on the wall in front of me. I studied my dark reflection. Suddenly I spotted a shadow move behind me, and I spun around in my chair and scanned the room. I looked from side to side and saw no one. More hallucinations, great.

      I turned back to face the screen and could see a figure standing behind me. I narrowed my eyes, and it appeared to be a man in a black suit and thin white tie. I swallowed hard as the hair on the back of neck stood up.

      “Hello?” I whispered and then I yelped when the TV turned on, and a familiar face sat before me.

      “Halo.” The man said with more compassion than I expected. It infuriated me.

      “Father,” I spoke without emotion, but he narrowed his eyes.

      “What’s wrong with you?” he asked.

      “Why does something have to be wrong with me?”

      He scowled. “You wouldn’t come here otherwise.”

      I cleared my throat and decided to dump my news at his feet.

      “I’m dying,” I said, and he closed his eyes and lifted his hands. His fingers intertwined and he started to pray.

      “Stop,” I whispered through gritted teeth.

      “Please, Lord all mighty, hear my prayers. Please spare my daughter and take me, I beg you.”

      “Stop it,” I spoke a little louder.

      “Lord, please hear me.”

      “Stop, you fucking liar!” I yelled, and he paused, opening his eyes and studying mine. My chest rose and fell, and I felt flush. I tried to calm myself down, but the dizziness threatened to overtake me. I had to lean forward until it passed. Finally, I sat straight up and glared at him.

      “I didn’t come here for your bullshit,” I said.

      His expression softened. “Baby girl.”

      I shook my head. “Don’t call me that.”

      “It saddens me to see that you’ve lost your faith.”

      I started to laugh, it rolled out of me and then ended with a jab of my rigid finger in his direction.

      “Faith? Are you kidding me, dad?”

      “You should talk to Father Keith; he is a great man and…”

      I interrupted him. “He’s dead.”

      “What?” he asked through glossy eyes. I wasn’t buying into his crap. This was a man who showed no mercy to the family he claimed to love. I knew what he was, what he would always be. A hideous monster.

      “He’s dead, just like everyone else, you know….just like mom and Fin.”

      He took a slow breath and pressed his folded hands against his mouth.

      “Halo.” He whispered.

      “No, I didn’t come here so that you could pray and ask for forgiveness.”

      “Forgiveness?” he asked me.

      “Yes, you want me to forgive you, right? Well, guess what dad, I don’t forgive you. I will never forgive you for what you did to us.”

      He started to laugh, and I tilted my head. His facial expression changed and his eyes darkened. I adjusted in my chair as the temperature in the room seemed to shift.

      “Forgive me for what?” he asked.

      I bit my lip and released it. “For everything. You ruined my life!”

      He leaned forward and glared at me through the screen.

      “The only thing I should be forgiven for is not finishing the job.”

      “What?” I asked in horror.

      He sighed. “I should have turned the gun on you and your brother after I handled your whore of a mother. She didn’t have faith like she should. She didn’t believe in the one true God of all things.”

      The TV glitched on and off, and I could see a shadow standing behind me. I didn’t bother to turn; no one was really there.

      My dad pressed his hands against his mouth and tears flowed from his eyes.

      “My Lord, you grace me with your presence!”

      I narrowed my eyes as my dad stared past me. I wasn’t buying it; he was just as crazy as he had always been. The years of drinking had warped his mind. I guess I just wanted to see it for myself. I wanted him to show his true colors so that my hatred for him would be warranted.

      “You’re pathetic,” I muttered.

      His glare landed on me. “Halo, you should kneel before our King.”

      “I don’t believe in your God or any God.” I hissed.

      “Why not?” a calm voice spoke behind me. My eyes widened, and my entire body hummed from shock. I let out a short breath, and a white puff of smoke rose from my lips.

      I gripped the sides of my chair and gritted my teeth. “You are not real. You are not real. You are not real. This is all in my head.”  My father laughed and clapped his hands together like a child.

      “I am as real as you are.” The voice replied.

      A chill rushed through me, settling into my bones and making me feel weak.

      “Who are you?” I choked out.

      The voice whispered into my ear. “I am many.”

      I stood up so quickly that the chair flew out from beneath me. I turned as my red hair swung out to the side and then settled around my shoulders but no one was there. I turned back, and the TV screen was black. I stepped forward and tilted my head until it finally flipped back on and there my dad sat before me, looking completely normal and at peace.

      “Halo? Is that you, honey?” he asked, and I ran to the door and fumbled with the doorknob. I jerked it open and ran down the long hallway. I could hear my dad desperately calling out to me.

      

      My hand trembled at the edge of the coffee cup. I clenched my fist then released it. The bell went off at the door and my eyes lifted. Parker came strolling in. He spotted me and made his way over after a few brief words to the barista who worked behind the counter. She eyed me for a second but was overtaken by his broad shoulders when he reached the table and pulled the chair out. He took a seat without removing his coat. Then he stood up with a slight grin and took it off, placing it on the back of the chair. He sat down and offered a genuine smile.

      “So, how did your visit go?” he asked.

      I cleared my throat and stared into my coffee that was now swirling in the cup. Wouldn’t he love to hear about the shadowy presence in the room who had spoken to me? A God, according to my dad.

      I sighed. “Fine, everything was fine.”

      He leaned forward and placed his hands on the table. “Listen, Halo. I know about your dad.”

      I reached up and wiped my eyes, everything went out of focus for a moment and then returned to normal, but for a split second, I swear that I witnessed an oversized lizard, the size of a city bus, rush by the front of the coffee shop with two heads and one tail. I leaned back with parted lips as a Roman rushed after it with swords drawn.

      A Roman in full Roman gear.

      So ridiculous.

      I blinked when Parker spoke to me again. “Halo?”

      I cleared my throat. “Yeah, oh…my dad. I don’t really like to talk about him.”

      He leaned back in the chair as I narrowed my eyes and saw the Roman rush back by the window with the lizard not far behind. I shook my head in disbelief. The lizard paused and spat a ball of fire, and the Roman lifted his shield as the flames lapped around the edges of it. I could see his leg muscles straining as his heels dug into the asphalt. The lizard whipped his tail around and knocked the Roman’s helmet right off of his head. The Roman stood up straight and proud, letting his shaggy blue hair wave in the wind.

      Blue hair.

      I laughed and covered my mouth. It was beyond ridiculous. A blue haired Roman fighting a giant fire-breathing lizard in the streets of New York City.

      “What?” Parker asked as he turned to look out the window. He froze, and I waited. I guess a tiny part of me wanted it to be real, but of course, it wasn’t. He turned back to face me with the tilt of his head.

      “I thought I saw someone that I knew.” I lied, of course. I had no choice.

      “That made you laugh?”

      “An old boyfriend.” I swallowed hard. I immediately regretted saying it. It’s not like Parker and I will ever be anything more than this, but I didn’t want to appear callous.

      He looked down, and I could tell that it bothered him. It felt awkward, so I offered up something to steer the conversation away from it.

      “He was a comedian. Very funny. I was just thinking about a joke that he told me about a giant lizard.”

      “I see,” Parker said as his eyes lit up. The barista approached the table and sat an espresso down in front of him. He lifted the small spoon and stirred it without speaking.

      “My visit sucked,” I said.

      His eyes lifted. “I’m really sorry to hear that.”

      I cleared my throat and stared out the window. The blue haired Roman and oversized fire breathing lizard were now gone. I wasn’t as relieved as I expected to be. Somehow it seemed reasonable to me to see something like that instead of sitting here with Parker in a coffee shop.

      I would rather live in that world, not this one.

      “Yeah, well, life, ya know?” I added.

      Parker leaned back and shot his espresso. His eye twitched, and he sat it down in front of him. I half grinned. I love caffeine, but that was a shock to the system.

      “So you investigated me, huh?” I asked.

      He bit his lip and pulled out a small file. He slid it toward me.

      “This wasn’t my business, and I’m not even sure why I took it, so here, you should have it.”

      I fingered at the file and opened it up to see a picture of my mom. I shut it with a gasp. Seeing her face made my heart ache. I didn’t even keep pictures of her in my apartment. Over time it helped dull the pain.

      His kind eyes remained locked on me. “Listen, what happened to you was…”

      I raised my hand and pushed the file back to him. “Yes, I know.”

      “Did he?” Parker paused, and I looked up at him.

      “No, he never touched me. He was a mental sadist. He saved the physical abuse for my mom, but he handed out the psychological torment like candy…but oh how he loved Griffin. My brother could do no wrong.”

      “Man,” Parker whispered.

      I leaned forward and reached for his hand then I pulled back before making contact. “Don’t do that.”

      “Do what?” he asked.

      I took a short breath. “That pity thing, trust me, I'm all right.”

      He stared at the file that sat between us.

      “Halo, I know about your brother, and David, of course.”

      I felt my throat dry up, so I grabbed my coffee and took a gulp of it. It helped. I sat it back down and raised my eyebrows. “Look, rain,” I said as I nudged my chin toward the front window. Parker turned and stared at the glass while the large raindrops began to hit it and warp the scenery.

      “Good, maybe it’ll clean up this city.”

      I laughed and fingered at my cup. “No amount of rain could ever do that, but I respect your optimism.”

      He turned back to face me. “I just want you to know that if you ever need to talk, I’m here.”

      “Why do you care?” I asked.

      The wrinkle between his eyes deepened. “A curse, I guess.”

      “Or a blessing,” I added, and he hid his grin as he waved at the barista and lifted his cup. He turned back to face me. “I thought you didn’t believe in blessings.”

      I gave him a nod. “No, but sometimes I believe in the good inside of people. Not very often, but on rare occasions, it shows itself.”

      He studied my mouth, and it made me uncomfortable for a moment.

      “Would you like to go out sometime, for food, I mean…dinner, maybe?” he asked. My heart sank. Of course, I would have loved to, but not with someone like Parker Presley. He was one of the good guys. He didn’t deserve me.

      “Oh, well, I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” I said, lowering my gaze and avoiding his stare.

      He paused. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know that you were seeing someone.”

      I answered before I could stop myself. “I’m not.”

      “Oh.” He sounded so deflated from my rushed admission.

      I parted my lips and tried to muddle my way through it. “I mean, I’m just on a hiatus, with everything that’s happened in my life, well, I’m just not in a good place right now, and I’m not…I won’t be, I mean.” I rubbed the side of my neck and then tapped my right temple.

      He looked me over. “I don’t believe in absolutes, I believe in miracles. I thought that my job would have given you a hint.”

      I sighed. “Again, I appreciate your optimism, but I’m a realist, and I’m not going to survive this, and you…” I stopped and bit my lip. I didn’t want to admit that he reminded me so much of David. It was cryptic and such a huge waste of time.

      “What?” Parker asked, as he leaned forward in his chair and forced it to creak under his weight.

      My eyes scanned the room and landed back on him. “David was a good man, caring and kind. He didn’t…well, I considered getting back with him, even knowing what battle I’m facing now. It was selfish and unkind. I can’t do that to someone like you, I just can’t and if you want to spend time with me out of pity then forget it. I can’t have you wasting time on me; it isn’t fair.”

      Parker reached across the table, and I let his hand rest on top of mine. His thumb moved across my skin, and I jerked it away, breaking the connection. He cleared his throat as the barista returned with another espresso. He offered her a curt nod, and she grinned at him. Her expression and body language told me that she found him attractive and I went into matchmaker mode.

      “So, no girlfriend, huh?” I asked, glancing at her and then back to him. He tapped his thumb against the edge of the table and then cocked his head. His eyes hid a smile.

      “No.”

      The girl leaned forward and placed her hands on the table.

      “Are you two, I mean…is this a date?” she asked, and I jumped at the chance to tell her the truth because I appreciated her interruption and moxie.

      “No, it isn’t.”

      He leaned back in his chair and pulled his hand from the edge of the table, letting it rest in his lap. “No, I guess it isn’t,” he added, while not taking his eyes off of me.

      “Oh, well I have two tickets to see The Maze tonight, you know, that new Broadway show about the sexual tension between the sexes?”

      Parker glared at me, and I licked my lip then released it. My eyebrows rose as I watched two large Vikings land in the middle of the street just outside the café. I stared past Parker as he went into salvage mode.

      “I’m not really into that sort of thing,” Parker said without even looking at her.

      The two Vikings slammed their backs against each other, and I could see that one was a broad-shouldered man with shaggy dirty blonde hair and the other, a badass Wonder Woman looking female with long blonde hair laying in long braids with a sword raised in front of her. I stood up as they shifted their stance, both parting their lips and yelling a war cry that I could kind of hear through the chatter in the coffee shop.

      I took one step, then two and before I knew it, I found myself standing in front of the large window, watching the two of them as if I was on a movie set. I reached out and placed my hand against the glass and then I felt it. One deep thump turned into two, slow and lumbering. I leaned forward and peered to the right and then to the left, I couldn’t see anything, but the humming at my fingertips continued.

      Both of the Vikings lowered to a knee. The woman’s sword was already drawn, but the man drew his as he dropped to one knee. They wore white fur collars and black leather vests with matching pants. Their shoes looked modern as well. They wore industrial black boots with thick heels laced up to just below the knee. Again the vibration rushed through my hands as they lay against the glass. Still I could see nothing, but obviously, something was coming, something that had them both shaken.

      Then they pushed off and rushed forward, parting their lips and screaming at the top of their lungs as blonde hair whipped wildly in the wind. I gasped and then felt a hand on my shoulder which forced me to blink.

      “Halo?” Parker asked.

      I blinked a few more times and rushed past him, ignoring his concern. I hit the door running and slid out onto the sidewalk. I looked to the left and could see nothing, then turned to the right…again, nothing. Both Vikings had disappeared, and all I could see were people walking the streets and cars rushing by intermixed with the occasional bike rider.

      “Are you okay?”

      I turned and faced Parker, who looked genuinely concerned for my welfare.

      “Yeah, sure, I’m totally fine.” I lied so easily, but what choice did I have?

      He looked down the sidewalk and then back to me. “What did you see?”

      I tucked my hands into my sides as I crossed my arms over my chest.

      “Nothing…it was nothing.”

      He narrowed his eyes, and the barista rushed out and handed him a piece of paper.

      “Here…it’s my number, just in case you change your mind.”

      I stared up at the darkening clouds and closed my eyes and let the raindrops land on my cheeks. It felt cold and inviting. I used to love the rain and so did Fin. We would walk in the rain while most people hid away in their houses, but not us. The rain seemed to be a cleansing of sorts, even though I knew that it really wasn’t.

      Parker placed his fingers to his lips and let out a sharp whistle. The cab stopped at the curb, and he opened the door for me. I slid in and stared up at him.

      “Thank you for the coffee, I appreciate it…and the company.”

      He leaned up, and the rain ran over his face and dripped from his chin. He looked even more attractive wet. I ignored my old instincts and terrible decision making.

      “Can I call you, sometime?”

      I gave him a nod and reached for the door. I shut it as he realized that I hadn’t given him my number. His hand rose and fell as the cab took off amidst honking horns.

      “Where to?” the cabby asked me.

      “Anywhere but here.”

      “Huh?” he asked, eyeing me in the rearview mirror.

      I leaned forward. “183rd. St. James Cathedral.”

      “You got it.” he said, and we raced down the road swerving along the way.
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      I stood in front of the menacing doors bolted with thick iron. I stared down at my hands and spotted the tremor. I clenched my fist and let the rain rush over my face and drip from my chin. The last time I had stepped foot in this church, it was to say goodbye, not only to my brother but to my faith.

      I reached out and jerked on the door, and it fought against me. I pulled again and realized that it was locked. I stepped back and tilted my chin upward, taking in the majesty of the large stain glass mural above the doors. Michael was descending from Heaven with a spear in hand, and his wings spread. He had such a determined look on his face. He was ready for battle, and I guess I should be preparing myself for the same thing.

      I considered leaving but then I recalled the small door on the right side of the cathedral that sat at the base of a staircase in the alleyway. Fin had snuck out with me a few times when we were children before mom died and dad went away. I missed those moments, as fleeting as they may have been. At least then we were together.

      I made my way down the concrete steps and slipped into the alleyway undetected by anyone. I had to pause and place my hand against the brick wall and let a dizzy spell pass before pushing on until I spotted the small set of stairs and the iron railing. The rain continued to come down, and a crack of lightning made me flinch, but it helped illuminate the door. I reached out and placed my hand on the small silver handle. I pressed it downward and nudged the door open with my shoulder, happy to escape the storm.

      I closed the door behind me and took a deep breath, smelling the sweet incense and faint traces of candle wax. It took me back to when Griffin and I attended Sunday school here. It was a welcomed relief at that time when our mom spent more days locked in her room crying and muttering to herself while our dad sat blankly staring at the TV and drinking beer after beer.

      Griffin had already taken up the role of protector by then, standing in between our father and me when he would become belligerent and decide to take his aggression out on us since mom had effectively passed out in the other room. As the verbal attacks worsened, our time spent here in church increased.

      I paused and leaned my back against the wall, closing my eyes and trying to hold back the tears. Life is so cruel, and so is the God that I was taught to worship and obey.

      How could a God of love allow us to endure the abuse that we had, then bury our mother and watch our dad get convicted of her murder and placed on death row?

      And now…now this all knowing, all loving invisible being decided to not only rob me of my brother, but this thing allowed me to watch David die, all while accepting my own fate with a growing tumor in my brain.

      A God of love wouldn’t allow these things to happen, would he?

      I opened my eyes and made my way down the long hallway, and finally, I reached the door. I opened it up and could hear music playing in the distance, a violin echoed on the wind. I narrowed my eyes and leaned out into the stairwell. I swallowed hard as the music droned on. It tugged at my heart and made me feel such deep sorrow. Griffin was the only person in my life who played the violin, and I spent most of my childhood and teenage years listening to him create some of the most beautifully haunting musical compositions.

      I ascended the stairs, careful not to stumble and fall. My head ached, as well as my heart. I felt so tired and unwilling to go on, but something drew me in. Finally, I reached the top, and just as I stepped out into the large room, I spotted a priest in the pulpit with a violin cradled between his chin and shoulder. He drew the bow across the strings ever so slowly, and the notes escaped into the air, floating above him. My gaze lifted and I could see the crucifix suspended overhead. Even now it was larger than life. I peered upward and studied the paintings. In the center, the hand of God stretched out to meet the hand of man.

      I wish that I could believe, but I can’t bring myself to kneel at the altar to something that would allow such heartache in the world.

      The priest played a little bit louder and faster, finally resting on a high note, and it reverberated through me. My hands tingled, and I sucked in my breath just as he busted into a song that Griffin used to play when I felt sad.

      “It’s beautiful,” I whispered.

      Just as I spoke, the music stopped. The violin lowered to his side and with it the bow. I bit my lip then released it. “I didn’t mean to interrupt you; please keep playing.”

      “You can see me without lifting the veil?” The priest asked as he half turned. A devious grin parted his lips. “How intriguing.” He added.

      I took a couple of steps back out of instinct. “Lifting what?” I asked.

      His head lifted, and he glared at the crucifix. “Beauty. This is a subjective thing, is it not?”

      I fidgeted with my hands. Something about him made me nervous. I could feel the knot winding itself up in the pit of my stomach. His voice rushed over me like warm waves and then receded, leaving behind a chilled void.

      A female’s voice echoed behind me. “Totally subjective.”

      I spun around to see a woman standing there. She had long black hair and pale skin. Her lips were the color of roses, and her eyes seemed dark and ageless. She looked me over and then the man spoke up behind me.

      “Nessa, behave.”

      I narrowed my eyes, and he approached me. The woman brushed her ice cold fingers against mine. I jerked my hand back, and she stepped up and tilted her head.

      “I’m bored.” She whined, and he rolled his eyes.

      “When are you not?” he asked with exasperation. She turned and looked me over with disgust. He lifted the violin and handed it to her. “Could you put this away for me?”

      “I’m not your servant, Hunter.”

      “Vanessa, please.”

      Her eyebrow cocked, and she jerked it out of his hand with a huff. “Very well, but I’m hungry.” She glanced at me, and he shook his head.

      “Not yet.” He muttered, and she bit her lip. I could see a small trail of blood roll down her chin, and he quickly turned her away from me. “Now, please.”

      She muttered something at him and then walked away from the two of us. I could hear the clicking of the case as she opened it up and gently laid the violin inside. The bow followed.

      She stood up and spun around very dramatically. “Done! Now can I eat?”

      “Patience.” He added, never taking his eyes off of me. He rushed forward and grabbed my wrist with an icy grip. He forced my hand over as I began to struggle and his thumb skirted across the scar. He let me go and crossed his arms over his chest.

      I took two steps back and studied his black coat, black shirt, and white collar.

      My voice cracked as I spoke. “Are you a priest?”

      He laughed and toyed with the white color that sat against his throat. “Oh, this? Borrowed, but I do take confession on occasion from those who want to end this miserable existence.” He looked around the room and then his dark eyes landed back on me. I studied his boyish features and pale skin. He had dark black hair that lay in a rough cut that framed his face. His lips were full and his jawline strong and unyielding. He looked to be about six foot two, or maybe three with broad shoulders and a wide stance. He was definitely confident, and that confidence also sent out a wave of uneasiness that I couldn’t ward off the best that I tried.

      “Borrowed from who?” I asked without worry for my own safety.

      “You don’t believe yet you come to this place and embrace it like a long-lost lover.” He spoke as if he applauded my lack of faith. His comparison disturbed me. The woman returned to his side. She was stunning. Her bright eyes matched her enthusiasm. Her button nose sat nestled above full red lips and a jawline that rivaled any top model. She was at least a foot shorter than he was, but somehow she seemed more dangerous.

      I cleared my throat. “That’s none of your business. I asked you a question.” I blurted it out before I had a chance to think.

      She laughed, and it echoed in the room. He tapped his wrist and then winked at me. “You tried to exit this wretched place, and I can’t say that I blame you, I guess I would have too if it weren't for my obligations.” He eyed the woman, and she stared at her nails.

      “Why are we talking to this thing?” she asked. I took another step back knowing that she was referring to me. My heartbeat sped up, and she growled. The man reached out and placed his hand in front of her and sniffed the air. His facial expression changed and suddenly he appeared sad.

      “We need to go, Nessa.”

      “Why?” her shrill voice rang out in the large room.

      “Could you listen to me for once, please?” he asked.

      “I’m hungry, and she came here of her own free will.” She said with the wave of her hand.

      The man sighed. “It’s wounded.”

      The wrinkle between her eyes deepened, and she cocked her leg out and gave me a once over.

      “I don’t see anything wrong with it.”

      “Excuse me,” I said while lifting my hand. “I have a name; I’m not an it or a damn thing. Stop talking about me like I don’t understand, you freakish assholes.” They both turned to face me. The woman laughed.

      “Oh my God, seriously?”

      “Yes, seriously, frankenwench,” I said as my temper flared.

      She scowled at me. “I’m going to tear out your soul and nibble on it for an eternity.” She venomously spat out the words, but the man grabbed her hand.

      “Use your impeccable sense of smell, Nessa. I speak the truth.” She paused then sniffed the air. The woman immediately hissed.

      “Oh.” She added as her facial expression changed, too. “Well, what now? I mean we have to kill it, right? It’ll tell someone.”

      I clenched my fists at my sides. “My name is Halo, Halo Bay; it isn’t it or that thing, it’s Halo, and I dare you to come at me, bitch. I may not win, but you’ll know you were in a fight.” I started to remove my rings and shove them into my pockets.

      She turned and looked me over. “Are you high?”

      I glared at her. “You wish.”

      “Well, Halo Bay, my name is Vanessa, and I am the daughter of Vlad…”

      The man interrupted her as he grabbed her arm. “Stop.”

      I shook my head. “What are you?” I asked, and she grinned at me, exposing her white teeth along with two sharpened fangs. I was too shocked to blink, and my body froze in place. I lifted a trembling hand, and with a blink of an eye my hair blew up around my face, and they were gone. Ghosts, or so it seemed.

      I was left there with my hand trembling and my heart racing in my chest.

      “That couldn’t be real; it couldn’t be,” I whispered. I heard a voice behind me. I turned in a panic, and a nun reached out forcing me to stumble backward. Her skin was pale and flawless. The thin weathered lines of time lapped at the edges of her almond shaped eyes nestled in thick brown lashes that matched the color of her bangs which were cut straight across her forehead. Her lips were thin, and she had two dimples, one on either cheek that made her appear jovial.

      “Stay back.” I hissed, and she lowered her hand.

      “My child, how can I help you?”

      My hand flew up, and I jabbed at her right shoulder, then her left.

      “Please, tell me how I can assist you in this house of the Lord.” She spoke with kindness, and my anxiety subsided. My head tilted. “You’re human, right?” I asked.

      “We have food and shelter; you are welcome to sleep this off.”

      I ignored her assumption that I was inebriated and glared behind her, but the couple who had discussed eating me were gone. My voice shook as I spoke to her. “Did you see them?”

      “See who, my child?” she asked, and I scanned the room, and then my glossy eyes landed back on her. “The young priest and the woman who was with him.”

      “Our new father will not arrive until next week; he is coming from Rome.”

      “But there was a man in black, playing the violin. He….he, was right there, right under the crucifix.” I stammered.

      She peered at the pulpit and then her attention landed back on me. “I’m sorry, I saw no one, and I heard no music playing. I’ve been here all day.”

      My shoulder bumped into hers as I rushed toward the exit. “I’m sorry, I have to go.”

      I ran down the center aisle and hit the front door, struggling to push it open. I nearly fell as I stumbled out into the rain. It was cold and unyielding. A sharp pain rushed between my eyes, and I hissed, pressing my fingers against it until it started to fade.

      The nun called out to me from the open doorway. “Come back inside, my child.” I swayed on my feet and then turned my back to her and the church. I tilted my head and could see the pair of vampires standing on the top of the building on the opposite side of the street. Lightning streaked the sky behind them, and I pressed my hand against my stomach and lurched forward, throwing up bile on the sidewalk. I had to place both hands on my knees, and I shook my head from side to side.

      “You can’t be real. You can’t be real. You can’t be real.”

      I jumped with a yelp when a voice interrupted me. “Hey baby, you okay?”

      I stood up straight when I felt a hand on my back and couldn’t help but laugh when I glared up at Travis.

      “No, I mean yes, go away.”

      He straightened up and then shook his head, scooping me up and tossing me over his shoulder. I tried to struggle, but my strength was fading. We reached my apartment building, and he walked inside with me still draped over his shoulder. He hit the stairs and rushed up them without much effort at all. Travis was always strong, much stronger than me.

      He pulled out a key and slid it into my lock, and we were inside my apartment before I could protest. I placed my hand against my chest and could feel my heart palpitations. I was experiencing a full blown panic attack from what I had witnessed.

      Vampires.

      They couldn’t be real, but I had spoken to them.

      I felt that ice cold grip on my hand.

      I felt the terror rip through me.

      Had what I witnessed at the hospital been real? Had the man in black fighting the demon in the prison been the truth lurking in the shadows all around me? What about the blue haired Roman and the two Vikings in the street just outside the café?

      My head spun.

      “That wasn’t real, none of it has been real, it couldn’t be, could it? No, no way. I’m ill, that’s it, it’s just this thing growing inside of me, it’s warping my sense of reality because things like that they don’t exist, none of that shit exists.” I muttered as Travis leaned forward.

      “What is wrong with you? You been drinkin’? If so, I want some of whatever your havin’ cause it looks like one hell of a trip.” he grinned, it infuriated me.

      I finally glared at him. “What are you doing here and why do you still have a key to my apartment?”

      He rubbed the side of his neck and added a shoulder shrug. He always dismissed my feelings and any question that I had for him, even when he would come home smelling like perfume and sweat.

      He pointed toward the window. “What happened at the church, Halo? You tryin’ to find your religion?” He laughed. “I hate to tell ya, baby, but that boat done sailed away for the two of us.”

      “The two of us?” I muttered under my breath. “There is no us you idiot.”

      I shook my head and headed for the kitchen. I fumbled with a coffee cup, and it dropped to the floor, shattering at my feet. He loomed in the doorway behind me. I turned and held onto the counter at my sides.

      “Nothing that happens to me is any of your damn business.” I blurted out as the pain returned and I squinted my eyes. The ringing rose in my ears, and the muscles in my jaw tensed up until it subsided.

      He took a step toward me with an outstretched hand, and I moved out of habit. Travis was the most abusive lover that I had ever had in my life. The beatings were severe, and finally, I had broken it off but not without consequence.

      He paused and lowered his hand along with his tone.

      “Halo, I love…”

      I laughed at him, interrupting his admission as I slammed my hand on the counter.

      “Shut up! You never loved me, Travis. You loved controlling me, and I let you do that for far too long.”

      He crossed his arms over his chest as I pushed past him and he let me. I stopped in the middle of the room and rubbed the palms of my hands on the tops of my thighs. I saw a bright light outside the window, and I was drawn to it. I stumbled toward it and placed my hands against the glass as I watched the building catch fire across from mine. Hands banged against the windows, and I could feel the suffering. I turned in a panic and ran right into Travis’s chest. I tried to pass him by, and he grabbed my arms and held me in place.

      “Move! Those people are going to die!” I screamed at him. He stared at me in confusion.

      “What people?” he asked, and I struggled until it broke his hold on me.

      “The people in the burning building!” I turned and pointed a finger at the building that was now calm and peaceful. There was no fire, and no one was in danger. I bit my lip and started to laugh. It rolled out of me along with the tears.

      I was dying, and my mind was working against me. I saw things that couldn’t possibly be real, and now I was imagining horrible scenario’s in which people were dying.

      My laughter continued until my belly ached and I couldn’t catch my breath.

      “What the hell is going on with you?” Travis asked as I stood up and gave him a quick nod.

      “Get the fuck out,” I said through laughter, pointing at the door.

      “Huh?” he asked.

      I jabbed my finger into his muscular chest. “You heard me, get the fuck out of here and don’t come back, Travis!”

      His voice remained steady and strong. “You tell me what’s going on.”

      “Jesus Christ, I’m not doing this with you.” I headed toward the bedroom, and he raced to meet me, placing his arm across the doorframe and blocking me from entering. “I asked you a question.”

      “I need a shower, do you mind?”

      I ducked under his arm and headed to the bathroom. He followed, but I slammed the door behind me and locked it. He pounded on the hardwood with the side of his fist, and I ignored him. Finally, he stopped, so I reached into the tub, and I turned the water on, allowing the steam to fill the small room. I stripped down and stood in the mirror, staring at my pale frame and sunken eyes. I shook my head and stepped into the bathtub. I faced the large showerhead and closed my eyes, reaching up and pushing my long hair back and over my head. Suddenly the nausea hit with an unbearable pain that rushed along my temples and settled between my eyes.

      I had to stumble out of the shower and hunch over the toilet. I stood up and toweled off, letting it drop to the floor and wrap itself around my ankles. I turned the antique silver handle, and the cool water bounced off my fingertips in the large white sink. I placed my hands together and scooped it up, splashing my face and shocking my system back into place. I stared at the white packet of pills that was setting on the side of the sink. For a split second, I thought about taking them all, every single one of them.

      I closed my eyes.

      The pills couldn’t end my suffering quickly.

      But something else could.

      I eyed the door in the mirror behind me.

      Travis could do the job; he just needed a little nudge.

      I slid my tank top on and pulled my skinny jeans up and over my protruding pelvic bones. I had dropped at least forty pounds over the past two months, taking me from a size ten to a size four. I should have known that it was more than grief.

      I pulled my hair out of the back of my shirt and let it tap against the base of my back. I stared at the scissors on the edge of the sink and grabbed them, quickly gripping the end of my hair and chopping it off just under my chin. A huge handful fell to the floor, and I grinned, then I cut the other side and finally the back. I shook my head and lifted my chin to stare at myself in the mirror. I laughed, this would drive him mad. He loved my hair, and I had just done the one thing that he forbade me to do.

      I unlocked the door and walked out into the bedroom. Travis sat on the edge of the bed, and he stood up and scowled at me. “What have you done to your hair?”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “What I wanted to do. I hate long hair, so I cut it off.”

      I walked past him and into the living room. He followed me, stomping his feet the whole way.

      “I loved your hair long; you know that.”

      I paused and turned to face him. “And why does that matter? We are not together, Travis. I kicked you out.”

      He placed a hand on his hip and stared me down in anger. “I said, I loved your hair.”

      “Well, it’s my hair, not yours.”

      I walked to the couch and fluffed the pillows like I didn’t give a shit how he felt about anything. “Excuse me?” he asked, and I bit my lip and turned around to face him.

      I leaned toward him and arched an eyebrow. “I don’t give a shit what you like.”

      I started to walk away, and he caught my arm and dug in. I could feel his fingernails cutting into my skin. I would have normally apologized by now, but I knew what I was doing, and calming him down was the last thing on my mind. He leaned into my ear. “You still belong to me.” He whispered. I laughed and rolled my eyes, jerking my arm away from him. He turned with a look of complete confusion on his face as I walked out to the center of the room and faced him like a gladiator in the ring.

      “You don’t own me, Travis. You never did and you never will. I broke up with you because I hate you. I hate everything about you from the way you look to how you talk like an idiot.”

      He let out a short laugh and rubbed the side of his neck then he wagged his finger at me.

      “Who are you fucking, now?”

      I raised my hands into the air. “Oh, of course. I have to be fucking somebody, right?”

      He stepped up to me, and I could see the muscles in his jaw flex then relax. I knew what was coming.

      “Listen, bitch. You tell me who it is or I’ll…”

      I interrupted him. “Or what, Travis? What will you do? Try to screw me with your limp dick?” The ringing in my ears was becoming unbearable as was the throbbing pain that raced from the base of my skull to both temples.

      He gritted his teeth, and the blow came to my jaw before I could blink. I hit the hardwood floor with open palms, spitting out a small amount of blood. It was a good hit, the best one that I had received. I rubbed my chin with my stiffened fingers and pushed myself back up as he paced back and forth in front of me. The dizziness tried to overtake me, but I caught myself, tilting to the left. The thought of running to the bathroom and taking all of those pills crossed my mind once again, but something in me wouldn’t let me take my own life. It felt weak, and weakness had plagued me my whole life.

      No, I would go out on my own terms. Utilizing this idiot to do my dirty work.

      I spit on the floor. “You hit like a pussy,” I muttered to him, rubbing my palms on the sides of my jeans.

      “I’ll show you pussy.” He raced toward me and grabbed me by the hair, wrapping his fingers around it and tugging hard. His brutality was welcomed. I grinned, exposing my bloodied teeth.

      “Who are you fucking, Halo?!” He asked again while his temper raged on.

      Yes, Travis, give me that part of you. I need it to finish the job.

      I laughed at him and then my smile faded.

      “Well it can’t be David, can it?” he said with a grin.

      How dare he speak his name? Poor David. David…sweet and pure, now lying dead in the morgue after having his throat slit by another piece of trash in this city. Another piece of trash just like Travis. David should be alive. I should have done more, been more. Hell, I should have loved him. He deserved love. He deserved more than I was able to give.

      I nodded to him and started to laugh. “You wouldn’t believe how good he was, Travis. I came every single time with David, and I faked it with you.”

      Travis let me go and yelled as he pulled at the sides of his head and jerked on his shaggy black hair. He closed his eyes and screamed again and then ran to the kitchen. I could hear the clanging of silverware hitting the black and white checkered floor. The noise stopped, but he returned, breathing hard and wild-eyed like an animal on the hunt. My eyes lowered, and I spotted the large knife in his right hand. I stood my ground as he approached me. He wrapped his large hand around my throat and pushed me back in a hurry until I felt my shoulders slam against the wall. His grip tightened, and he said nothing. Usually, he screamed obscenities at me, but I had pushed him beyond his breaking point. He began to lift me off the ground, and I couldn’t breathe, I shook my head and clawed at his hand, but it did nothing to stop him.

      With one thrust the knife plunged deep into my side, and he jerked it back, only to stab me once more. He released me and stumbled back, leaving the knife behind. I felt nothing. Nothing at all. Then I stepped forward, and he shook his head. His eyes floated down and lingered on my side in horror.

      “You did this. You made me do this, Halo.” He spit the words out like a lost child searching for absolution. I guess I expected more. I thought he would decimate me with obscenities and blows to my self-confidence. He was so good at that, but here, on the edge, he was afraid, and it amused me. Travis…afraid. I should have known. Bullies are weak, pathetic creatures, with nothing to live for but spreading misery, but he had served his purpose. He had stabbed me when I found it impossible to kill myself. The irony was amusing.

      I stared down at the knife and placed my hand on the hilt. It trembled as I slowly removed it with a gasp and dropped it to the floor. It stuck in the wood and rocked back and forth. My blood slid down the side of it and disappeared into the crack, taking with it my need for anything more.

      “What have I done?” I whispered as the burning pain ripped through me.

      I placed my hand over the gaping wound and pressed as hard as I could. The stain spread and trickled down my leg. My thoughts splintered and my vision returned. My fists balled up, cramping my fingers into unrecognizable extensions of anxiety. I let out a sigh. The acceptance of my fate flowed like a river through my battered soul. My breathing slowed, and all of the anxiety and pain started to fade. I closed my eyes and could feel the hot breeze on the surface of my skin gently caressing me like a long lost lover. It sent shivers up my spine and waves of pleasure through my chest that radiated out to each hand. I opened my eyes and extended them in front of me, staring at the beauty. The amber light danced across my fingertips. The fire off in the distance beckoned me. My name echoed in my ears from the tortured lips of memory. It seemed to know me as intimately as I knew it. A desperate rush of emotions came over me. Tears streamed down my face.

      The raspy voice rode the hot wind and penetrated me as deeply as anything ever could. “Halo, come home.”

      “David? Is that you? Is this Heaven or Hell?” I asked as my throat became dry.

      My whole body flinched as I looked up into the sky and a large blue planet started to crack in half. Long black fissures ran the length of it with explosions large enough for my eye to see. A large chunk separated itself and began to move to the right. I turned and could see a beautiful white temple standing behind me. Its long thin towers jutted skyward and made me feel protected yet small. The ground shook beneath my feet, and the white temple started to crumble. I could see the land rolling and shifting like liquid on the horizon. I shielded my eyes from the bright flashes of light that began to ascend from the planet's surface. I lowered my hand and could make out shapes. They looked like large ships hurtling toward the outer atmosphere. I dropped my hands and watched as the shimmer faded on the surface of my skin and long black cracks raced along my veins. I fell to my knees and sobbed. I could feel death all around me. My world was dying, and it took my life force right along with it. I was powerless to stop it, but I held onto a small sliver of hope as the last of the ships fought through the fire-filled skies and finally, with one last exhaustive push, disappeared from my sight.

      The vision faded and I was back in the apartment. The ache to my side welled up and tried to overtake me.

      “Halo?” he asked.

      “David?” I choked out.

      “No! It isn’t David; it’s me you bitch!” he screamed in anger.

      I stared up at him and hissed. “Finish it, you piece of shit!”

      He took one step back from me.

      I bent over and pressed my hand on the gaping wound. I looked back up at him. “Do it!”

      I found the strength to stand up straight and bit my lip, then it trembled. He pointed a bloody finger at me and immediately started to rationalize the entire situation at hand to work in his favor.

      “I don’t know why you push me, Halo! You and your damn mouth. You never learn!”

      My eyes tried to follow him as he walked back and forth in front of me creating a dark shadow. Then he stopped and wagged his finger at me again. My eyes locked onto his hand, and my vision returned to me.

      “If you would just shut up and do as you’re told then none of this would have happened. This was you! All you!” he added with a swipe to his hair. He pushed it back out of his eyes. Bright blue and deceptive.

      He was a liar, the best kind, but I didn’t care about that, I needed a murderer. Someone who could finish. Please finish this, Travis. Be good for something. Make the time I spent with you worth the torment. Become the weapon I need and end this. Please. End this now.

      I swallowed, and the pain continued to wrap itself around me. My chest tightened and along with it, my lungs. Every breath started to become a chore, and the bleeding from my side marched on. He looked down at the wound, then back up into my eyes.

      He hissed at me like a demon. “You bitch. This is all your fault.” He jabbed his bloody fingers at me and paused for a moment while he inspected it. He quickly rubbed it on the side of his jeans. Then he cursed out of anger. “Damn it!”

      I parted my lips and wanted to say so many things, but flashes of memory began to engulf my mind.

      The memory of my first communion consumed me. My mother was half conscious, and my dad sat there glaring at me. I had stood there in a white dress amongst girls who I would never know, never invite over, never befriend. I was ashamed of my life. Terrified to tell anyone for fear that he would kill my mother and brother, then me, then himself. That was the promise he made. The one that stuck with me and held me in place like I was sinking in wet cement.

      God had abandoned me. I was sure of it. I couldn’t understand what I had done to deserve it. The tears wanted to come but my dad’s steel blue eyes bore a hole through me, and instead, I pissed myself as the girls stepped back from me. My mom woke, and I can still hear her shrill laughter echoing in that church, breaking my heart and along with it, my spirit.

      I stumbled and caught myself on the edge of our old couch as the church faded from my mind.

      I looked up at Travis, and still, the words wouldn’t come. He was pacing back and forth in front of me, mumbling to himself. My eyes shifted as I heard an ambulance off in the distance and I spotted the phone on the small round table. I knew it would set him off, so I ran toward it, grabbing it as the blood on my hand left streaks on the cold white plastic. My fingers shook as I tried to press the small buttons.

      9….1….

      I felt an enormous hand wind itself up in the back of my hair. I was thrown backward, and away from the phone, it dropped and hit the floor, bouncing a few times as my body hit the hardwood and slid. I tried to crawl away while blood trickled from my mouth. His rough hands grabbed my ankles and drug me back to him in one quick movement. I cried out, blood seeping from my lips and leaving a trail across the floor. It quickly soaked into the dark wood.

      Travis grabbed my hair and pulled me up with it wadded in his fist. My hands lifted, and I clawed at his skin. My lips parted, and I whimpered from the pain. He screamed at me and pushed me forward. My open palms slammed against the floor, and I crawled toward the old piano. The same one I had been forced to practice on as a child. My eyes floated up, and I could see the metronome clicking away.

      Back and forth.

      Back and forth.

      Tick tock. Tick tock.

      It was all I could hear.

      The echoes of my dad’s voice haunted me. He kept instructing me to keep going or take another hit to the top of my bruised knuckles with the stick he held firmly in his balled up fist. The warm tears rolled down my blood-stained cheeks, and I could see the large blue butterfly suspended in a glass jar next to the metronome. How I wished so desperately that I could breathe life back into it as much as I wished I could escape him.

      I reached up with my bruised and battered hand and pressed on the keys, leaving bits of myself behind as I fought to stand. My bloody fingerprints stood out against the white ivory.

      I choked out a few words. “Travis, please. Please finish this. Please.”

      I flinched as I could hear crashing in the living room. He was tossing pictures around, yelling at them incoherently before he would angrily fling them across the room. I took a step and then another, pressing my open hand against my side, blood oozed over my fingers and dripped to the floor. Every moment seemed to be slowing. Every beat of my heart labored in my chest. I felt my life slipping away. I needed it to end. I wanted closure, peace. Absolution.

      I reached the large entryway and stared in at the broken vinyl records and glass strewn everywhere. I shook my head and glared at him. Travis stopped his temper tantrum and studied me. His eyes were glossed over with rage, and his chest was rising and falling as he struggled to catch his breath.

      He tilted his head, and his breathing began to slow down. The muscles in his jaw relaxed, and his fists unclenched. “Oh, baby.” He murmured as he looked me over. He took a step toward me with a hand raised in the air, and I stumbled back. He stopped and rubbed the side of his neck. Here we go. Now he’s going to try to convince me that he loves me. That it will never happen again. That I’ll be okay. This was the horrible cycle that we were in for the two years that he consumed my life. I knew it like the back of my hand.

      “I—I, you’ll be fine. Just fine. It’s just a scratch, baby. Here…” He said as he looked around the room and then he ran to the bathroom and returned with a white towel in his hand. He slowly approached me, appearing innocent and frightened. It was all a lie. I had seen this so many times. Mr. Jekyll turning into Mr. Hyde. Travis was just like my father.

      He was now hitting the guilt phase. God damn it. The thought of that infuriated me. I need this asshole to finish the job and let me rest.

      He stopped a foot away from me and then slowly lifted the towel to my side. I removed my hand, and the blood gushed out of the gaping wound and soaked into my jeans. I felt light-headed and leaned on the wall. I had no idea how much time I had left, but I knew it wasn’t much.

      “I loved him,” I whispered.

      He pulled the towel back and then dropped it to the floor.

      “What?” he asked me with a furrowed brow.

      “I never loved you, Travis. I never will, but David…I loved him. I did. He was everything you could never be.” I said with as much conviction as I could. The truth was I didn’t love David, I was incapable of loving anyone without fear of losing them.

      He leaned down and placed his hands on his sides.

      “Excuse me?”

      I started to laugh and leaned my head against the wall.

      “It’s true. He has my heart, he always will, even in death, Travis. Even now, I love him.”

      He stepped back, my words visibly stunning him. “Shut up.” He uttered.

      I nodded and tried to stand up straight. I started to laugh, and a small trail of blood rolled out of the corner of my mouth and down my chin.

      “Why are you laughing?” he asked, visibly shaken.

      I pointed at him, and my hand shook. I couldn’t control it. “You’ll spend the rest of your life in prison for killing me, and you deserve it, all of it, so do me a favor while you’re sitting on death row, tell my daddy hi.”

      He backhanded me with a closed fist. I let out a small moan and hit the floor again, landing on my hands and knees. Blood dripped from my parted lips and hit the wood. I stared at it, and another flash of memory popped up from my childhood.

      My eighth birthday. The last one that I had before everything was lost.

      My mom had stumbled in with my cake in hand. She dropped it in front of me with a loud thud. My brother sat next to me, gripping my hand under the table.

      She was high, as usual. She paused and tapped her hands on the table. Then the laughter started. It was quiet at first and then got louder and louder. She glared at me, and I could see the cut to her lip and blackened eye.

      Then she started to sing happy birthday to me. Slow and sad. A precursor to so much yet to come. Our grandmother tried to touch her arm, and she slammed her fist on the table and continued singing. Suddenly she stopped.

      “I could have been so much more. Escaped this town, if it hadn’t been for the two of you.” She spoke calmly, but her words cut right through me. I may have been young, but I understood regret and hatred, it was all over her face and settled deep into her eyes, blackening her soul.

      “Don’t.” her mom muttered as she stepped up to her side and touched her back.

      “Why? Why should I pretend that I wanted her? I only had her because it would have been a sin to get the abortion that I wanted! Griffin was enough; he will always be enough.”

      My Grandfather stepped up to the other side of her, and together they removed her from the room as she kicked and screamed, yelling horrible things at me. Things a mother should never say to her children.

      “You ruined my life you little bitch! Ruined everything! You should be like that fucking butterfly in the glass jar! Dead is dead!”

      I let the few candles burn out and bury themselves in the cake that day and along with it, my heart.

      Travis leaned down and whispered to me. “I’m going to bury you so deep that no one will ever find you, you bitch.” I blinked a couple of times. His words sank deep into my heart as it struggled to beat on.

      I felt a strange power surge through me as voices whispered in each ear.

      “Do it, do it, do it, do it.” They whispered in unison, many voices becoming one.

      I spotted the knife. It stood before me protruding from the wood. It was blood-soaked and filled with hate. I gritted my teeth and grabbed it, rising to my feet, and in one long swing my arm shot out, and I buried that blade deep into his stomach. The reaction was delayed. The look on his face matched my own. One of shock and awe.

      My body hummed with excitement. I had dedicated my life to saving those in need but knowing that I was ending this life gave me a strange feeling of pleasure.

      I jerked it back, and his trembling hands reached up and touched the ever growing circle of red radiating out from the wound. Then I stabbed him again with more enthusiasm. This time a little higher. My strike was just as brutal as the first. He let out a moan that amused me. I guess I shouldn’t be so flippant about it, but I was. I enjoyed it as I twisted the blade this time. He cried out. The pain must be settling in. I no longer felt my own. I pulled back, and blood shot out from the gash and streaked across my face. I didn’t even blink.

      “I’ll kill you.” His words slurred as he choked on his blood.

      I shook my head and laughed. “No, I’m doing the killing tonight.”

      I stabbed him again in the right part of his chest and jerked the knife back, quickly stabbing him in the side. My hand held steady; my heart beat slowed in my chest. I felt no pain at all. It had all slipped away with the thought of his demise. I can’t be certain if it was more for him or me, but each time I stabbed him, I felt better. Each time the metal buried itself into his skin I let out a sigh of relief. Releasing a lifetime's worth of regret, rage, and retribution.

      Releasing the killer that lurked deep inside of me.

      The darkness. The real me. The assassin that crawled beneath the surface of my skin.

      He took a step toward me, and I grinned. I stabbed him in the eye, and the knife stuck. I let go and stumbled back, the reality of what I had done finally sinking in. I pressed my back against the wall. The knife just sat there, protruding from his face and was framed with his blank expression. Finally, he started to fall forward, like a tall oak with rotted roots.

      His face slammed against the floor, and the knife busted through the back of his skull splintering pieces of his cranium up into the air. A piece of his brain slid down the side of the blade and returned to the gaping hole that the knife had left behind.

      I let out a gasp and covered my mouth. Then the pain returned, only now it was more than anyone should be able to bear. I took a step and fell to my knees, then to my side.
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      My eyes fluttered, and things began to come into focus. I could hear music, a sad piece on the piano. It droned on, bringing with it a feeling of melancholy.

      A familiar voice spoke to me as I tried to focus, but my eyes wouldn’t cooperate. “Bach Marcello: Concerto in D Minor, 2nd.”

      “What?” I choked out, completely confused as to where I was or what was happening. Splintered memories of the horrific battle in my apartment made me hiss. I leaned forward, fighting through the pain. I could see a bloodied knife in my hand. I swallowed hard, clearing my throat and trying to maintain some sort of normalcy, but nothing was normal about my life. Nothing. The last seven days had been more than most could handle.

      My voice sounded weak. “What’s happening?” I muttered as my vision continued to betray me.

      “Such a sad song, written for his father, or so it’s said. Of course, I would never attribute anything to my father, he was, or is a beast, and deserves nothing but misery, oh, and misery you shall give this world my love, in spades. You will be the right hand of retribution and cleanse this wretched place of all that has tainted it. You will force the monster back under the bed and keep it there with an iron fist of reason. You…you, my most treasured one.”

      I rolled onto my side as he spoke to me and placed my hand on my forehead. I could see a needle in the top of my hand, and I ripped it out with a hiss and stumbled out of the bed, feeling the cold hard floor beneath my bare feet. I held onto the side of the railing as a shadow approached me and then my vision returned. I took a slow breath, placing my other hand on my chest until a familiar face appeared before me and stole it away.

      I gasped in shock. “Griffin? How could this be? You…you…”

      Fin reached out and took my hand as I struggled to stand. He pulled me forward until I was staring out across the city through a large glass wall. His grip tightened, and I glanced over at him.

      “Died?” he asked. “Oh, I have such wonderful things to show you, Halo.”

      He turned and placed his hands on my face. His eyes looked different, paler. His pupils were dilated as if he was on some sort of stimulant. He leaned in and kissed my lips, lingering longer than he needed to. I moaned in disgust. His mouth left mine, and he reached up, pushing my hair behind my ear. His eyes floated over my face.

      “You are a miracle….we, we are miracles and this world doesn’t deserve us. Either one of us.” He spoke with such conviction.

      “I buried you, Griffin. I mourned your loss. It devastated me.” I scanned the room and could see a full lab behind us. Different colored liquids bubbled away in beakers fueled by fire. I spotted my bed and the machines that surrounded it.

      “Oh my sweet sister, you needed this, you needed a little push.”

      I shook my head as he walked away from me. He lifted his arms and stared out at the room.

      “I don’t understand any of this. What…what have you done?”

      He turned to face me, and his eyes switched to black and then back to normal. His jaw clenched as black lines rushed along his pale skin, rushing down his neck and then along his arms. He balled his fists and groaned. I flinched, and he held his hand up.

      “Don’t be frightened; there’s nothing to fear now, my love. I’ll show you so many amazing things as we evolve and usher in a new world, a new beginning, replacing these weak, pathetic creatures who inhabit it now. They don’t deserve salvation but we shall offer it, and they will accept it or fall.”

      I coughed and leaned forward, feeling the pain in my head overwhelming me. Nausea followed. I quickly looked down at my bloody side and lifted my shirt. My fingers shook as I inspected the scar on my skin. There were no stitches. It appeared to have healed on its own, which was impossible. I glared up at him in horror.

      “Evolve? What have you done, Fin?” I asked.

      “The pain will pass, trust me. I know.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “How do you know?”

      He leaned toward me. “Because we are the same.”

      “What?” I responded in horror.

      “Come.” He paused and held his hand out to me. “Please, come with me, I’ll show you.”

      He turned and walked away from me as I tried to keep my balance. I took a step forward then another as he walked from one room and into the next. I slowly made my way up behind him and then paused in horror as I peered up at a large tank with what appeared to be a man with large black wings spread out to either side of him. His eyes were closed, and he wore a white t-shirt and white pants with no shoes. He floated there, suspended in what appeared to be embryonic fluid.

      “My God,” I muttered. I stepped up to get a closer look at him. He had blonde hair, soft features, and a strong nose. His shoulders were broad, and his skin was pale. Then he twitched in the liquid, and I stumbled back and felt Fin behind me. I turned and glared at him.

      “What have you done?” I asked him. “What, what is this? What is he?”

      He reached up and touched the side of my head, and I could feel his fingers against my skin. I backed away from him, and he licked his lip.

      “Trust me, if there had been any other way, then I would have explored it, but so many failed…so many.” He glanced to the left, and I turned to see a row of matching tanks with people suspended inside of them. I parted my lips and began to shake my head.

      “I don’t understand any of this.”

      He stepped up to me and touched my cheek with the back of his hand.

      “I only wanted to be with you, forever, Halo. I love you, so I gave you a gift, the gift of immortality. The God particle. I took it out of him and placed it inside of us. I’ve found it, I’ve found what he denied us. With this, we can live forever as our creator has.” He held his hand out and stared up at the tank.

      “Are you saying, I mean, that winged man in the tank is, it can’t be.”

      He glanced over at the man suspended in the tank. “Oh yes, this is God. I lured him in and trapped him, taking from him what he refused to give us. Don’t you see, Halo? This thing, this creature, he isn’t something to be worshiped. He has no heart. No God would allow the suffering that this world has endured, no God would let children watch their parents die or allow a man to sneak into the bedroom of their son and force him to…”

      He bit his lip, and I could see his hands trembling.

      “Oh, Fin. I had no idea that he, I’m so sorry. Why did you stay? Why didn’t you leave?”

      His eyes softened. “For you, this is all for you. It moves inside of me, just as it does you.” He lifted his shirt, and I could see black streaks appear and disappear just beneath his skin. He moaned and lowered his shirt while gritting his teeth. He was obviously in some sort of distress.

      “What?” I moved back from him and fingered at the side of my head. It was cleanly shaven. I hissed when I felt the puncture wound.

      “I took something that I discovered inside of him, a growth, something foreign inside of his body. A light so bright it almost blinded me. I took this and tried, many times over, to integrate this with human subjects, but they all developed a cancer that I couldn’t cure, tumors in their brains that killed them within days. It drove them mad, like the one who killed David, but it had to be done, Halo. You needed to separate yourself from all of them because you are special. You will usher in a new world. A world with no disease, no death, but we can only offer this to a few, not all. As you can see, not everyone can accept this cure because they’re not worthy, but you…you are, and I am. Just look, look at what I am becoming.” He removed his shirt and held his hands out to his sides. He turned, and I gasped in horror at the sight of two gaping wounds on his back. I stepped forward and could see bone forcing its way through his skin. His body contorted and he cried out in terrible pain. Fledgling wings broke through and shuddered. The surface of his skin shimmered with sweat. He turned back to face me, and his eyes were now dark as night, and his voice had deepened.

      “Fin, what have you done to me? What is wrong with you? You promised to help people, to help save the world from suffering.”

      His eyebrow rose. “Halo, you were dying. I did this for you. All for you.”

      “What? No….no. What you’ve done is stolen something that didn’t belong to you. You had no right to take this and place it inside of us.”

      “I had no choice! I couldn’t lose you!” He yelled.

      He took a step toward me, and I continued to back away from him. He growled as his body continued to change. The wings grew larger. He paused and reached into his mouth, groaning with displeasure as he jerked one of his teeth out and began to laugh. “Halo, please. Join me. Celebrate humanity’s evolution. Just imagine it. We can rule the world without fear, without heartache, without disease and death.”

      I stopped and looked him over in disgust. “We aren’t meant to live forever, Fin! Death is a part of living; it makes everything special. It makes the world a magical place and the relationships that we have precious gifts. You’ve ruined that for yourself and for me. You are an abomination.”

      He held his hand out toward me, and I turned and ran. I felt his hands on me, and he tossed me across the large room. I crashed into the beakers and flames spewed then grew as everything began to catch fire. I stumbled and fell to my side but quickly regained my footing and kept running until I found myself in what appeared to be his office that was encased in thick black glass. I turned as I heard him call out behind me. I rushed to his desk and tore through each drawer, dropping each one to the ground and letting the papers scatter around my feet. File after file fell open. One for me, one for our mom, one for our dad…even David had a file. I stumbled back and spotted a black box sitting on top of a small cabinet, and I ran over to it as Fin got closer and closer. I fumbled with the box and finally got it open, my eyes widened as I pulled out the gun and held it up. It was the same one that dad had used to kill our mother. My stomach churned, and the ringing in my ears continued to rise.

      Griffin stepped up into the doorway, and I lifted the gun and took dead aim at his heart. My hand shook, but I tried to control it. I could hear glass shattering and water hitting the floor.

      His hollow eyes remained locked on me. “Halo, please. I’ve given you a gift.” His voice was now foreign to my ears and at least three octaves lower than it had been before.

      Smoke began to fill the room masking it in shadow not so unlike what the vampire, the Roman, and the two Vikings had materialized out of. I blinked a few times, wondering if all that I had witnessed had been real.

      “You’ve broken my heart,” I whispered through bitter tears.

      His eyes saddened, and he held his hand out toward me. “I can make you happy. I can give you the family you’ve always wanted. I can give you children who will live forever, our children. Perfect children with no disease, no suffering, in a world in which we rule. The righteous shall rise, and the damned shall fall.”

      I tried to catch my breath through the hot tears. Happy memories from my early childhood came flooding back to me. I could see Fin’s smiling face. I could remember his arms around me; I could feel his hand in mine. My heart ached, and I could feel the long fissure running up the center of it, breaking it in two, destroying it not so unlike the large blue planet had been decimated during my vision. It felt the same. It left me numb and lifeless. It denied me the one love that had never failed me, until now.

      “Halo, please, I love you,” he whispered. His wings grew larger, and he placed his hands on the sides of his head. He ripped out some of his hair and let it fall to the ground. His transformation marched on at an alarming rate.

      “I loved you,” I whispered as I squeezed the trigger, and the bullet raced across the room in a streak of fire, burying itself into his chest.

      “Halo.” He said as his eyes rolled and he stumbled backward. He reached up with a trembling hand and placed it over the gaping hole.

      I cried out as the pain ripped through my heart and my vision blurred. The ringing in my ears overtook me, and a sharp pain doubled me over. I reached up and banged the gun against the side of my head until I finally understood what I needed to do.

      I wasn’t sure what Griffin had done to me, but I knew that whatever he had placed inside of himself was also inside of me. I could feel it growing, moving…threatening to transform me into whatever it desired.

      I couldn’t allow it to happen. Not now, not ever.

      I stood up straight and lifted the gun, placing it under my chin. I kept my eyes wide open and cleared my mind.

      The words escaped my lips.

      “Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name, your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven. Give us today our daily bread, and forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors. And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from the evil one.”

      I watched as Fin began to move and my lips parted.

      “Please forgive me.” My grip tightened, and the sound of the gun echoed in my ears.

      

      Life is hard. Death is easy.

      Or it should be.

      I gasped, and my eyes shot open. Rin was sobbing and holding me against his chest. I cried out, and he went flying across the roof as I struck him without thinking. He landed on his back with a moan.

      I rolled over and coughed, taking a huge gulp of air into my lungs. It burned my throat. I forced myself up onto my knees. I rested for a moment longer, absorbing the truth of my past and allowing it to settle into my bones.

      The pain lingered in my heart. The loss, the grief, the torment. I could have lived without it but Rin was right, I needed my past to carve out my future.

      I was just horrified at what that could be.

      Rin approached me, and I looked up at him, and he stepped back, offering his hand. I took it and pulled myself up and onto my feet. So many things were still left unanswered.

      Father Keith’s demise.

      The two vampires in the church.

      Parker Presley.

      This thing inside of me.

      “Red?” He said, interrupting my thoughts.

      I looked out across the city and felt a sense of calm wash over me. I didn’t know exactly what I was or what my end would be. I had watched my brother transform into something hideous, and I wasn’t sure how much time I had left before the same thing would happen to me. Perhaps I had damaged whatever he had placed inside of me when I shot myself, or maybe I was living on borrowed time. All I knew is that I understood my mission and my reason for being here. People were suffering out there, and they needed me, they needed us. People like Parker Presley couldn’t do it alone.

      They needed the Hellhounds.

      They needed me.

      I had come to accept my faith and the difference that I could make in this world.

      He spoke again. “Red, what did you see?”

      I responded with true conviction. “My name is Halo. Halo Bay, and I believe.”

      “So you can finally feel it inside of you?” he asked.

      I stared at my hands. “You mean God?”

      He took my hand and nodded to me. I grinned. “You have no idea.”

      “Halo…what happened just now?”

      I wasn’t ready to talk about it. I studied his fangs and tilted my head. I pointed at my mouth.

      “Your teeth are showing.”

      “Oh.” He looked down and then away from me. He seemed embarrassed.

      I narrowed my eyes. “Wait, were you going to….?” I pointed behind me.

      “What?” he asked while crossing his arms over his chest.

      “Oh my God, you were going to bite me, weren’t you!?”

      His voice cracked. “No.”

      I nodded and wagged my finger at him. “Holy crap, you were totally going to bite me!”

      “I…well, you died! Call me selfish, but I…”

      I rushed forward and pressed my lips against his, if nothing else, to shut him up. It worked.

      I leaned back, and he grabbed me by the waist and drew me in. I grinned.

      “You infuriate me, Halo Bay.” He whispered.

      “In the best way,” I said with a wink.

      His eyebrow cocked. “Just for the record, I would have asked to bite you. I don’t just go around biting people on a whim, but the situation was a desperate one and I…”

      I wrapped my arms around his neck. “Shut up, Dorin. I get it.”

      He tilted his head, and half grinned. “It’s Rin.”

      “That’s what I said,” I whispered.

      He leaned in and kissed me.

      [image: ]

      Thank you so much for taking this journey with us.

      Please stay tuned! Hellhound: Episode Two will be released in October of this year.
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      “Man is the hunter, woman is his game. The sleek and shining creatures of the chase, we hunt them for the beauty of their skins; and they love us for it, and we ride them down.” -Alfred, Lord Tennyson

      

      Wednesday, October 15, 2014 around 11:30 PM at King Farm…

      

      It was a blur exactly when, but I’d kicked off my heels somewhere along the line tonight when the massacre began back in the hotel bar. Now running up the main staircase of King House, my bare feet made sticky slapping sounds on the hardwood treads. My heart pounded double time in concert with my feet and terror clawed deep in my gut.

      Inside, I screamed my denial at the unbelievable turn of events. “This is how my lame attempt at starting a new life ends before it even begins? Being chased up the stairs in my own house by Minnesota’s new starting quarterback, and he’s out for my blood?”

      Speaking of blood, the front of my torn and ruined black cocktail dress was drenched in the stuff. Pumping my arms and climbing as fast I could, the strapless bodice stayed glued against my chest thanks mainly to the encrusted gore of a dead man. That fact didn’t help my hysteria level any. With each running step, I felt clammy air on my exposed backside, or maybe it was the breath of the man after me.

      Not an avid TV watcher or team sports fan, I had no idea who Roderick “Ram” Ramaldi was until a few minutes ago in my kitchen. Not that I was impressed. I’d never known the name of Minnesota’s old quarterback, much less cared about the brand new one.

      When I had first approached Rod’s table in the cocktail lounge earlier tonight, I had overheard a group of girls huddled at the bar gushing that Rod was the illegitimate son of a married Italian woman and a playboy Norwegian Royal. It struck me a little odd they’d known such personal information about some random man at a bar, but I’d blown it off as idle gossip. It was easy to do since anybody from Minnesota knows the term “playboy Norwegian” is an oxymoron. I hadn’t paid much attention to the girl’s chatter after that because, like football, the loins Rod sprang from were another thing I couldn’t care less about. My loins, however, were a different story and why I was there in the hotel. Rod happened to be the sexiest man I had ever laid eyes on, bar none.

      He had introduced himself to me simply as Rod Ramaldi. I presumed the other two men leering at the colorful array of women sprinkled around their table were Rod’s carousing wingmen. I was right about that, but as I’d learned a few minutes ago in my kitchen, the huge dudes were also Rod’s teammates. Offensive linemen, I believe was the correct term one of the men in my family screamed out in the chaos.

      The two men sure had the offensive part nailed down. They referred to Rod as Ram. It goes to show you the state of my mind back at the hotel bar that I viewed Rod’s nickname of Ram as a positive. Coupled with his first name, I’d hoped it referred to his bedroom prowess. That small spark of attraction I had felt earlier for Rod was what I needed to start my new life. Or save my life, depending on your perspective of my long bout of depression.

      Instead, here I was a couple hours later, running up the stairs in fear for my life.

      Rounding left at the first landing on the Y-shaped grand staircase, my frantic glance fell down to the open hallway far below. Crowding together with their heads pointing up, I got a quick snapshot impression of my friends and family. They stood there with their mouths hanging open, slack-jawed. I was simply grateful nobody else was following us up the stairs yet.

      Chasing after me, Rod’s legs were like pistons and seemed twice as long as mine, eating up three stairs to my scrambling one. Luckily, I had enough of a head start on him and this was my house. Bounding up and over the last wooden tread, I gripped the bottom of the carved pineapple finial that topped the balustrade. As I had done countless times, I swung myself tightly around the post and propelled my body down the second story hallway of the family wing.

      Flying past closed doors, I flung open the last one on the right. It crashed against the doorstop with a loud “boing” and was springing back when I ran across the threshold into my bedroom. Throwing the heavy door closed behind me, I whipped around to lock it. I caught a glimpse of Rod’s furious eyes and bloody face. He went for me just as the door clicked shut.

      I threw my weight against the wood and turned the deadbolt above the glass doorknob. Bending down, I quickly lifted the cane bolt lock mounted vertically at the bottom edge of the door and twisted, ramming home several inches of the foot long iron rod into the designated circular hole in the floor with a final, victorious thud.

      Leaning my sweating forehead against the secured door, I panted while the big football player pounded on the other side. The deadbolt wasn’t some rinky dink hardware store model, but the best steel money could buy. The cane bolt lock made it nearly impossible to kick the door open without first destroying the door itself. Milled over one hundred years ago from a black walnut stand on the property near the lake, all the doors in King House were solid as rocks. Rod “Ram” Ramaldi could do his worst, but short of exploding the door off its hinges, he wasn’t getting in anytime soon. I was safe for now.

      The sheer stupidity of that thought caused me to moan. I fell to my bare knees in drained exhaustion, shaking with delayed reaction. I fought the urge to throw up from the awful stench rising from my dress and suffocating me. Horrifying images flashed across my brain.

      I had killed people tonight.

      Now that I’d stopped running, flipping out might be next on the agenda.

      I fear nothing will ever be normal or safe again.
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        Scully: “On the old mariner maps, the cartographers would design unexplored territories by simply writing ‘Here Be Monsters’.”

        Mulder: “I’ve seen the same thing on maps of New York City.” -The X Files

      

      
        From the beginning…

      

      To accomplish the goal to begin the new “happier me” chapter of my life, I’d covertly researched to find the perfect hotel bar on the 494 strip in Bloomington. The bar had to meet my requirements of catering to a certain, classier clientele and my desire for anonymity.

      I’d decided on the Radisson Blu Mall of America Hotel for its proximity to the airport. The newer hotel also has the distinction of being the only hotel connected directly to the Mall of America by a skybridge. Normally those would be reasons for me to avoid a hotel, but the Radisson Blu’s predominant clientele during the weeknights were travelling businessmen. Travelling businessmen happened to be my targeted demographic.

      I call it the cruelest example of Murphy’s Law, but most people should at least agree it’s horribly ironic that the hotel bar I picked to start my new life was the same hotel bar arguably ground zero for the end of the world as we know it.

      No matter how satisfying it would be to place the blame on my three best girlfriends for forcing me to go out on this fateful night, it was my own procrastination to keep my word that caused me to be at the Radisson Blu hotel and nothing else.

      Of course, I had no idea about any of that at the beginning of my evening.

      The weird stuff started happening before I even made it inside the hotel while I was sitting in my car in the parking ramp. Procrastinating yet again, my mind had been anxiously streaming random thoughts while admiring my image in the visor mirror. I couldn’t stop staring at my exotically unfamiliar reflection. I rather liked the looks of the gray-eyed, blonde staring back. I confess to having a secret fascination for slutty party girls in the way a lot of women do for their polar opposites, but I still felt awkward as hell dressing like one.

      As a jeans and boots woman; I rarely wore dresses and never stiletto heels. Walking from my house to the car in my ridiculously tall shoes, without falling flat on my face, had already been challenging. Then there was the very real possibility of sitting down in this mini dress and flashing the bar because I forgot to keep my legs together. Just thinking about that wasn’t helping my anxiety levels any. As for the cosmetics, I never wore makeup like it was slathered on right now, plus my hair has never been this…big in my life.

      Thinking about hair, I wanted to scratch my scalp but didn’t. God forbid I mess up one strand of the shining platinum hair-do that was sprayed to within an inch of its life.

      Wrinkling my nose, I continued delaying leaving the car, my itchy head a good reason to let my mind drift back to getting prettied up earlier tonight. When my girlfriends had fussed over getting me ready in my bedroom, I’d complained most about this stupid, big hair.

      Jane, single mom, boutique owner, and fashionista, had smacked away my hovering hands. “If you want to be stunning tonight, leave it alone.” I’d snorted at the concept I’d be stunning while Jane sprayed even more crap on my head. She set the giant can aside and lightly chucked my chin with a finger. “Ah come on, honey, lighten up. Your hair’s rocking it.”

      I eyed the long mass of shining curls in the dressing table mirror. I had serious doubts about that. “Yeah, if my name was Sugar and I hailed from 1980s Texas.”

      My other friend, Liz, snickered as she spun me around on the stool to face her. An ex-model, Liz specialized in marrying, but was currently between, extremely rich husbands. On the threat of death, Liz warned me to hold still while she expertly made up my face for the big night ahead.

      I obeyed, but like talented women across the globe, I can talk without moving my lips. “I bet with a good butt of this stiff helmet head, I could severely maim anyone that gets out of line tonight at the bar. Any takers?”

      Jane huffed and Liz laughed, but my third friend, Deb, had jumped at the offer with all seriousness. “Twenty bucks says you can’t.” Deb waved her wine glass, even as a frown of confused worry marred her brow. She was the mother hen of our group. “Wait a sec. Isn’t the whole point of tonight that you act like a woman, not be maiming and head-butting?”

      Aside from being a friend, Deb has run King House and been the resident chef for over twenty years.

      I offered, “I’ll match my twenty bucks against a pan of your Dauphinois potatoes. And don’t fret; our bet is on only if I have to get physical.” Jokingly, I’d added, “After all, I’ve been married since I was eighteen, Deb. How would I know what the hell I may have to do tonight to defend my honor in a bar?”

      Both Jane and Liz laughed in experienced agreement about the pitfalls of the singles scene. Almost fondly, they then reminisced over several incidents in their pasts involving drunks, creeps, and assholes in bars, or various combinations thereof.

      At the look on my face, Jane and Liz had stopped to reassure me that I was meeting a man for a drink, not going solo. Jane got me back about the hair by saying that even I should be able to avoid fisticuffs on a meet-and-greet first date. Liz knocked quickly on my dressing table and warned Jane not to jinx anything. They laughed merrily together and thought themselves quite cute.

      Sophisticated Liz patted my shoulder. “Relax, Acadia. Meeting a man in a bar is the equivalent of taking candy from a baby.”

      That was me, Acadia King, hick farm girl and the fourth in our quartet of friendship spanning the decades since grade school.

      I sat mulling over Liz’s snarky advice until I saw Deb avert her head. She tried to hide the tears the words about my years of marriage had brought to her eyes but she wasn’t fast enough. My upbeat mood evaporated instantly. Liz sent an annoyed frown Deb’s way and determinedly changed the subject.

      Rex, my Australian Shepherd who had been patiently watching all this girly stuff from his place on the foot of my bed, yawned over at me in bored commiseration. I gave Rex a fond scratch on his head in total agreement, and dragging my feet, left for my “date.”

      Now that I was alone in the parking ramp of the hotel with no friends peering over my shoulder, I critically examined my image in the visor mirror. Liz had outlined my eyes in smoky black. I looked downright sultry. The false eyelashes looked glamorous, but man, they blew to wear. All the way driving here, I was afraid to blink. I worried they’d get tangled up with my lower lashes, blind me, and cause me to do a header into an overpass wall.

      Puckering full red lips, I tried to smile flirtatiously. Failing that, I attempted an alluring expression. Flipping the visor shut with a snap, I decided to stick with my usual unsmiling face and hope for mysterious. The point of tonight was to be attractive, not chase a man off in fear. Men were notoriously frightened of clowns, which was what I felt I looked like when I smiled with the gunk caked on my face.

      Yes, I felt one part clown, one part cheating whore, and all parts a complete fool for ever agreeing to do this tonight, but I’d given my word to the girls.

      “Well, shit on a shingle,” I swore a loud softly at that inconvenient reminder. I could lie to a lot of people if I had to, but not to them.

      I delayed more by mentally reconnoitering the route to the elevators and into the hotel. The second floor hotel parking ramp was packed full of parked vehicles. Not that I bothered trying to score a space up close. Rather than drive my truck tonight, I’d borrowed Deb’s Toyota Prius. I purposely parked in the shadows of the far off row along the back concrete half wall. My little sortie was all about remaining inconspicuous. I was going to keep my word to my friends in my own way and then get my butt back home.

      This was when the weird stuff I mentioned before began to happen. I spotted a sizeable group of people a couple of rows over stumbling towards the elevator area. It was yet another good excuse to stay in the car while I waited for the group use the elevator ahead of me.

      I may not personally enjoy all the trappings of fashion but I’m still a woman, so I judged their hair and clothing to pass the time.

      Short hair slicked to the side from a straight part, the men all wore black dress slacks, black ties, and black oxfords. The women’s hair hung long and loose, and so did their black skirts. I was envious of their sensible flats. The entire group all wore buttoned-down shirts. I could smell the Clorox; every dress shirt gleamed so white.

      What piqued my interest was the whole bunch appeared to be wasted. It didn’t jive with the dressed alike thing they had going on that brought to mind a doorbell ringing, religious cult.

      “Must of drank too much of the Kool-Aid tonight,” I murmured, chuckling snidely. The more I watched them stumbling along while dragging suitcases and bumping into each other, the more convinced I became that they were all drunk off their asses.

      Idly wondering which one was vehicular homicide waiting to happen, I leaned forward to peer around. A Radisson Blu airport shuttle bus sat further down my row. Parked rather sloppily on the horizontal across three spaces, the lights inside the shuttle softly glowed through the open side door. I didn’t see a driver. Somewhat relieved, I figured the bus was how all the drunks arrived. I turned back to watch the group’s weaving progress.

      I winced sympathetically when one of the men slammed his knee into the cement base of a support column. Too bad he was so wasted. He was kind of cute from what I could see. He careened off in the general direction of the others, thrashing his arms angrily. Nope, he definitely wouldn’t cut it for tonight. It would have been great to save myself a trip into the hotel bar, but a belligerent drunk wasn’t attractive under the best of circumstances; James Franco’s doppelganger or not.

      Deciding they should be long gone by the time I reached the elevator, I grabbed my black leather purse. Jane had tried to insist I carry a silver clutch that matched my shoes, but I’d laughed in her face. Those tiny purses hold squat and I’m a country girl. I never go out alone without my gun, not at night near The Cities, and especially not the Mall of America. The gigantic shopping center was probably crawling with sex offenders and degenerates from all walks of life.

      For ten o’clock on an October evening it was absolutely beautiful out, so I left the sweater shrug on the front seat where Jane had thrown it in irritation at my noncompliance over the purse. The silver fabric scratched and I hated the wispy thing. Even Jane had to agree a bumpy rash on my chest would be a turn off for some pickier men.

      In my tight, short dress, I awkwardly swung both legs together out of the small car, until I could stand.

      “Okay, okay, I can do this, think of a bike,” I muttered under my breath for the umpteenth time. “Act like a lady and don’t cuss. Just survey the bar, pick the target, and take the candy from the man baby.”

      I took a cautious step on the skyscraper high heels but cried out, “Yeow!” I stopped and squatted a little, rubbing the inside of one burning thigh. “Jesus Christ Almighty that hurt!”

      From sitting in the car so long, I had gotten sweaty. With that first step I think I ripped off the top layer of skin where the sensitive flesh of my bare upper thighs touched. The wispy crotch of my new underwear was damp, too, and felt oddly stretched out. It was currently riding up my butt crack and the lace chafed like a burlap string.

      “Oh, isn’t this fucking great,” I grumbled, digging around under my dress to adjust things best I could. Still, chafing or not, along with the silver purse and the sweater shrug, refusing to wear pantyhose was about the only other decision I didn’t regret tonight.

      I locked the car, hitched my purse strap up, and attempted walking again. The tightness of the dress and the tall shoes caused my steps to be short and mincing. I felt like a total idiot.

      Short, uncomfortably tight dresses and heels like stilts; it would be a cold day in hell before men dressed liked idiots this way to attract women.

      With that thought, I pulled out my phone and sent a quick text to my gay cousin Sean. In it, I conceded he was right in our recent debate when he stated that women are, by nature, martyrs and masochists.

      I looked up and my attention was snagged by a tall couple approaching the elevator. Half of the drunks were still milling around, waiting for the next car.

      The tall couple, a man and woman in their late forties, had their arms around each other’s waists. They were talking and laughing, obviously having fun together. I saw the man teasingly tickle the woman in her side while she, laughing brightly, pushed his hand away.

      The tall couple’s horsing around brought a small smile to my lips, but it also nudged the black hole that had taken up permanent residence in my chest where my heart used to be. I’d been fighting against the strong pull of this darkness every day since Lawson died over two years ago.

      The people who care about me in my life have been predominantly fooled into thinking I’m coping well with my loss and healing. It’s because I’m a good actress and a better liar. When I have to go out, I wear a composed mask in public. But over the last months, I’d begun avoiding dealing with people as much as possible.

      I tried burying myself in my work. I used to love my work and thrived under the hectic pressure of running King Farm with Lawson, as well as my own smaller businesses on the farm. Alone now, the enormous responsibility of the huge farm was another burden weighing me down.

      Besides, it didn’t matter how hard I worked myself into mental and physical exhaustion, or how many people cared about me, I couldn’t seem to give a damn about much of anything or anyone, least of all myself. I felt isolated, and that black hole of despair greedily consumed more pieces of me every day.

      Without Lawson, sad cliché or not, my life was empty and had no meaning.

      In other words, I’d been a walking poster child for clinical depression due to extreme grief, but way too hardheaded to see a professional or pop some pills.

      Every day I coached myself I could ride it out one more day. People lose people they love all the time and managed to have happy lives again. If I got through just one more day, life had to start looking up somehow, sometime. That catechism went on week after week in my mind, and while life had trudged on, it never seemed to get much better.

      Three people weren’t fooled by my coping mask. Liz, Jane, and Deb had been standing off on the sidelines, silently supporting me and respecting my grief. But you didn’t have to be an Einstein to read their faces, and the more depressed I’d become, the less silent they were.

      They worked on me until I agreed to start trying to have a life again. The girls understood how devastated I was to lose the man I love, they all loved Lawson, too. However, they said my grief was getting unhealthy and had to stop. Logically, what they said was necessary for me to hear. Lawson spoiled me when he was alive, but if he could, even he would be the first in line to tell me to cut the BS and get squared away.

      I was thankful for my friends and intended to try harder, but part of me resented them for interfering in my life, even as I knew I was being a bitch. Those pharmaceutical sponsored ads on TV that made you want to kill yourself, even if the thought had never crossed your mind, were right about one thing--depression hurts. When you’re hurting, getting a life is much easier said than done. Besides, I already had the perfect life with a great man. I didn’t want to let that life go or forget. I didn’t want to replace it with another life.

      My friends were nothing if not relentless. It’s a rarity given their different personalities, but when Liz, Jane, and Deb team up as a united front, they’re some seriously scary women. I didn’t progress fast enough to suit them. Since I had barely left the farm after agreeing I needed help, I guess they had a valid point when they cornered me again like a pack of jackals.

      Once again, I refused therapy or medication, so they made me compromise. To get them off my back, I had agreed to put myself out there and begin dating again. When I added my wary objection that I’d never actually dated or pursued a man before, Liz informed me that men were like bikes--once you got the hang of riding one, you never forgot how.

      That made sense.

      Seeing me wavering, the girls had pounced again and gotten specific. I had to promise to have my first date before the weekend of the Fall Festival, held annually at King Farm in October. It was still summer then, so I’d blithely sworn I would. Now the Fall Festival was this weekend, two days away.

      I get that my well-intentioned friends didn’t want me doing a swan dive out of the barn hayloft. Neither did they expect me to miraculously get over missing my husband, but they did want me on the road to somewhere near a happy place again.

      Fine and dandy, but I didn’t want any candy, babies, or bike riding. You could keep the candlelit dinner dates, the sharing and sweet handholding. I didn’t want love and I had none to give. However, theoretically, the idea of some good old-fashioned, belly-bumping lust, sex that I could walk away from without looking back, was not completely repellent. Two years was a long time to go without my man’s arms around me at night. Lately, I had found myself fantasizing a little over a penis that knew its way around a woman, batteries not required.

      Somehow that theory had evolved into a plan and brought me here tonight.

      Pimped out like a clown-ho’, I minced forward on the torture devices Jane called CFM shoes. I was putting myself out there and meeting a man like I promised the girls. And yes, I was hoping and dreading that the CFM shoes would live up to their name. I didn’t have a “date” actually lined up yet, and it was not my fault if the girls assumed that I did. But if I was the candy and a man was the baby, like Liz promised me, then finding a fuck buddy at the hotel bar should be easy.

      My plan was that nobody in my real life would be the wiser about my definition of dating. First, I’d pick up a man in the bar, and then I should be in and out of my hotel room within an hour or so. Hopefully, I’d have a screaming orgasm to send me home with a big smile on my face before crying myself to sleep in my big, lonely bed, as I did most nights. It was a start anyway.

      The background laughter of the tall, fun couple morphed into frightened shrieks that jerked me out of my sad reveries. I’d been vaguely aware when the tall couple had converged at the elevators with the bombed bunch right as the elevator doors dinged open.

      Now I slowed down while taking in the bizarre scene unfolding twenty feet in front of me. Swaying drunkenly, the remaining half of the white shirt group elbowed their way into the waiting car, all except for James Franco’s doppelganger. Seemingly unprovoked, he had latched onto the tall couple woman’s arm with two hands and was violently shaking her while making dog noises.

      The shrieks were the tall woman’s, and I’d be screaming too because that had to hurt. Drunken white shirt guy seemed intent on yanking her arm out of its shoulder socket. He was snarling louder than Rex when worrying a meaty bone and it was incredibly creepy.

      From her other side, the tall man shouted in furious disbelief, “Hey, what are you doing! Let her go!”

      Doppelganger James ignored the tall man and continued shaking the crap out of the woman. The tall lady wasn’t just standing there; she fought back. She kicked out wildly and smacked him in the head with her purse to get free, but to no avail. The tall man got a hold of crazy James’ arms and was trying to pull him off her.

      I’d be bummed later I didn’t think to reach for my gun but reacting then on my first impulse, I started running towards the fighting trio.

      I say running, but the reality was I got maybe four feet taking Mother-May-I baby steps with my legs flapping out from side to side. Frustrated, I felt like a geisha girl doing the Charleston, so I stopped and bellowed out as loud as I could, “Leave her alone, James Franco!”

      I was shocked at how loud my voice was when the ear-piercing echo reverberated throughout our area of the parking ramp. It must have also shocked the struggling threesome. In response, they froze for a split second to look my way.

      The tall man recovered first. He slammed the heels of his hands into the drunk’s chest. The tall woman pulled her arm loose while the white shirt man grunted and stumbled from the blow. The tall man followed up with another fast, hard shove to the drunk’s shoulders, and he fell back into the pile of his friends already in the elevator.

      As if choreographed, the doors smoothly closed with a chirpy ding.

      The James Franco doppelganger and the last of his inebriated cult members were gone as if they’d never existed. After that sudden violent outburst, the silence was deafening in the parking ramp.

      Hobbling, I finally reached the couple. They had retreated cautiously back a few yards from the elevator. The man held the woman in a protective embrace while she cradled her left arm close to her chest. He nodded briefly to me, but all of our heads swiveled to watch the overhead elevator lights indicate the car was moving downward. We wanted to be sure the drunks were gone for good.

      Once the coast was clear, I asked the woman, “My God, are you all right?”

      Her face was chalky, but she answered in a strong voice, “Yes, I think so.”

      To the man, I held up my phone. “Can I help? Should I call 9-1-1?”

      “I’ll take care of it; I’m a doctor, but thanks for yelling when you did.” The man carefully took the woman’s arm and grimaced in concern at the long, red scratches near her wrist. He shook his head. “Can you believe that just happened? Jesus…did you see his eyes? Was that guy nuts or what? I need to notify hotel security before he tries to hurt someone else.”

      Soothingly, she patted his arm. “I’ll be fine, Gary. You were wonderful.” The tall man, Gary, reddened slightly at her praise. “You’re right, though. Go ahead and hurry that call. Do you have the hotel number in your phone?” When he nodded and walked a few steps away to place the call, she turned to me and offered her right hand. As we shook, she went on, “That’s my husband, Gary Knutson, and I’m Karen. Whew! Thank you so much for your help. I couldn’t tell if that crazy man was drunk or high, but he needs to join a program! My arm burns a little but,” she added firmly with a small smile, “it’s nothing my husband and a very large beer won’t cure.”

      By their surname and graying blonde looks, the attractive couple was most likely of Scandinavian descent. It took a lot more than an attack by a violent drunk to get the better of a couple of tough, stoic Swedes.

      I chuckled. “My name’s…Mary Jensen. You’re welcome, although I couldn’t do anything but yell,” I ruefully motioned to my silver shoes, “while trying to run in these contraptions. That man’s growling was freaky. I’m relieved you’re okay.”

      Karen nodded, even as she glanced at my high heels and then snorted. She blew out a deep, steadying breath while taking a tissue out of her jacket pocket and dabbing at her sweating forehead. Snorting again, she tossed the tissue into a nearby trashcan. Suddenly folding over, she burst out laughing. Concerned, I wondered if maybe she wasn’t so tough and was experiencing a delayed reaction.

      Still bent over and busting a gut while hugging her waist, Karen gasped out between laughs, “I keep seeing it in my head over and over.” I reached out gingerly to pat her shoulder when she continued, “I’m sorry, but you looked so funny trying to run in those shoes! I’ve never seen anything like it!”

      She went off on another peal of laughter. I snatched back the hand of comfort. The woman didn’t need consoling if she had time to notice me running in these shoes when some freak was trying to tear her arm off. Karen apologized profusely for being rude, but that didn’t stop her from continuing to whoop and slap her knee with her uninjured hand.

      Gary hung up and vigorously shook my hand next. “Thanks again. Hotel security is sending someone up here to escort us. They’re also meeting the elevator in the lobby to detain that man.” Eyeing his guffawing wife, he asked in bewilderment, “What’s up with Karen?”

      I mouthed, “PTSD.” Nodding sagely at his raised brows, I started walking. “Okay then, looks like everything’s under control here.” Spotting the stairwell, I wasn’t looking forward to a longer trek in my high heels, but it was better than getting mauled in the elevator or held up by hotel security. “Good luck to you both.”

      I was on the first stair when Gary raised a hand in a stop gesture and frowned doubtfully. “You’re a witness. Don’t you think security will want to talk with you?” He scowled suspiciously. “Wait a minute; didn’t I hear you call out the man’s name? Do you know him?”

      I was hoping they had forgotten that part. It was going to be hard to remain anonymous Mary Jensen if I got roped into sticking around and giving statements. “Really, I’ve never seen the man before in my life, but he looked exactly like James Franco, the actor. It just popped out.”

      Karen came up for air and laughingly agreed, “You know, now that you mention it, he really did resemble James Franco.”

      I gave a little wave. “Sorry, I have a meeting and need to run.” That set Karen off yet again and I shrugged innocently at the still frowning Gary. “Please let them know I’m staying in the hotel. Security can contact me for a statement,” I pointed towards a single camera mounted near the low ceiling at the elevator, “if it’s even necessary.”

      Gary held up his phone. “I’d feel better if we at least exchanged numbers.”

      Seeing the stubborn tilt to his chin, I quickly gave in and we traded phone numbers. I then called out, “Bye now and enjoy that beer!”

      Karen replied with a wheezing goodbye and Gary looked like he still wanted to object, but I didn’t wait around to hear more. Leaning lightly against the metal railing for support, I took the stairs down to the lobby as fast as my wobbly feet could go.
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        “Being a woman is a terribly difficult task, since it consists principally in dealing with men.”-Joseph Conrad

      

      I cautiously surveyed the lobby, a modern, open space with a soaring ceiling. The main desk was on the west side, my side, and the cult was all hanging around there. Scanning their faces quickly, they were minus James Franco’s evil twin. Now that was good news for modern man. I was impressed with the efficiency of the hotel security.

      One of the women was pounding her fist repetitively on the counter, but not with any real force. Her face was shiny with sweat and she looked dazed. Probably lost her buzz and needed to pass out. The other men and women were jostling for position at the counter. No wait, they were all swaying, but standing in place. Okay, that was not your ordinary behavior, but maybe they were singing Kumbaya while they waited. The two hotel employees on duty behind the counter wore a harried air, but nothing overtly wrong was going on. I saw an official-looking guy off to the side. His eye was on the group at the main desk, but I still decided to get my room card later.

      Tugging up the neckline of my dress a final time, I gave them all a wide berth and took the steep escalator up a couple of levels to the Firelake Cocktail Bar.

      Reaching the top, I breathed easier being away from the swaying white shirts down in the lobby.

      I glanced over to the right at the long corridor leading to the skybridge crossing to the Mall of America. I had until eleven to cross the bridge before the hotel would lock their retractable glass wall and cut off access. That was my reluctant plan B, should I need one. Several bars stayed open until midnight in the mall, but the patrons at Hooters weren’t exactly my first choice. But tit for tat, my dainty B cups probably wouldn’t be their first choice, either.

      Straight ahead from where I stood, my eyes were drawn to a lobby area with an ultra-modern seating area. The chairs scattered around were in funky shapes and sizes, all covered in the same tomato red, plush fabric. Beyond the seating area, a long hallway continued and I noticed a red EXIT sign luring me from the far end.

      Wistfully, I thought of following that sign and finding my way right back outside to the west parking ramp. But I’d given my damn word, so I entered the cocktail bar. There wasn’t much of an entrance before the tables started. I paused to allow my eyesight to adjust to the dimmer lighting.

      For a Wednesday night, the place was hopping. Decorated in smooth barn wood paneling with glass and stainless steel light fixtures, the bar exuded a hip North Country vibe. It was also deceptively large. The whole place ran parallel to, and overlooked, the open lobby two stories below.

      Squaring my shoulders, I worked my way across the room through the talking crowds of people standing in the aisles. I reached the darkly stained wood bar and ordered a glass of the house red from a smiling bartender wearing the name tag of Michelle. Pouring, she answered my query that the place was packed due to a corporate Casino Night taking place in their East Ballroom. She noted I was alone, leaned closer, and added that her manager recently mentioned there were about one hundred and twenty-five people in the bar, close to their record. Her eyes lit up, probably thinking of the tips she’d rake in tonight while I glanced around thinking that meant more men.

      Surrounded with people, six high-tops that were an upscale version of picnic tables took up the middle of the cocktail bar directly across from where I stood. The warm décor, the buzz of lively conversation, and the soft background music with a beat—I could see how this bar provided a pleasant, convivial atmosphere where it would be nice to meet a date for a drink.

      However, I was not here to have fun. Focused on my mission, I started back at the left aisle near the entrance. The plan was to stroll clockwise around the entire bar, so that I didn’t miss any potential targets.

      Facing the room from my spot near the entrance, the cocktail bar had two distinct aisles running down its length, cleverly divided into two rooms by different heights of tables, tall backed booths, and support columns.

      Avoiding direct eye contact with any men just yet, I slowly, methodically walked down the left aisle. Weaving in and out of groups of drinking people, I observed the possibilities.

      I was working off the general idea that sexual attraction between strangers was only skin deep, which was as deep as I cared to go. The term “meat market” never felt more apt. I wondered if this was how men only looking to get laid narrowed down their prey, or if there was a more efficient way that was still legal. I snorted into my wine glass while picturing carrying a hand sign that read, “I Want Your Penis” to flash at the man I chose, much like bidding at an auction. I could flip it to the other side where it would say, “For free, so shut up and follow me.” No talking, and none of that getting to know each other crap.

      Disregarding the snuggling couples sitting on a long leather banquette amid small cocktail tables, I continued strolling down the aisle and entered the rear section of the bar.

      I peeked out the back entrance. A single glass door led to the anteroom of the East Ballroom. Dozens of people wearing Casino Night name tags strolled around with cocktails in hand.

      I turned back into the bar, watched some men shoot pool for a minute, and then ambled my way through the throngs and back up the right aisle. Leaning against the bar, there was a man wearing a dark suit with a loosened red tie who looked promising, but I passed him by for now.

      Completing my surveillance where I’d begun, my eyes skimmed over a high top table in the middle of the room. A few couples out for an evening together did not fit the bill, but something I glimpsed caused my eyes to swing back. I stood perfectly still, instincts on high alert, the man in the red tie at the bar already forgotten.

      The chatting group standing around the table parted like a curtain at a theater and revealed a man sitting down. I forgot to breathe. I kid you not; my eyes beheld the most handsome man on earth.

      Women and gay men; close your eyes and picture the handsomest man you’ve ever seen in your life. Okay, now I’m going to bet the farm here, and I have a really big farm, that your guy would pale into insignificance next to the beautiful man I saw lounging at that high top table.

      I was neither a religious woman nor a scholar of the Bible, but what ran through my mind after my first, stunned look was still biblical in nature. Golden hair flowed past broad shoulders, golden-brown eyes sparkled, and flawless golden skin gleamed. I was tempted to shout out he had to be a gilded angel sent from Heaven. I might have done, if I’d known for certain he wouldn’t beat me up for calling him such a pussy name, and if gilded angels seethed with strength and raw sexuality.

      My God, the man was friggin’ hot!

      With a critical second appraisal of what I could see, I approved of his heavenly body, too. No wings and, thank God, no halo, the man did not get that physique from gently strumming harps. His muscles had muscles. And dear, sweet baby Jesus save me, I was back up to staring at that amazing face again.

      As I stood watching him, I begged forgiveness of my own brain. I take pride in being an independent, intelligent woman, however, this guy was so good, I was awestruck and my next thoughts were ridiculously romancy.

      If it’s true that our eyes are twin windows into the soul, then this man’s soul must burn with seductive sincerity. His fiery gold, speculative gaze could penetrate to the deepest core of your secret womanhood. If that look didn’t have you wriggling in your chair, when you spoke he watched you with powerfully intense concentration. You were a mystery he had yet to solve, but he was captivated.

      He mused over you, and your eyes hungrily followed his long finger. It slowly smoothed the full lower lip of his wide, mobile mouth that seemed a little hard in repose. But that disquieting thought dispelled when he flashed a dazzling white grin. The grin elicited a breathless laugh from you sweeter than the bubbles rising in a glass of pink champagne. You must have said something extraordinarily witty to earn such a fabulous smile from such a man.

      Fleetingly, he almost caressed your cheek with the same long finger in lazy response to your bubbly giddiness. You were now sure this spectacular man had succumbed to your inner brilliance, and you proudly preened in reaction.

      A thick, silky strand of golden hair then fell across his eyes, begging to be smoothed away. But with a casual flick of his masculine head, he tossed his long hair back. The man’s practiced move should annoy, but it didn’t. How could it when you were so caught up in his sensual smile, the smile that teased and promised to deliver dark delights, if only he chose you as the next woman to receive his unleashed passion.

      At least, that was my take on the younger man while I amusedly observed as he razzled-dazzled the four women at his table. It was true; I had been happily married and buried in the country for the last quarter century. However, that fact didn’t stop me from respecting the sheer size of the balls it took for the man to mutely seduce the four different women at his table--all at the same time. Of course, the size of his brain for choosing to do so was debatable. Luckily for my purposes, his IQ was not my concern.

      Along with the four women, there were two other men seated at the table. Seven was my new lucky number because they weren’t all couples after all. With his fierce talents, the blonde angel would be my first choice for tonight. He would know precisely what to do, and be relieved as me to walk away when the sex was over.

      That was when I overheard the girls at the bar whispering about his European parentage. I slowly approached closer. Golden boy faced me across the table, but I didn’t think he’d noticed me stalking him yet. He stared down at the glass being slowly twirled in his big hands. After effortlessly charming his female companions, he now seemed bored and oblivious to the action surrounding him.

      Not me. I was deliberately holding my eyes open wide because of the false eyelash anxiety, but they would have been wide open anyway. Off to his right, a svelte blonde and a busty redhead were shuffling their tall stools for the spot closest to my target. Both girls were pretty and I admired their glossy looks. I also admired their spirit as they quietly, viciously battled for precedence.

      On his left side perched an Asian woman. She was so adorably tiny, I wouldn’t have been surprised if Garanimals was written on her clothing labels. She was also the woman most recently almost cheek touched by the man’s caressing finger and still preening proudly. Miss Perky sat straight as a gymnast, an exaggerated arch to her back. She chattered nonstop to the quiet, unresponsive man staring into his drink.

      An enormous black man with Medusa hair loomed next to Miss Perky. His big hand rested on her thigh and spanned practically from her knee to her crotch. He made a sound deep in his throat that sounded suspiciously like a hungry growl. It was none of my business, but I feared the giant would split the tiny Asian girl like dry kindling should she succumb to his mating call.

      Past those two sat another blonde; this one Hollywood platinum--like yours truly. Her back was to me, but she’s the kind of younger woman you didn’t need to see the front of to know she was beautiful. She was squirming in her seat and giggling while slapping half-heartedly at the arm of the massive man on her other side.

      Big Bubba completed the circle. He was the yin bookend to the yang huge black man. White, freckle-faced, and sporting a mullet a lovely shade of carrot, he had a long reach and very busy hands. I didn’t envy either blonde their spots around the table.

      There was a commotion in my peripheral vision. I looked over and lost my train of thought. The large group of white shirts had entered the bar. They all stood there, eyelids blinking so rapidly I could see it happening from where I was standing. It was as if all of their eyes were having trouble adjusting to the dim lighting. I warily watched a few of the men from the group walk towards the bar. They were bumping into people and not bothering to apologize.

      I was near enough to hear the friendly bartender, Michelle’s greeting. “Welcome, what can I get for you gentlemen?”

      One of them clumsily wiped a brow. His lips moved a few times like he was talking to himself before he pointed and mumbled, “Beer.”

      Putting a mug under the tap, Michelle’s eyes ran over the group, her smile faltering. “So where are you folks all coming from this evening? Having fun at Casino Night?”

      Another man swayed on his feet. He looked pale and not at all well, but loudly mumbled something about a mission in Haiti. It was hard to understand his speech because his jaw was clenching and unclenching. I saw another of the group doing the same strange stretching motion with his mouth. Maybe they weren’t drunk, but high on something.

      Checking out the others by the bar’s entrance, I noticed only a couple of the women stood there now. Their mouths also moved spasmodically. This was getting really strange.

      The rest of the white shirts were moving down the aisles and intermingling with the crowd. I lost direct sight of them, but their staggering progress was like a wave of bad attitude parting a sea of friendly customers. After a moment, I shrugged it off. I thought with their sweaty, pale faces and jaw tics they all looked like they were coming down with something and would be better off going to their rooms, not getting more ripped, but I was no nurse.

      I caught a glimpse of the golden man again. Nervously, I began winding my way through the last people standing between me and my date-to-be, but then I had an epiphany that stopped me in my tracks. I couldn’t believe it hadn’t occurred to me before now. It made me forget the bizarre actions of the white shirts, or that I wasn’t supposed to smile wide for fear of the clown issue, or that my undies had ridden up my butt crack again.

      I am a childless, forty-two-year-old widow who is still in love with her dead husband. I have a slim, toned figure and consider myself reasonably attractive. I can ask any man I want, even the handsomest man in the world, who is way too young for me, to share a couple hours of no-strings sex because I couldn’t care less if he rejects me. My second or third choice would do just as well.

      Isn’t there some saying that in the dark all penises look alike? I am cursed with insomnia and blessed with a phenomenal memory. I research topics of interests extensively, but I lean more towards the scientific or historic, not the pornographic. I’d have to ask Liz. She always knows that sort of arcane, dirty trivia.

      The intense, quarrelling whispers of the blonde and redhead penetrated my moment of supreme empowerment.

      “I said move over, Gigi, I was here first.”

      “I’m not going anywhere! You move if you don’t like it, Catalina. Hey, quit it!”

      “You quit it!” Slap.

      “Ouch! Bitch, that hurt!” Smack.

      “That does it, you…”

      “Hi, I’m Rod Ramaldi.”

      At the sound of his smooth voice, I regretfully tore my wide eyes away from the catfight. They slowly traveled up over muscles and more muscles until they reached past his patiently smiling mouth to meet his slightly inquiring gaze. Apparently, grown women fighting over who got to sit next to him was no biggie for Rod Ramaldi. He didn’t react or spare a glance their way.

      Rod’s grin was dazzling at two feet away, too. I hadn’t known it until now, but I guess good teeth are important to me in a fuck buddy. His were perfect. Actually, Rod had some of the prettiest choppers I’ve ever seen on a man below the age of seventy.

      I glanced at the bickering women one last, fascinated time, and then entreated in a low voice, “Please tell me you never, ever have unprotected sex.”

      The perfect grin hesitated for a second before growing wider.

      He looked me up and down slowly while he did that rubbing the long finger across the full lower lip thing again. “Hmm, you sure don’t look old enough to be my mother.”

      Snorting, I shook my head. “I’ll give you an older, wiser sister or possibly a very young babysitter, but your mother?” I narrowed my eyes and wagged a slow finger. “Bite your bad tongue, sonny boy.”

      Rod chuckled and gracefully swiveled around on his backless stool to face me. He leaned back with his elbows on the table. If he was chewing on a piece of straw, he couldn’t look more at ease. I read that open body language to be a good sign and moved closer. The cat fighter’s paused mid-hiss, and the others at the table looked our way as well.

      Warm eyes were skimming over me with a little more serious appreciation when one of his giant friends called out, “Yo’, Ram, why don’t you introduce us to your little lady friend.”

      I glanced over. It was Bubba of the mullet, probably wanting to get his big paws on me because of the blondness. His ear-splitting grin revealed some big teeth and some big gaps. I was definitely not that empowered.

      Rod ignored him. When he raised his dark brows, a strand of shining gold hair fell across his cat eyes. I noticed the gold of his irises were ringed with dark brown. The color alone was strikingly unusual, but the way his eyes slanted slightly upwards gave him a sexily exotic appearance. He was smiling politely when I focused on him once more, but I sensed a little disappointment that I’d been staring. Poor boy, women must gush over his outstanding looks constantly.

      I murmured, “You have got to have a crap load of lipochrome in your irises to have such yellow-colored eyes.” I peered closer and frowned. “Hmm, maybe some Sami in your bloodlines, as well, although the epicanthic fold is very slight.”

      Rod stilled for a second, but then the grin was back. “Well, I can’t say for sure, Ms…? But would you care to share another glass of wine and tell me all about it?”

      Not to be outdone, Medusa joined in with, “Ram, man, you’ve got enough women wanting your white ass tonight. You can send that one right over here to this lonely brother. Now come here, sweet thing, don’t you be afraid of T. Bookerson Brown. I may be the meanest, baddest, maddest mofo in town,” Bubba interrupted with jeering catcalls, but Medusa talked louder over him, “but ain’t nobody, NOBODY, ever gonna tell you I don’t know how to treat a lady right!” He patted his monstrously wide thigh encased tightly in black dress slacks. Seeing my blank look, he coaxed, “That’s right, pretty baby, come here to big daddy T-bone. Mmm hmm, I won’t hurt you none, I promise.”

      “Does he really expect me to come over there?” I asked the man in front of me. This time I suspected Rod was watching me with secret amusement.

      Rod shrugged lightly and his wide mouth curled slightly. “Stranger things have happened.”

      They’d have to be pretty damn strange, but I shook off my confusion.

      Brimming with determination to get the show on the road, I stepped between his knees and lied while looking Rod straight in the eyes. “I’m Mary Jensen.”

      Not taking my gaze off his, I secretly marveled at Rod’s chiseled bone structure. He had a classic high, broad forehead, a long, straight nose, a wide mouth with perfectly shaped lips, and a square chin. The man may be a bastard, but his family tree had great genes.

      I was momentarily taken aback at how much I wouldn’t mind touching the man’s smooth, golden-tanned skin.

      Considering our audience, I settled for efficiently hooking that annoying hunk of hair behind Rod’s ear before saying quietly, “If you insist, we can share a glass of wine and share polite small talk about the indigenous Finno-Ugric people of the Arctic, etc., etc...”

      Rod’s lean cheeks had a sexy crease right under the middle of each cheekbone when he smiled broadly and prompted in a low voice, “Or..?”

      “Or,” I whispered near his ear, thinking empowerment was a wonderful thing, “we can leave right now and go share body fluids. Your choice, Rod…Ram.”

      Placing a proprietary hand on Rod’s arm, Miss Perky’s rosebud mouth pouted.

      She frowned at me. “Who are you? What are you two whispering about? Order me another drink, Ram sweetie.”

      “Ask T-bone,” Rod stood up and her tiny hand fell off his arm, “or order it yourself.”

      Stepping back, I felt her hurt glare at Rod’s brusqueness. I’m almost average height for a woman but he towered over me by close to a foot, which made him around 6’5”. Busy watching the hard-bodied man stand upright in all his angelic glory, I didn’t worry too much if I was stealing Miss Perky’s date. Besides, I’d never see any of these people again after tonight, and so far, I didn’t much like what I had seen. The big men had a strange bond of some nature, but the women seemed more like competitors, and not the friends I first took them to be.

      Rod nodded Medusa’s way and indicated the table at large. “My tab, T-bone.”

      Medusa scowled back, waving him off. “Ah, fuck that, Ram...”

      Bubba interrupted, “Language, assmouth. We’ve got ladies at the table!”

      Medusa shot him a dark glare but said to Ram, “You don’t always need to be the one payin’, man. No worries, no worries, go have some fun.”

      They did that secret club, fist bumping thing. The giant guy shook his head sadly at me, the sinister look dissolving with his sparkling smile. T. Bookerson Brown is a good looking dude, if you’re into men that easily weighed over three bills, had long ropes of snake hair, and two gold front teeth.

      His teeth gleamed. “You don’t know what you’re missing, pickin’ that skinny-assed cracker over me.”

      I jumped when Bubba slammed down his beer mug. “Just who you callin’ a skinny-assed cracker?”

      “Not you, Ray Dean!’ T-bone roared back, jabbing with a finger the size of a braut. “You I call a pussy boy that can’t stop even the ‘skins D. I was ashamed, ASHAMED, by how they laid your freckly, fat ass out. You was cryin’ like a baby needin’ to suck on your mama’s big, white milk titties.”

      I gaped as Medusa T-bone loudly slurped, mimicking a baby suckling. Bubba Ray Dean clasped his hands behind his head, elbows straight out. He flexed his massive biceps until the muscles were jumping like animated watermelons under his tight shirtsleeves.

      “Wasn’t suckin’ on no white milk titties made me this strong, playa, but yo’ mama’s! Sheeit, your name ought to be limp dick, not T-bone, the way you let those cowboys…”

      Their nonstop insults flew rapidly back and forth. The men’s accents were different, but they had to both be from somewhere south of the Mason-Dixon. After hearing the cowboy reference, maybe it was Texas.

      Groups of people sitting nearby strained to listen, shocked delight written all over their faces. I thought good luck to them because half of what the huge goons were saying was incomprehensible and I was standing right there. Throughout all this, the women at the table sat silently, but their glaring death rays directed at me were loud and clear.

      I’m used to living around tough men that tell dirty jokes and curse. I always get their jokes. These two huge guys were a whole different breed of foulmouthed crude. Edging away from the table, I thought Rod Ramaldi seemed different, but I’m no psychiatrist. What did I know in five minutes? They were his friends. I hoped I hadn’t made a big mistake and Rod would join in their public argument over what flavor milk was in whose mother’s breasts.

      As if he sensed my intention to bolt, the man in question put a firm hand on my lower back. Rod bent a little to speak near my ear. “To think this is after they’ve spent a recent mandatory stint at Hazelden learning how to play well with others.” I was treated to that slow, sensual smile from a couple of inches away. “Lead on. I’ve always wanted a big sister.”

      “Sick!” Laughing a little despite my uncertainly, I set the full wine glass down on their table.

      I was actually leaving the bar with a hot, younger man. He’s a complete stranger that looks like a badass biker, only he smells good and is clean shaven. I’m going to have a real penis at my disposal for the first time in over two years, and with a man not my husband for the first time in ever. My knees were knocking.
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        “Sex; the thing that takes up the least amount of time and causes the most amount of trouble.” -John Barrymore

      

      Rod took the lead when we exited the bar. I could swear his sexy smile was meant to be reassuring when he reached for my hand. I gasped in shock at his touch.

      “I knew the sparks would fly between us,” Rod murmured, raising a brow at my shuffling high heels on the carpet that had caused the static electricity.

      I smiled a little, liking his easy humor.

      Rod put his free hand to his heart. “Mary, the minute I saw you in the bar, I was struck by a lightning bolt.”

      I chuckled, feeling more at ease every second while Rod led me down the corridor past the red, funky chairs and turned left into a short hallway.

      “I thought to myself, Self, that is one red hot woman,” he hit the up arrow at the bank of elevators while his eyes danced and he licked his lips lasciviously, “in an older sister-babysitter kind of way, of course.”

      I snorted, now having fun. I pretended to punch him lightly in his rock hard stomach. A happy smile spread across his face at my reaction.

      “It’s true, I was electrified when you approached me,” Rod pulled me into the empty elevator and pressed a button again to close the door, “and on fire after you whispered in my ear.”

      I laughed, but it turned into another shocked gasp when my back was suddenly against the elevator wall. My eyes rose in surprise to see him watching me, those unusual golden eyes intent on my face.

      “Now smart Mary, you are going to burn for me.”

      I lost the urge to laugh. Rod’s words didn’t even sound too corny when I was blasted by the desire he openly showed me in his gaze. His hands gripped low on my hips and slowly pulled me tight against him. My eyes widened. He wasn’t lying about the on fire part.

      Rod’s smile flashed at my response, but then my eyes fluttered closed when his warm mouth covered mine. Feeling the lazy lick of his tongue along the seam of my lips, old instincts kicked in and I parted my mouth to let him in. His soft, full kisses were flavored by the whiskey he’d been sipping. He tasted spicy and lovely. I missed the taste of a man’s mouth.

      Large hands followed the curves of my body upwards and began to stroke the hair away from my face. I pulled the hands back down and placed them firmly on my ass. I didn’t want any more drugging kisses or tender touches, and I really didn’t want Rod running his hands through my hair-sprayed helmet head. They might get captured forever, and I wanted those fingers doing things to my body that his talented tongue was currently doing in my mouth.

      Kissing him back harder, I thought, “Oh save me, am I really going to do this man in an elevator?”

      My hands were playing with his fire while Rod’s skillful hands worked my mini up over my hips. I didn’t even have time to worry if Rod thought my butt was too big, instead of my dress being too tight, before he swept my panties down past my knees.

      Apparently, according to the volatile stick of dynamite in my busy hands, I really was going to do this man I met only minutes ago, and in an elevator.

      Our softly clinging mouths exploded into thrusting, hot, wet kisses. A hand ran up, parted my thighs, and stroked me boldly with no show of tenderness for me to complain about.

      Rod raised his head from our passionate kisses, raised my body up against the elevator wall, and razed my last defenses with his dazzling grin.

      He draped my legs over his forearms and the silver CFM heels sparkled when he moved in between my spread thighs. He cupped my ass in his hands and I watched him watch us down there as he slowly entered me. My last coherent thought wasn’t one of worry we’d get caught, if he used protection, or even if there were security cameras. No, my last thought was I hoped Lawson watched me from wherever he was because this was all his damn fault for being dead.

      Way too soon, my knees were knocking now from a different emotion. Rod kept squeezing and caressing my ass, but finally gave me a last, lingering kiss before smoothing my dress back down over my hips. Thankfully, he made me respectable because I was hanging onto the metal railing at my back to keep upright when the elevator arrived at his floor.

      We hadn’t taken more than a few steps out of the car when he cursed under his breath and laughed a little sheepishly. I had no idea a sheepish man could look so adorable.

      “Would you believe in all the excitement I forgot to get my room key from Ray Dean?” Rod turned and caught the closing elevator doors. “I’m sorry, but he checked us in tonight while T-bone and I…”

      I slunked after him and waved off his apology. “Hey, no need to explain.” A wet noodle had nothing on me right now. I yawned behind my hand. “We can go back to the bar, no problem.”

      Rod pulled me towards him and put an arm around my waist. “Mary, stay here while I run down. There’s a bench over there to wait on.” His glance lowered to my breasts and a finger slowly traced along the curves revealed above the neckline of my dress. “Mmm, your skin is so soft here.” He nuzzled my cheek, murmuring, “While I’m gone, why don’t you think about what it’ll take for me to persuade you to give up second base.”

      I laughed. That answered my question whether or not Rod was trying to ditch me after the elevator road test. Now I needed to make up my mind. I was no party girl, so I had no clue what the proper protocol was when you picked up a young, gorgeous man in a bar to have sex, but didn’t make it further than the elevator.

      If I wanted to leave, did I just shake hands and say, “Thanks for the ride, but I’ll be getting off on floor two now instead of you?”

      I was undecided. “Thanks, Rod, but I’d rather come down to the bar with you.”

      Despite my post coital bliss, reality, and yes, some guilt, already had me twisted up a little. I was thinking I might excuse myself to use the ladies room and escape. Going with Rod back to the bar would give me the extra few minutes I needed to make up my mind. Part of me was disgusted at my wanton behavior and wanted to leave, another part wanted more. Elevator sex had been undeniably hot, but also very fast.

      Stepping into the waiting car, I raised a brow questioningly at Rod where he stood with a considering expression while still holding open the door. He let the door slide close, and without speaking, leaned against the wall across from me.

      We stared at each other on the short ride down. The silence was charged. I couldn’t tell what Rod was thinking, but I was leisurely stamping the tiny details of his handsome image permanently into my mind while I had the opportunity. I was a woman of many lists, but one list I had never needed before tonight was a bucket list. I would enjoy pulling Rod’s image out from the deep recesses of my mind when I needed a moment of remembered pleasure to lighten up a dark day, but I wished I’d seen him bare-assed naked. That had to be a gratifying sight for sore eyes, based on the gratifying size of what I had seen and touched.

      It seemed like a century, but we’d been gone from the bar for maybe ten or fifteen minutes max. Rod’s friends were all still at the table as we approached through the crowded aisles. Miss Perky saw us coming and sat up, beaming at Rod. Perhaps she thought he was finished with me and her number was up. Her face grew hard when Rod walked behind Bubba without noticing her smiles. She glared over at me and I raised my brows back coolly, thinking this little woman needed to grow up and get over herself.

      The room key card switched hands. The giant man with the orange mullet said something I was glad I couldn’t hear. Rod laughed softly, but only shook his head in reply.

      Rod came back to my side, took my hand, and smiled down warmly. I was flattered by his show of affection, but it was decision time. Did I stay or did I vamoose?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      
        “The hypothalamus is one of the most important parts of the brain, involved in many kinds of motivation, among other functions. The hypothalamus controls the “Four F’s”: fighting, fleeing, feeding, and mating.” -Marvin Dunette

      

      Behind us, a shrill, piercing scream erupted above the hum of voices and soft music. We both whirled to see Miss Perky pointing a finger at us.

      The small woman cut off her screaming to cry out, “Oh my God! Gross! What is wrong with him?”

      I’d let Rod field this one since she was his friend, but this whole table of jokers was really getting on my last nerve. For God’s sake, Rod had to be around thirty and an adult. I was older than Rod but not disgustingly so, and certainly not worth a public outcry from Miss Perky, regardless if she was jealous. It wasn’t like he wasn’t coming back. They could all still do whatever it was they all did together -I glared at the grinning Bubba- probably some kind of rootin’-tootin’ hillbilly orgy.

      I was confused when Rod didn’t look at Miss Perky, but swung us around to face the entrance. His large frame tensed. I was behind him a step and couldn’t see past his wide shoulders.

      Angling slightly to the right, Rod moved us closer to the table and out of the direct path of the aisle.

      “Don’t panic, Mary.”

      Somehow I heard his soft command despite the rising babble of voices around us. It took a second to realize he meant me, but it was an unnecessary warning. Through the sudden movement of the crowd, I’d caught a fleeting glimpse of the bar entrance, too. The brief sight held me transfixed. Swaying back and forth, James Franco’s evil twin was back.

      I could have sworn Gary Knutson said the guy would be detained. I couldn’t believe hotel security had cut the freak loose after his violent attack on Karen.

      I saw the man standing in the darkened entrance for only a split second, but something was off.

      Behind me, Bubba turned his bulk to the entrance. “Hey, what’s goin’ on?”

      Miss perky squealed, “Oh, that poor man! He’s so cute, too!”

      Medusa stood up slowly. He had no problem seeing over the heads of the crowd. “What the fuck.” Full lips topped by a thin, black mustache blew a silent whistle. “Ram, you seein’ what I’m seeing up there? Ray Dean, check out that groovin’ cat at my one o’clock.”

      At first, I was confused why Miss Perky pointed and cooed in sympathy while Medusa and Rod reacted with instant caution, or why there was a swell of rising voices of customers closer to the entrance. The crowd shifted again, and I got a good, long look at the violent man from the parking ramp.

      His dress shirt was completely unrecognizable as ever having been white. Tie-dyed in streaks of pale pink to the thickest black, his shirt was now covered in blood. His blank expression, matted hair, clothes; all of it looked as if he’d just come from a remake of the movie, “Carrie.” Blinking so rapidly I could see it from where I stood, he was swaying to a private beat while his clenched jaw was slowly moving open and closed. Whatever he was saying couldn’t be heard over the escalating volume of the bar patrons around us.

      Bubba stood up, and so did all the other women at the table as they exclaimed they wanted to see as well.

      “Huh. You think he’s dancin’ or what?”

      Rod didn’t turn away. “Or what. Keep it cool, everyone.”

      Medusa’s voice was a deep rumble behind me. “I hear that. We’re tight, brother.”

      I was too far away to see the eyes of Karen’s attacker, but in spite of the blinking and jaw clenching, his face was oddly flat and lifeless. I couldn’t see any obvious wounds to account for the copious amounts of blood on him, nor did he appear to be in pain. I didn’t know if he was drunk, high, a psychopath, or a choirboy, but what I did know was that this freak was wrong.

      Not taking my eyes off the entrance, I tugged urgently on Rod’s hand. I kept my voice calm because men have a tendency not to take hysterically raving women seriously. “I saw that guy attack a woman in the parking ramp earlier. Security was supposed to be taking care of him. I don’t understand what he’s doing here, and you don’t know me well enough to trust my gut, but this is bad. I’m getting out of here. Care to grab your friends and join me?”

      I glanced up at him quickly, not quite sure why I was asking Rod, instead of simply running out of the back of the bar. Perhaps it was my antediluvian female instincts kicking in to keep me safe. It never hurt to have a best friend on one side and three huge men made of muscles on the other. I had no intentions of staying in this hotel a minute longer, but I wouldn’t mind an escort to my car.

      Hard eyes stopped scanning the bar long enough to look down and meet my gaze for a beat. There was no trace of the lazy, smiling player in Rod’s alert expression.

      Nodding my head towards my free left hand resting on the top of my open purse, I went back to keeping a close watch on the swaying man and the two white shirt women near him.

      I said out of the corner of my mouth, “Little brother, meet my little best friend.”

      Another beat later. “This could be love. Is that a gun, Mary?”

      “Why, indeed it is, Rod. A compact Glock 19, my preferred weapon for concealed carry. Is that a yes?”

      I was anxiously leery of James Franco’s double and his whole group. Wired, my wet noodle bliss a distant memory, I almost screamed when Miss Perky interrupted us with a jab of her pointed elbow in my back. “Move out of the way! We’re going to help him!”

      “No, don’t go up there. Stay here!” I called out, but it was to their backs. Miss Perky and the blonde I assumed to be a beauty went rushing by us towards the swaying, blood-coated man.

      Miss Perky shot me an evil smirk over a shoulder and mouthed, “Fuck you!”

      “Okay, she’s definitely uninvited.” I was hopping from one high heel to the other in agitation to get out of this place, but my conscience won. “You’d better stop them…”

      Rod was already shouldering through the crowd after the two women. The initial panicked reaction of the bar patrons was settling down. Some customers were patting Rod’s back and greeting him by name. He must be a regular here because he was very popular. Some customers were taking pictures with their cell phones of James Franco’s evil twin doing the hinky hula. I ducked my head when a few phones pointed our way. I noticed Bubba hamming it up and doing body builder poses.

      Raising my head, I froze. Two more men from the not-so-white shirt group stumbled jerkily into the bar. They were also tie-dyed from head to toe. It was hard to tell if it was deliberate because they looked so out of it, but they stood blocking the entrance.

      They exhibited signs of the same strange behavior -the swaying, the rapid blinking and lifeless faces. Both their mouths were held out in a stiff underbite that revealed their bottom teeth. The clench of their jaws reminded me of a great barracuda I saw once while snorkeling in Grand Cayman with Law. That aggressively predatory jaw was creepy enough on a fish; on humans it was scary as hell.

      I flashed on the violent attack in the parking ramp. The blood all over James Franco’s double and his friends came from somewhere in the hotel. My guess was not from ordering their steaks rare from room service and being messy eaters.

      I backed up a couple of cautious steps and ran into a wall. It was Medusa T-bone. He steadied me with two hands on my shoulders. A reassuring squeeze did nothing to lessen my instincts shouting that I run right now. RIGHT NOW!

      Everything after that happened all at once. I saw what went down in jumbled bits and pieces through gaps in the mob of panicking people, but that view was terrifying enough to scar me for life.

      In unison, as if a switch clicked off, the three swaying, bloody men at the entrance stopped rapidly blinking. One of the white shirt women started violently convulsing while gurgling and snarling. Reddish foam began erupting from her mouth. The second woman did the same. Stunned, I couldn’t take my eyes off their macabre, jerking dance and the spewing vomit.

      Rod had reached the blonde beauty first. She protested, so he spent a moment saying something before forcibly pulling her back towards his table. Miss Perky had eluded Rod and reached her goal of the poor, cute guy needing her help. Rod had his back to her, but Miss Perky gleefully stuck her tongue out at the struggling blonde beauty and me.

      James Franco’s evil twin welcomed the tiny Asian girl with widespread arms and picked her right up off the floor. Holding her tight, he burrowed his face into her neck. She immediately started screaming and slapping at his thrashing head, the toes of her pointed shoes drumming against his knees. He wouldn’t let go and I saw drops of liquid flying every time he thrashed his head from side to side. This time her piercingly shrill wails were agonizing. I cried out in comprehension that he was ripping into her neck. I lost sight of her after that in the resulting uproar of panic throughout the cocktail bar.

      Right as James Franco II started biting Miss Perky, the two other men at the entrance attacked the nearest customers, slashing at people with fingers held as if claws.

      I didn’t see the white shirts who had been ordering beer earlier at the bar convulse like the women did seconds ago, but they were dripping with red vomit and looked rabidly crazed now. They went for the young women in the huddle I’d overheard gossiping a few minutes ago. The girls were viciously clawed and bitten in a tangle of pummeling fists, teeth, and snarling moans.

      I saw a bartender hit one of the white shirt attackers over the head with a bottle. It did nothing to stop the crazy madman. The crazy finished tearing a hunk of flesh with his teeth from the crying girl’s cheek and threw her violently aside. He then turned with a screaming howl on the bartender swinging the bottle, dragging the man over the bar while biting him repeatedly. I lost sight of them amidst the stampeding mass of screaming customers. For as long as I live, I will never forget the dying shrieks of those poor girls begging for help while they were ferociously chewed on like free chicken drummies fed to a group of starving drunks at happy hour.

      Standing by the bar, a burly man’s genial round face was paralyzed with horror at the wholesale slaughter taking place at his feet. Unfortunately, he was barring the direct path of anybody trying to help the girls. He started backpedaling away with his arms raised in disbelief, but that momentary hesitation was his downfall. One of the convulsing white shirt women lurched forward and buried her face in the man’s ample belly. She held him around the waist, brought him down, and ravaged him like a starving lioness on a downed water buffalo.

      A heavy woman, probably his wife, jumped on the crazy woman’s back and pounded with her fists. She was crying and shouting while pulling out clumps of the attacker’s long hair in the attempt to raise her head from tearing into the screaming man’s stomach. Not appearing to feel pain, the crazy cult woman lifted her red smeared face briefly from the man’s guts, as if wondering what could be disturbing her meal, and then got back down to her grisly business.

      The second white shirt woman came from behind and tightly embraced the heavy woman. The fat woman screeched and pleaded, but couldn’t buck her off. The unnaturally distended jaw repeatedly bit down and dug deep into the bloody meat of the heavy woman’s shoulder. As they tore apart the man and his wife, the white shirt women keened guttural groans that raised the hairs on my arms.

      Stunned by the brief, horrifying glimpses I caught of the bloodbath around our table, I gripped my gun helplessly because I had no clear targets.

      In less than a few seconds, gore was being flung everywhere from the crazy white shirt’s raging, cannibalistic attacks all around us. Bright red blood from torn jugulars squirted above the heads of screaming, running people only to come down, splattering indiscriminately over the crowd, tables, and the bar. The closest people were getting directly hit with flying pieces of bloody skin and tissue. I saw yellow globs and gray globs of slimy I couldn’t say what, and then even worse, pieces of body parts I could identify.

      Situated next to a support pillar, our sturdy table was in the middle of the bar. We were out of the direct pathway of the hysterically fleeing customers. Most were running to the back of the bar hoping to escape the killers in the crowd at the front. Terrified people were blindly running and tripping over others, ruthlessly knocking them down or being knocked down themselves.

      It was a hellish scene of unhinged madness. From all directions, we were bombarded with bloodcurdling cries of pain, shouts begging for help, and insanely howling moans. Throughout the cocktail bar, the rest of the white shirts had turned into enraged, homicidal animals. Bloody foam leaked from their mouths as they staggered from person to person, clawed hands swinging and clenched jaws ripping. A few people dodged the lurching crazies, escaping to run around with only minor bites or deep scratches. Others weren’t so fortunate, and the tortuous sights and sounds of people suffering while they were mauled were unbearably gruesome. It was insane, and the insanity never let up.

      Apparently stunned in place like me for the first few seconds, Bubba and Medusa reacted. They jumped out into the jammed aisle to make a path for Rod and the blonde. His hands were full hustling the shrieking, bucking beauty the final few feet to the relative safety of our table. At first, the blonde had been twisting coyly in Rod’s arms to get away to join her friend, as if it was all a game. When she heard Miss Perky’s screams and saw the ensuing carnage she’d gone ballistic with terror.

      Rod released the young blonde. With a shriek, she turned and jumped straight on me, locking her legs around my waist, and throwing her arms around my neck in a strangling grip. I went staggering across the aisle under the impetus of her unexpected attack. My right high heel snapped off.

      For a shocked moment, I thought she was a violent crazy, too, and I put my gun against her head. It was her prayers being screamed in my ear that saved her from getting shot, that, and my experience with my gun. As we tumbled against the leather banquette, I quickly, unconsciously removed my finger off the trigger. We fell to the floor between two evacuated cocktail tables.

      Rod knelt down long enough to pull the hysterical blonde off me. “Mary, listen to me! Protect the women and get them out of the bar! Here!”

      Reflexively, I caught the room key card he tossed me with my right hand while I kicked at the crying blonde to keep her away. “Wait, you protect your damn women…”

      Rod didn’t wait. He disappeared back into the mass of screaming confusion to go help the Asian girl. Bubba and Medusa lumbered in front of him, elbowing aside anyone in their path and crashing through tables and stools.

      The black man’s furious bellow shook the beams, “Gonna kill that motherfucka eatin’ Betsy!”

      Sitting next to the sobbing blonde under the flimsy shelter provided by the small tables, I cursed all men and their hero complexes. I should admire Rod for attempting to save Miss Perky, but I didn’t. The tiny girl was most likely already dead. Getting your throat ripped out did that to a person. I also thought he was incredibly stupid not to take me and my gun.

      Accepting I was on my own, I threw the key card aside and held the gun in a two-handed grip, finger on the trigger again. One round chambered, the 9 mm was loaded with the single magazine I brought that held fifteen rounds of Federal 115 grain JHP.

      There had been at least fourteen white shirts in the parking garage. I was a good shot under controlled circumstances, but this was pandemonium. I was no sharpshooter that could run around the bar and miraculously kill all of them with my sixteen rounds. I would help anybody I could along the way, but my ammo would be used to shoot my way out before I was some cannibal’s dinner.

      I cursed Rod again, but looked back across the aisle for the two bickering women from their table. Gigi and Catalina weren’t there. Nor could I see them anywhere in the screaming bedlam around me.

      I wanted nothing more than to run after the big men, but not following immediately in their wake of brute strength against this mob meant I now had to carefully choose my timing or risk getting crushed or eaten.

      Irrationally more scared of James Franco’s double, I briefly considered running with the fleeing crowd towards the back of the bar and escaping into the adjoining ballroom. But a rising wave of high-pitched screaming came from that direction. Over the pained screams were a lot more of the inhuman howls and shrieks of the crazy predators gone freaking rabid on us.

      My hands started uncontrollably shaking like I had palsy.

      A school of terrified fish, the mass of people trying to escape kept ebbing and flowing, forward and backwards. If they ran towards the cocktail bar exit to get to the corridor beyond, they had to pass five or six of the crazies tearing every person from limb to limb up front. If they ran back into the bar’s interior, the terrorized sounds I heard meant more of the crazies waited to make a meal of them near the back entrance.

      Either way was bad, but by my count, there were more of the howling killers behind me. The decision was easy. Scared or not, the cocktail bar entrance was the lesser of two evils, plus the men were up there somewhere. It meant going upstream against the crowds, but staying still was tantamount to committing suicide. At the rate people were going down, I was convinced that within minutes nowhere would be safe in the bar.

      A cluster of brave people fought forward along the bar aisle to counterattack the white shirts over there. They valiantly tried to get them off the people being brutally ripped apart. From what I could see, the crazies possessed almost supernatural strength. No blows, punches, or kicks seemed to deter them from their violent compulsion to tear into anyone they could get at with their teeth and nails.

      The businessman wearing the red tie smashed a barstool repeatedly over a crazy’s head. The howling man continued furiously shredding the naked back of a screaming, begging woman. I had no shot from this far away, not with all the people. I turned my head, gagging, but not before I saw the businessman knocked off his feet and pulled under. A few fortunate ones attempting to help were thrown clear and ran off, holding their bloody wounds.

      I was witnessing a massacre.

      More scared than I’ve ever been in my life, it took every ounce of courage I possessed to move again. Once I forced my frozen body to obey and rose up into a crouch, I was more in control again. I kicked off my shoes. Needing to be able to run, I reached behind me. Silently screaming for strength, I grabbed the short back slit and ripped my tight dress up the back seam.

      The blonde was still curled into a tight ball, rocking and crying. I yearned to make it a duet, but told her I had a gun and was leaving. I said she could come with me if she’d shut up and promised not to jump on me again.

      She sat up quickly. “Don’t leave me! Please don’t leave me! Please!”

      Oval face red and blotchy, perfectly straight nose streaming snot, and crystalline blue eyes swollen slits from bawling; I was still right on about the beauty part.

      “Jesus, chill! I just said you could come with me. I’m Acadia.” I kept an eye on the people rushing by us. None of them looked down. I was waiting for another opening so we wouldn’t get trampled. “Are you ready to get out of here? I don’t know about you, but I’m ready to hit a different bar. The men are animals here.”

      So sue me; I get dark when scared out of my gourd.

      She only stared and whispered, “I’m Bambi.”

      “No shit?” I kept tracking the area cautiously while pulling my purse strap over my head to carry it snugly across my body. Keeping low to the floor under the tables, I was relieved none of the crazies had noticed us yet. They might not, as long as there were easy pickings running everywhere to keep them occupied. I blinked away that terribly true thought. Extending a hand, I pulled the blonde up next to me. “You like the name Bambi?”

      “My real name’s Barbara,” she mumbled, gazing out at the slaughterhouse around us. A couple feet away, a woman lay dead on the floor. Her face and throat were a mangled mess. It was one of many terrible sights.

      The blonde started to hyperventilate and got that wild look again. I couldn’t afford her freaking out on me again or she’d get us killed.

      “Barbara!” I said her name quietly but firmly, as if she was a child, and also because I refused to call a grown woman Bambi. “Hold on to the top of my dress in back. That’s right,” I encouraged when she obediently clenched a handful of fabric. Her shaking fingers were cold on my skin. “Now don’t let go and don’t say a word. Look down, admire the damn red polish on my toes, and follow my feet. I walk, you walk. I run, you run. I stop, you stop. Got it?”

      She whimpered, but nodded and immediately put her head down. I waited for an opening, trying to block out the shouts and pitiful cries for help all around us.

      One of the attackers had worked his way down the bar aisle and was directly opposite across the room. I didn’t want to see, but I couldn’t take my eyes off him hovering over a girl flung across the top of the bar. It was Michelle, the bartender. I hoped she had just died because he was greedily sucking at the ugly gash in her neck and lapping up the blood pumping out.

      “What’s wrong with these people?” I cried it aloud, but my furious voice was lost in the uproar.

      Swallowing repeatedly to not vomit, I took a few steadying breaths. “Okay, Barbara. Here we go.”

      The narrower aisle on our side had cleared for a second. Barbara and I climbed over fallen stools and skirted around tables, moving ahead in a sideways crouch while hugging our backs to the leather banquette to avoid the pushing, running people.

      Not much more than a minute or two had passed since Rod left us, but now a mass of writhing people were fighting near the entrance. I caught a fleeting impression of a tall man with gold hair out of the corner of my eye; long enough to know Rod was still standing.

      I was so busy trying to see what was happening up in front that I didn’t notice the feet sticking out from behind the last overturned table in the aisle. Unable to catch my balance, I sprawled on top of a man lying on the floor. I dragged Barbara partially down with me. Somehow, she stifled her scream.

      It was a miracle, but I hadn’t dropped my gun. Automatically apologizing, I hurriedly pulled back with my right hand braced on the man’s shoulder. I let out a strangled shriek at seeing he was ripped wide open from his throat to groin. Bloody innards were hanging out. Looking down, I was coated with gunk from my chest on down.

      Impossibly, his eyes opened after my unintended shriek. A few inches from mine, the sclera of both eyes were completely bloodshot while the pupils were so dilated; black was the only color showing. Those awful eyes glared furiously and his jaw began to clench and unclench.

      My mind was going bat-shit crazy because I knew for certain the man was a customer, not one of the white shirts. I had checked him out as a possible “date,” but now he was acting like one of the crazies. Barbara had been good up until this point, but she screamed shrilly when the man stretched his mouth wide and lunged to take a chunk out of my face.

      I forgave her because the boom of my gun blowing a hole through his head deafened me even more than her screeching in my ear.

      Barbara snapped out of it when I shouted for her to hurry up and help pull me up off the dead man. We were both doing the palsy quiver now. I couldn’t hear over the ringing in my ears and I wanted to faint from terror. I longed to wipe off the gore I felt on my cheek and sliding sluggishly down my cleavage, but I didn’t dare take a hand off the gun now gripped tightly in both my shaking hands. Anxiously, I searched for any signs the crazies had noticed us over here against the wall.

      The roiling mass of hysterically screaming people fighting showed no awareness of us or the gunshot. They were shifting away from the entrance area and over towards the bar. In desperation to get away from the crazies at the blocked entrance, around twenty panicking men and women had started slipping and sliding down the bar aisle.

      After a quick look, I averted my eyes from the line of dead bodies strewn two or three deep across the floor to the bar. From here to there, mostly unrecognizable human body parts were lying haphazardly in black pools of lumpy blood like they were toys discarded by monster children after enjoying their play date from your worst nightmare.

      There was no way I’d be able to avoid therapy and massive amounts of medication if I survived this night of socializing.

      Most of the crazies lurched after the fleeing group. They were howling while indiscriminately biting and slashing anyone they could reach.

      We were a few feet from the doorway that would allow us to escape the Firelake Cocktail Bar and Charnel House. The area in front of the bar’s entrance was suddenly emptied of almost everyone. There was a clear path to follow out of the bar. Starting forward, I hesitated. Should I run over and help those people by the bar? I’d have to wade in and put my gun against the crazy’s heads to avoid shooting a normal person in the mass hysteria taking place.

      “Ah, man!” Feeling guilty for thinking so coldly, I still decided it was hopeless and I wouldn’t accomplish much beyond my own death.

      The people struggling to get away by the bar came to a dead stop. Cries of agonizing pain began erupting from the front of that pack. They’d been forced by the momentum of the others pushing at their backs smack into the white shirts now coming up from the rear of the bar. The rabid killers had the customers in a pincer movement. They were tearing into them from both ends.

      Barbara’s hand pulled frantically on my dress, wrenching my gaze away from the horrific murders happening across the entire bar behind us. “Look!”

      She was pointing forward out the entrance, smiling excitedly through her tears. It was Rod, Bubba, and Medusa. They were swinging what appeared to be steel poles and beating the living shit out of James Franco’s doppelganger outside the bar in the funky, red chair area.

      The one crazy still between us and escape was near the glass wall dividing the bar and restaurant, off to the side of the exit. He was bent over two gutted bodies, dipping one hand into each, and then bringing his hands to his mouth. The monster’s hands made terrible, wet sucking sounds with each dip.

      “Ah, no way!” I was moaning at this latest insanity, even as Barbara and I dashed for freedom. She didn’t falter; but ran unchecked past the feasting crazy. I stopped long enough to shoot the sick fuck in the back. He jerked, but didn’t fall over.

      “Oh my,” I croaked out when he slowly turned his head my way. Red, enraged eyes and a jaw clenched the same as all the others; he started snapping the air similar to a dog at an annoying fly.

      Throbbing with fear, the top of my head felt like it was about to explode. I took a steadying breath and sighted down the barrel. The next shot didn’t miss and I blew the crazy’s brains onto the glass behind him. After just a quick glance, I knew there was nothing to be done for the poor people on the floor. I couldn’t even tell that they’d once been human, there was so much blood and they were so torn up.

      Nerves tingling, I swiftly twirled to scan behind me and then tried not to pass out from what I saw.

      Bodies that should be dead for too many gruesome reasons to list now looked like fucked up jumping beans, twitching and jerking on the floor. Hands were curling into claws while jaws clenched and snapped. I couldn’t hear above the ringing in my ears from the gunshot, but I still sensed they were also moaning that terrible keening sound.

      I backed up and ran out the front doorway. Barbara waited several yards beyond the door, wringing her hands and watching for me. The wide smile breaking across her face when I emerged from the cocktail bar was almost as dazzling as the relieved grin Rod shot me when he looked over and met my eyes.

      “Yeah, I’m safe, no thanks to you,” I thought nastily, right as he got smacked in the head by the short back swing of Bubba’s steel pole. Eyes rolling up, Rod collapsed across a tomato-red wing chair.
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        “To know what is right and not do it is the worst cowardice.” -Confucius

      

      I breathed in deep gulps outside the bar. My stomach hurt. In the aftermath of my first battle, I had to accept something about myself that I’d always despised in others. I was a pragmatic person.

      Could I be called worse for not saving more people? How does a person determine if they were a coward--were there rules for such things?

      In their own battle zone, Bubba and Medusa continued whaling away on James Franco’s evil twin, not realizing their buddy Ram had been knocked out behind them. The white shirt was on his stomach, a bloody, caved-in wreck.

      Bubba’s broad, freckled face was spotted with blood, his harsh grin garish when he brandished his steel pole over his head and gave out a final war cry. “Yeah, and take that, you stinkin’, bitin’ son of a bitch!”

      He and Medusa whooped and jumped up in the air to bump heaving chests.

      “Oh, no!” Barbara screamed. I raised the gun and looked frantically around for a crazy, but the area was clear. Sinking to her knees, the blonde burst into uncontrollably sobs again. “It’s Betsy!”

      I saw Miss Perky lying unceremoniously on the white carpet by a small red chair. Her head was twisted around on her hacked up neck and facing almost backwards. Her staring brown eyes were wide open and bulging, as if still experiencing the pain. We’d seen some bad stuff, all slamming down on us in just a few minutes, but this was beyond bad. She appeared so fragile and terrified. I covered my face with the crook of my arm and paced away, determined not to lose my shit.

      My quick pacing brought me past the escalators. I lowered my arm, peering over the ledge to the lobby below. I wish I hadn’t. There were several people lying in puddles of blood on the floor near the bottom of the escalators. They must have jumped over the glass partition to escape the bar. I couldn’t tell if the fall killed them, or the man shuffling around down there in a security uniform soaked in crimson. Most of his throat was missing and he was doing an imitation of a bobble head. Maybe that explained the release of James Franco’s double from custody.

      Straight across from where I stood, and over the open lobby, I could see through a wide expanse of glass into the East Ballroom’s anteroom area. People were being attacked and running around like chickens with their heads cut off.

      Now I seriously wanted to lose my shit, but we had no time. No attackers were coming this way now, but that could change at any moment once those dead bodies got up.

      Movement below caught my eye.

      Correction, the security guard in the lobby must have detected me somehow because he was stumbling his way to the escalators. He was unable to keep his bloody head up, but he still seemed too damned eager for my liking.

      Circling around the body of James Franco’s double, I didn’t waste a round on his carcass. He was down, and who knew what trouble we could run into on the way out of here. I might need every bullet.

      Bubba and Medusa were awkwardly consoling Barbara over the loss of her friend. I had no idea how long they had been fighting James Franco’s doppelganger, but their eyes had lost that glaze of bloodlust fervor.

      “Barbara.” I approached the sobbing woman, deciding not to freak her out about the man in the lobby coming our way. “I’m sorry for your friend, but we’re alive and I want us to stay that way. Come on; you can cry later, but right now we’ve got to run!”

      Wiping at her eyes, Barbara got up and stumbled over to my side. She reached up a tentative hand to grab my dress, but I said, “I’ve got that dead guy’s blood all over my dress. Can you just stay right behind me?”

      “Okay, thanks.” She sniffed pathetically and whispered, “What about Ram? We aren’t going to just leave him, are we?”

      I shot her an annoyed look; the woman clearly had abandonment issues. “Hardly, although if you recall, he left us. They all did.”

      Her brimming eyes widened in surprise and then narrowed. Using her sleeve to wipe away the rivulets of tears on her cheeks, she slowly nodded in acknowledgement of my blunt words.

      “You watch behind us and let me know if I need to shoot anything. Oh, and try to remember I don’t have shoes on. You with me on this, Babs?”

      “Yes.” Her voice strengthened and she stiffened her back, flinging back her blonde hair. “Yes, I am, Acadia.”

      “Good.” I waited until she looked back towards the bar entrance and escalators to cover our rear. Facing the staring men, I made my decision. It wasn’t totally selfish. I needed their brute strength tonight, but I’d be getting them out of here at the same time. “Either of you bit or scratched?”

      They looked at each other and then looked at me. Medusa shrugged and spoke for them both. “We’re good.”

      I pointed my chin towards Rod. “Bubba, you smacked him accidentally in the head with a backswing of that pole. Can you and Medusa carry him somehow?” I started trotting further down the corridor towards the exit sign. “We gotta get moving.”

      “Oh no, not his head!” Bubba Ray Dean flung his bloody pole like a javelin down the hall. Rushing over, he inspected Rod’s skull with a surprisingly deft touch. Nervously glancing back at the escalator, I was happy when Bubba swiftly scooped Rod up in his arms and got moving. “No blood, T-bone, but we are in such deep shit. Hurry, let’s call Doc.”

      Cradling Rod as easily as an infant, Bubba started running. We followed, but then he veered off to the left into that short hallway towards the bank of elevators I’d ridden on what now seemed a lifetime ago.

      “No, come with me!” I called after Bubba, at the same time Medusa yelled, “You know nothing can be done ‘cept wake him up and watch his eyes, or some shit, Ray Dean. I don’t think we should be runnin’ off callin’ Doc and informin’ him nothing.” Medusa came up next to me, over three hundred pounds of heaving, glaring menace. “Did you call me Medusa? You sure as hell better not have called me Bubba.”

      “Uh…yeah. Sorry, it slipped out.” I motioned towards his wild snake hair, as understanding dawned they were worried about Rod having a concussion. These three monuments to testosterone must get into barroom brawls regularly together to fear repeated head blows.

      Bubba was standing with his mouth half open and his brow screwed up in an undecided frown.

      I tamped down my impatient anxiety. “Look, guys, in no time this hotel is going to be swarming with police. They are going to attempt to arrest those crazy freaks back there. I don’t know if you saw, but those bastards massacred almost everybody in the bar in less than five minutes. Maybe we should stay and help, but I don’t think the police will listen to us when we tell them a bunch of cannibal crazies ate all those customers. At the least, we’ll be hauled off to jail for questioning.” I lifted my hands. “It’s your call, but in jail or stuck up in a hotel room is not where I want to be, especially with Rod unconscious.” Seeing Bubba was wavering, I lied without hesitation. “Rod was coming home with me to spend the night because he wanted to see my farm. You can all come too. It will be safer there for the night or until all this is figured out.”

      “See your farm?” T-bone’s dirty snicker was a low rumble. “First time I’ve ever heard it called that, but she’s right, Ray Dean.” He gave Ray Dean a significant look. “We do not, NOT, want to be caught here and girl’s got a gun.”

      Barbara cried out, “I’m going with Acadia!”

      I didn’t react to T-bone’s lewd humor or wait for Ray Dean to decide. “Good. Let’s go.”

      Leading them at a fast clip, I was relieved when they followed. I constantly scanned the empty corridor ahead of us. It creeped me out how quiet it was out here. I kept to the middle of the hallway and kept my gun ready. According to the plaque on the wall, this was the West Banquet Rooms area. No events were being held on this side of the hotel tonight, as evidenced by the dimmed lights and closed doors we passed. Except for a long smear of blood on the wall, there were no signs of the crazies or anybody else.

      Had any of them crossed the skybridge to the mall? At least it was late and the shops were closed, although not the restaurants and bars.

      Spotting Bubba’s hastily thrown weapon on the floor, I said, “Barbara, do you want to grab Ray Dean’s pole?”

      It was silent. I looked back to see why nobody answered. They were trading smirking glances, even Barbara this time.

      Exasperated, I shouted, “His weapon, you bunch of immature degenerates!”

      The three all laughed outright at my disgusted exclamation while Barbara ran over to pick up the metal piece of a broken barstool.

      I kept moving, thinking I couldn’t really blame them for wanting to release some tension. Unfortunately, I was still too worried to enjoy a good chuckle. None of them saw what I did at the end. I pictured those twitching dead bodies. Barbara knew that man I tripped and fell on tried to bite me, but did she realize what it signified? I was having a hard enough time wrapping my head around what happened with the white shirts. Now I had to comprehend how this infection, or whatever it was, seemed to cause people that should be dead to…well, not die.

      As we safely ran around the corner into another hall, I hesitated even admitting to myself what I suspected—it was nuts. Instead, I began to speculate about the people that had gotten out of the bar. Surely a few more than just us had escaped. I thought about the wounded making it home, only to turn into crazies later. What if the infection was seeping into me right now through my bloody clothes?

      I slammed the door shut in my brain to block those anxious thoughts. I could analyze and worry to my heart’s content later when we were safely out of here.

      “Barbara, will you dig the pack of anti-bacterial wipes out of my purse, please.”

      They may not kill a pathogen, but at least I could clean my sticky hands.

      She found them quickly and we all used several to clean up a little. I tried my best to wipe my gun off while we moved along, which ranked up there as one of the stupider things I’ve ever done, but it also made me feel better.

      I said over my shoulder, “Barbara, it’s me again. Do you have a phone?”

      She laughed a little, still sounding clogged up from crying so hard. “Yes, in my pocket. Do you want to use it?”

      “I want you to use it.” I wasn’t releasing the gun for any reason. “Can you call 9-1-1 and warn the first responders what to expect?”

      “Yes! Good idea.” She was overjoyed to be complying with requests of mine that didn’t strike terror into her soul. She held up her cell near my ear and we both listened to a few seconds of silence and then a recorded message clicked on.

      Anxious blue eyes searched mine. “That’s not right.” Barbara dialed again with the same result. Her voice got very shrill when worried. “Do you think that means they’re getting overloaded with tons of calls from people here at the hotel?”

      “Yeah, sure,” I replied calmly. There was no way of knowing, but I hoped it was only hotel people calling 9-1-1. I hoped the first responders understood what they were getting into and would take extra precautions to avoid getting eaten. I wanted to believe that other attacks weren’t taking place anywhere else, but that damned pragmatism kept popping up. After what we’d gone through, I wasn’t taking any chances, but kept my fears to myself for now.

      We moved fast. We didn’t see another soul in this long corridor, either. I was surprised the men were willing to follow my lead so unconcernedly; we could have been on a Sunday jog. They were arguing as we ran. In the little time I had been around them, I already knew that wasn’t so unusual. What I couldn’t believe was that their argument was over Minnesota’s chances for a win at their next football game, which I gathered was tomorrow night in Atlanta.

      As we reached the double doors leading to the open stairwell, Bubba stumbled behind me under his heavy load.

      I stopped, panting a little. “Hey Bub…I mean Ray Dean. Do you need a hand carrying Rod the rest of the way to the car?”

      “Sheeit, I can carry Ram like this for days, hell, for weeks! If I had to, I could carry his passed out ass all the way to the Metrodome and back,” he grinned slyly, red cheeks shiny from the wipes, “especially with the view I have.”

      Before I could reply that astounding feat wouldn’t be necessary, Ray Dean sang out in a falsetto voice, “Somebody’s pretty little dress is ripped up the back. I see London and I see France…”

      T-bone punched him in the arm.

      I was about to thank him for that when T-bone said, “Ray Dean, why do you always, ALWAYS, have to run your big mouth and ruin things for the rest of us?”

      Cursing, I asked, “Barbara, how far up the back is my dress ripped?”

      “Oh! Er…up to your waist,” she went on cheerfully, “but at least your underwear is cute and only sort of see-through.”

      I gritted my teeth as T-Bone strode up beside me with a broad smile. “Did I hear Bambi call you Arcade or somethin’?”

      I ignored him and said to Ray Dean, “How’s Rod?”

      Rod groaned a little. Ray Dean cheered while giving him a little toss in his arms. Rod’s head lolled. We all waited a beat, but the blonde man didn’t wake up completely. For Rod’s sake, I hoped he woke up soon or he may not survive Ray Dean’s brand of loving care.

      T-bone pushed the bar and held the door wide open with one arm. He loomed above me with raised brows, a diamond stud in his ear the size of my thumbnail. It competed with the leering sparkle of his smile. “Don’t be shy. Why don’t you tell T-bone your name, pretty lady…”

      I interrupted, “My name is Acadia, not Arcade. Acadia King. And stop talking in the third person, it’s disturbing.”

      Ignoring Ray Dean’s guffaws, I leaned past T-bone, poking only my head out to scope the parking ramp. I glimpsed the taillights of a car as it turned down the exit ramp, but there were no people in sight. Unbelievably, our luck was still holding. I quickly turned to the men waiting behind me and busted them checking out my ass.

      “Let me ask you boys a question.” Two sets of unabashed eyes rose reluctantly to my face. “Aren’t you the least bit worried about those freaks that attacked us? Don’t you have questions about what happened in that bar? Isn’t why they ripped people’s throats out and drank their blood like rabid hounds from hell a little more important than if you can see my damn underwear or not?”

      Ray Dean spoke slowly, face frowning in thoughtful concentration while rocking his precious cargo, “Everyone knows mathematics ain’t my strong point, but wasn’t that three questions I just heard Acadia ask, T-bone?”

      “I believe so, Ray Dean.” Gold teeth gleamed. “Now ain’t it just like a woman to have a tizzy about those big things in life which we cannot control, and not want us men to take time to appreciate the small things that make life worth livin’?”

      Ray Dean hitched Rod in his arms. “Huh, T-bone. You talkin’ about them small things in life like Acadia here’s little black, see-through underpants?”

      “I believe that’s exactly what I was talkin’ ‘bout, Ray Dean.”

      Barbara giggled while I smacked my forehead and muttered, “Remind me again. Why, exactly, am I taking these two cretins with me?” I dropped my hand and glared at the men. “Where’s your car?”

      There was no way the five of us were fitting in my borrowed Prius. These two enormous buttheads alone were the size of five regular guys.

      They both stopped grinning and looked blank. “What car?”

      I groaned. “You didn’t drive here? What about Rod?”

      He muttered in Ray Dean’s arms.

      Ray Dean beamed at me. “You see that? Ram hears you! Keep talkin’ to him, darlin’.”

      For my sake, the longer Rod stayed passed out the better. I pretended not to hear Ray Dean and listened to T-Bone explain, “We took a limo from the airport. Ram’s truck is being delivered tomorrow. Me and Ray Dean, we flew here from Atlanta to meet up with Ram since he’s the new…”

      I impatiently waved T-bone quiet, only caring about a vehicle, not their life history. “What about you, Babs?”

      Ray Dean’s deep laughter boomed around us. He was giving T-bone a hard time about me ‘shining him on’ while Barbara answered contritely, “Sorry, I took a cab. I can still come to your farm though, too, right?” Her voice started rising over the men’s. “I live alone in Richfield and I’m so afraid to go home!”

      Warding off further histrionics, I assured her, “Don’t worry; of course you’re coming to King Farm.” I was wondering if I could stuff Barbara into the Prius’s small cargo space to solve the space issue when I spied the blue airport shuttle bus. “Here, pass me that pole for a minute.”

      Barbara handed it to me and I jumped up, slamming it into the security camera that I’d noticed earlier tonight when arriving. I cracked the casing. A few more bashes did the trick.

      I returned the weapon to an astonished Babs and started walking quickly. She trotted behind. The men followed obediently. I was vaguely aware they were arguing back and forth again. This time it was about whether I was an uppity bitch or just a crazy bitch--the vote was divided, but my eyes were focused on the blue bus. The door stood invitingly open and the interior lights glowed softly, the same as it had when I’d left the parking ramp.

      I didn’t hesitate. If the white shirt cult had arrived on this bus, we’d already been exposed to their crazy cooties. I’d lied repeatedly and shot two men tonight, what was a little grand theft shuttle in comparison? If the key was in the ignition, we were out of here.

      Approaching the bus carefully, I looked all around for the driver. I got down and checked underneath the bus. Babs asked me anxiously what I was doing.

      Down on all fours, I chided, “Are you watching our backs, Barbara?”

      The men stopped their bantering long enough to wolf whistle. Ray Dean called out, “We’re sure watchin’ yours, Acadia, so don’t you worry none, darlin’!”

      I flipped them off without looking their way while they laughed and Barbara complained, “It’s not like I can see past those two mountains!”

      I stood up, brushing the loose pebbles from my palms. “That’s all right. It’ll take the crazies a while to eat them first. We’ll have plenty of warning.”

      Barbara giggled when Ray Dean quickly did a little dance and swung his human load sideways to look over his shoulder. T-bone cracked his neck nervously, and his dark eyes darted in all directions.

      “Wait here while I see if anyone’s inside.” Gun ready, I climbed cautiously up the two stairs into the bus. I grinned seeing a key in the ignition. The grin grew when the bus proved empty.

      “We’re good to go. Ray Dean, there’s a back bench, so you can lay Rod down.”

      Rod mumbled and lifted his golden head slightly before groaning and flopping back down. Ray Dean shot me a triumphant “I told you so!” look as he passed me, followed by Barbara.

      I smiled, but more at the fact they showed no reaction to me jacking a bus.

      I bent and peered out down the stairs. “T-bone, you drive, okay?”

      He stood outside the shuttle with his bulging arms crossed, eyeing me with a dark stare. “You askin’ me to drive this bus because I’m a brother? You think all black men are born knowin’ how to drive a bus or somethin’?”

      I replied sweetly, “Of course that’s why I asked. I also figured if we’re pulled over, this uppity white bitch can tell the cops that you kidnapped us and stole the bus. If I’m real lucky, they’ll shoot you and save me the frickin’ aggravation of having to do it later.” I pointed to the driver seat. “Now climb up here and drive the damn bus!”

      Ray Dean’s laughter boomed in the small shuttle. “Better listen before she leaves your black ass for them crazy biters to nibble on”

      T-bone held my stare, but after a moment, he heaved himself into the driver’s seat and started the bus, mumbling under his breath the entire time. Ray Dean and Barbara cheered from the back. I sat up by T-bone to give him directions.

      As we exited the parking ramp, I looked over and saw a few police cars had already arrived and were parked near the front entrance to the hotel. Eerily, there wasn’t anyone outside or any movement inside the glass-fronted lobby. I wondered for the first time what had become of the hotel employees--the doormen, bellhops, and desk staff. T-bone turned the bus, accelerated, and we left behind the Radisson Blu Hotel Hell.

      I had T-bone head the shuttle south down Hwy 77. We’d cut across the southeastern suburbs of Eagan and Rosemount to get to the farm. It was a slower route, but I wanted to stay clear of I-494 east by the airports. I was guessing that was where the white shirts had come from, so I wasn’t going near there. Either airport could be full of rabid crazies like the white shirts. Those roads could be full of fleeing cars. I’ve seen the movies and read the books.

      As the small bus climbed up the towering south entrance ramp that led onto the highway, more police cars, fire trucks, and ambulances went zooming by below us towards the mall.

      T-bone said a small verse under his breath, praying for what I didn’t know—maybe not to be pulled over while driving a stolen bus, or maybe for the poor people back at that hotel. Otherwise, we were all quiet.

      Traffic was light, but I closely observed the vehicles around us for any erratic driving. There were two cars on the side of the road near the Old Shakopee Road exit. Both cars had their lights on and their driver doors wide open, but I saw no people. That ominous sight gave me another chill. Fortunately, nothing else seemed out of the ordinary as we crossed the Cedar Bridge over the Minnesota River.

      The quiet didn’t last long. T-bone was casting me reproachful glances in the rear view mirror. He started muttering loudly under his breath about crazy bitin’ fuckers, crazy bossy women with guns that stole buses, getting fines, and something about benches.

      Holstering my gun and digging out my phone, I asked him politely to shut the fuck up because I didn’t want to hear about his arrest warrants. I had important phone calls to make and needed quiet to hear. T-bone’s mouth dropped open and his eyes bulged with affront, which I took as assent.

      Anyway, I had a heavy feeling stealing the shuttle wouldn’t matter within a day or two, but refused to give into the rising panic that thought caused. In any event, I’d gladly take all the blame and pay the attorney fees if we were caught borrowing this bus and we got to live long enough to have our day in court.

      Taking a deep breath, I closed my eyes, collected my thoughts, and faced facts.

      Tonight I had sex in an elevator with a stranger. I also saw people turn into animals and tear other people apart. I saw them eat body parts and drink blood. I saw them wound as many people as possible. I shot a man in the head; he died. I shot a man in the back; he looked at me like I was a nuisance. I then shot him in the head, too. I saw dead people start to twitch and clench.

      I wished now I had shot James Franco’s Doppelganger.
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        “Remember when life’s path is steep to keep your mind even.” -Horace

      

      I called my mom, Sally, in Arizona. She was terrible about checking her cell phone, but having no other options, I left her a voicemail when I remembered she was off visiting friends in Palm Springs for the week.

      Next, I called Gary Knutson. Normally, I would have called the Knutson’s tomorrow to check on how Karen was doing, but now it was imperative to find out if she showed any signs of infection from her scratches. In the books and movies, people wounded by the infected could turn into zombies in anywhere from minutes to days. In real life, most viral and bacterial infections took a good couple of days to percolate inside us. The bad news was reality had been tossed out the window. Our lives could depend on mapping out these details.

      Gary’s voicemail came on. Briefly and concisely as possible, I explained the bar attacks and my concern for Karen. I ended with the urgent message that he should call me back ASAP, night or day.

      My third call was to my friend Jane because I knew her phone was glued to her hip.

      She answered on a laugh. “Hey, honey, how’s the date going?” Her voice lowered and it was noticeably slurred. “Is he a hot, little cutie patootie?”

      “Jane, this is a code 4377! Gather everyone in the kitchen.” The girls were spending the weekend at the farm for the annual Fall Festival.

      Jane giggled. “We’re already here.”

      “No, I mean everyone. Get Salty and the Canadian boys and Sean, everyone!”

      She giggled again. “I told you, everyone is here. We’re playing cards and,” her voice lowered conspiratorially, “we ate some of Salty’s special brownies, if you catch my drift.”

      I threw up my hand. Of course they did. That damn Salty and his damn weed. He adored my girlfriends and he was a terrible influence. I heard voices calling out hello in the background, and uproarious laughter. I gritted my teeth. “Put a pot of coffee on. Sober up. I said this was a code 4377.”

      I held my phone away while Jane shouted out, “Okay everyone; Acadia says it’s a code 4377!” She then dissolved into laughter and said to me, “I can’t remember, is that hell spelled backwards or upside down?”

      We girls had invented Code 4377 when we were young as a way to cut through any questions and any bull. If someone used the Code 4377, everyone was supposed to sit up, shut up, and listen up because things had gone to hell and something was drastically wrong. It caught on into adulthood with our families and close friends. Assuming they hadn’t eaten special brownies.

      After what I’d witnessed tonight, I wanted to reach through the phone and wring Jane’s neck. I curbed my temper and focused. Jane was the only one of us with a kid, an eighteen-year-old daughter named Quinn. “Where’s Quinn tonight?”

      “Geesh, how many times do I have to tell you, everyone is right here!”

      “Quinn is at my house, too?” I repeated blankly, surprised but hopeful I had understood her correctly.

      “Yes! Yes! Yes!” Jane cried out in exasperation. “Here, Salty wants to talk to you.” I heard her laugh as she passed the phone and say, “I think she’s drunk or something, see if you can make her listen!”

      “What’s wrong, Acadia? Are you hurt?”

      I didn’t bother asking Salty if he was high or straight. Nobody could tell the difference in his personality because he always appeared mellow. I should probably talk to Deb, but Salty was easier. “No, I’m fine. Please, please listen to me. First, you know I’m not drunk, right?”

      The smile was evident in Salty’s voice. “Well, that’s too bad, but yes, I believe you.”

      Salty had been my husband’s best friend and he was my farm manager. I’d known him forever.

      “I know, I know, I’m too uptight,” I responded tartly. “I’ll be home in a little bit and I’m bringing four people. Put Rex in the barn, okay?”

      I didn’t know if this craziness crossed to animals, but I’d never forgive myself if Rex went Cujo on me from licking infected blood. I shook my head. I had Stephen King on the brain tonight, but that was apropos considering my life was turning into a horror show.

      “Okay, four people and Rex in the barn. Anything else?”

      “Yes. Ask Deb to call Kate’s Cleaning and get a cleaning team over immediately. I’ll pay whatever premium it takes. Have her ask Kate to bring clothes for two men that are as huge as Kate’s husband.” Salty whistled and I smiled, but went on quickly, “Sweats are fine, and I’ll pay her for those, too. Let Kate know the cleaning job requires sanitizing blood. Stress it’s a wipe down cleaning of some rooms in King House and a small bus, not buckets of blood.”

      I didn’t survive the attacks in the bar to get accidentally infected later. I had no idea how long germs lived in the blood or fluids outside of the host, so I planned on bathing in bleach.

      His legendary calm in place, Salty replied, “I’m real glad to hear it’s not buckets of blood, Acadia, but what in the Sam Hill is going on?”

      I snorted. “Something incredibly bad is happening, Salty. Get everyone sobered up. Call Robert and get him over, and ask Bobby, too. Oh, and Uncle Coop, if you can find him. Tell everybody I’ll explain when I get there. It’s too much to get into over the phone. Will you do me another favor though, until I get home?”

      “Name it.”

      I squeezed my eyes closed, grateful to be talking to someone sane and practical, even if he was an old stoner. “I need to make calls the rest of the ride home. Will you all listen to every local news station and look online for any reports of people getting sick, going crazy, and attacking others, particularly at the Mall of America or the airports? For now, I’m mainly interested in Minnesota but,” I added thoughtfully, “search all the U.S., Haiti, and the Dominican Republic to see if anything strange is going on anywhere else.”

      Salty whistled again, but repeated back what I wanted him to do verbatim--no questions asked. Impressed, I complimented him that he wasn’t the burnout everyone called him. After chuckling, there was a companionable silence for a moment. Aware I needed to hurry and get more accomplished; I still put off hanging up. I didn’t want to let go that feeling of peacefulness I always derived from Salty’s centered presence, even if it was only his scratchy, deep voice.

      “Hurry up home. This must be the end of the world bad if you’re asking me to drag Robert over here.”

      I laughed quietly at Salty’s humorous, truthful statement before saying goodbye.

      Robert Winters is my husband’s stepbrother, and Bobby is Robert’s son. Bobby is cool and we’re good friends, I consider him family. On the other hand, it is no secret Robert despises me for existing. That’s okay because I think Robert’s the biggest weasel prick on two legs, but that’s all beside the point tonight. For now, I need Robert’s help.

      Ending the call, I met T-bone’s eyes in the rear view mirror. He nodded slowly, solemn-faced. I nodded back. I think we bonded.

      “Correct me if I’m wrong, but I got the impression back at the hotel bar that you three men are single?”

      Eyes back on the road, T-bone’s lips turned up. “Why, uppity white woman, you finally smartenin’ up and reconsiderin’ you choice?”

      “Yeah, Ray Dean’s starting to look real good.”

      T-bone’s shoulders shook.

      Every sound T-bone emitted seemed to start out as a growling rumble from somewhere deep in his broad chest. Only the tonal inflections differentiated between a laugh, an appreciative male noise in response to an attractive woman, or a pissed off snarl. But from what I’d seen, his immense shoulders shook only when he laughed.

      “You guys got anybody you want to call and warn about tonight, T? Any local family or close friends that grew up as big and mean as you maybe? They’d be welcome at my farm.”

      I expected to be accused of wanting to imprison his family as field slaves, when without the usual attitude, he said quietly, “Thanks, Acadia. I don’t have a wife or no kids, but I do have family back in Georgia, near Atlanta. You think I need to be callin’ them and warnin’ them about tonight? You don’t think the police are gonna handle all that crazy shit back there?”

      “You were there, T-bone, what do you think?” I blew out a breath. “Call me Chicken Little, but I’m a big fan of better safe than sorry. My advice is tell anyone you care about to keep an ear to the ground while they pack up their food, guns, and ammo. They should hunker down somewhere safe or head for the hills. If I’m right, they’ll be alive. If I’m not,” I shrugged and smiled thinly, “they can throw darts at your picture.”

      He smirked at that. Glancing back, I saw Barbara sleeping with her head resting on Ray Dean’s arm. The big red-head grinned at me and pointed happily toward Rod. I couldn’t see him, but I heard Rod’s intermittent soft groans.

      “Tell Ray Dean what I said, okay?”

      T-bone was nodding contemplatively. “Ray Dean’s divorced. He’s got a lot of relatives and all in Kentucky, but he considers his family the Minnesota…”

      My phone buzzed, and I held up a hand to interrupt T-bone. “I’m sorry, but I’ve got to answer this and then make some calls while I can.”

      I answered Deb’s questions in her text. After that, I started through my phone contacts, diligently making lists on the back of an envelope found in the depths of my purse. I stayed calm, but my mind reeled with everything that needed to be done. I made call after call, looking up only to give an occasional driving instruction to the thankfully silent T-bone.

      Thirty minutes later, we were twenty-five miles south of the Twin Cities on Hwy 52. The turn off for the farm was at 180th Street, a strange name for a graveled country road. I own the land on either side of the road for the next nine miles due east. After a few miles, I had T-bone stop. He peered out his side window to the north while I used a remote to open the metal gates barring access to the private road partially bisecting this southern half of my land.

      “What’s that lit up way over there across those fields? It looks like the dark side of the moon.”

      “Close. That’s King Quarry.”

      He hummed speculatively. “Like Acadia King Quarry? Like the whistle blowin’ Flintstone’s quarry?”

      I chuckled. “Yep. My husband’s family started the quarry in the late 1800s. It’s like the Flintstones, although we quarry Sioux quartzite and not gravel.”

      He turned partially around, brows drawn. “Husband?”

      “He’s dead.” I met his eyes levelly.

      He relaxed and nodded sympathetically, but then asked curiously, “Why you got a gate across this road and a little guard house? It seems there’s nothin’ around here but this here road and fields.”

      “I host big events on my property throughout the year. The gate helps with crowd control and parking. That’s not a guard house, but an admissions booth.”

      We drove quietly again until a quarter mile later when we stopped at a crossroads and another gate barred the way further south. This was a taller, much fancier wrought iron gate with a scrolling K monogram. The high boulder walls on either side of the gate were lit with spotlights and so was the sign reading, “King Farm, est.1862.”

      T-bone whistled and Ray Dean called from the back, “Hey, Acadia King, you some kind of queen or somethin’?”

      I twirled a hand beauty-pageant style. “Please, Your Uppity Bitch Majesty works just fine for me.”

      We all chuckled while I opened the iron gates and T-bone steered the bus up the wide, paved drive. The drive was bordered on either side with boulder walls, too, but they were lower than the walls fronting the road. The shuttle’s headlights flashed on tall, arched branches of trees that overhung the road from high above.

      During the day, the ride along the lane through the forest of colorful ash, maples, quaking aspen, birch, and evergreens was cool and beautiful. At night, even moonbeams couldn’t penetrate the thick canopy overhead. It made the dark night even darker and was a little spooky when you walked or drove it alone.

      After traveling up the dark road, it was startling to drive abruptly out of the woods and see King House squatting front and center on a gentle rise beyond the wrought iron fence and an acre of open grass.

      Slowly driving on the lane alongside the tall fence, the men and Barbara gawked at the house. Then T-bone and Ray-Dean really started in with the royalty jokes.

      “That is one evil-lookin’ pad. Who was your dead husband again? King Dracula?”

      Aesthetically, I agreed with T-bone’s last exclamation on the exterior of King House. Even a multitude of windows cheerfully glowing with lamplight didn’t prevent the house from looking oppressively foreboding. I still flicked his cheek, hard, for being an insensitive ass about my husband, and smiled when he yelled, “Ow!”

      I also agreed with Babs that the three-storied tower on the corner was awesome. I always thought it looked just like a giant rook chess piece stuck onto the house, complete with the crenellated wall circling the tower’s roof.

      “I don’t know ‘bout that, looks like a big Lego to me!” Ray Dean called out.

      We were still laughing when T-bone drove around to the rear of the house to park the bus out of sight in the large garage not too far from the back entrance of the kitchen wing.

      Rod Ramaldi nixed our light moment when he groggily demanded, “Where the hell are we? What happened to my head?”

      That was my cue. I jumped up and exited the bus first while calling over my shoulder, “Come on in, everybody!”

      Ray Dean’s joyful voice could be heard for miles through the open bus door. “Ram, my man, you’re awake! Yo, we’re at Queen Acadia King’s farm! Hey, sorry about the head. I guess I nailed you a good one when we were beatin’ on that pusbag zombie that ate little Betsy.”

      “What the…? Who? Where am I?”

      “You know, Acadia, that blondie chick from the bar…”

      “Aca…you mean Mary?”

      “Mary? Sheeit, Ram’s brains are all scrambled; he’s got his dang women mixed up. I told you we were gonna get in trouble, T-bone!”

      The last I heard before dashing into the welcoming warmth of the kitchen at King House was Ray Dean, Barbara, and T-bone all talking at once to their groaning friend Ram.

      Salty was as good as his word. Rex was in the barn. My girlfriends, Quinn, the three Canadian brothers, my cousin Sean, Robert, and Bobby all were busy around the long kitchen table. Only my Uncle Coop was still missing. The brothers had a laptop and their phones out. The TV was blaring. Steaming coffee cups sat on the table in front of them, along with 2-liter bottles of Coke and family-sized bags of cheesy puffs.

      “Nothing yet, Acadia…” Salty’s voice trailed off when he glanced over from the TV.

      As everyone stared at me in stupefaction, I noticed most of their eyes were bloodshot. “My God, somebody pass around the Visine!”

      Quinn was the first to speak, her eyes incredulous. “Is that really you, Aunt Acadia?”

      I had actually forgotten about how I was dressed up. “Hi, Quinn. Yes, it’s me alright.

      My cousin Sean looked me over even as his grin grew. “Tell me you did not go out looking like that tonight.”

      “Oh, didn’t Jane tell you that bloody gore is the new fashion?” I shot back, and chuckled when his smile turned to horror.

      They all stood up at once and came over exclaiming, and even Robert’s shifty eyes were curious. The Canadian boys were gazing at me like they’d never seen me before. I felt my face getting hot at all the attention, realizing what a disgusting, slutty mess I must look like.

      Deb’s hazel eyes were clear. She would imbibe in a glass of wine or two, but was too straight to ever eat pot brownies. Deb has always been that way while I, on the other hand, used to be much more fun. I’ve been wound progressively tighter since Law’s death. I couldn’t remember the last time I had a good time. Seeing the frown lines of worry wrinkle Deb’s forehead, it hit me that it could do us both a world of good to get rip roaring, falling down drunk.

      Deb reached for my arm, but thought better of it. She asked anxiously, “Why are you looking at me that way? Where are your shoes? What is that all over you? Good Lord, Acadia, is that blood on your dress, and what’s on your neck? Oh ick, it’s in your hair, too! Are you really okay?”

      “Yes, yes, I’m fine!” I batted her away, hating to be fussed over. “You owe me a pan of potatoes, though.”

      Liz and Jane laughed, and then pointed and made disgusted faces at my hair while they passed the bag of cheesy puffs back and forth.

      Debbie almost touched the stiff hair. “So I see!”

      I smiled reassuringly at the concern in Salty’s wide eyes, and then said to Deb, “I may owe you a car, though, so don’t sweat it. Is Kate coming with a cleaning team and clothes?”

      Deb nodded slowly, unable to stop looking at me. “It’ll cost you, but she’ll be here. Why would you owe me a car? Were you in a wreck?”

      Jane gasped, hands flying to her face. Her fingers left orange smudges on her rosy cheeks. “Is that the 4377? You killed somebody in a car accident? Was it your date? Is that where all the blood came from?”

      “No, I wasn’t in a wreck and killed my date, but I had to leave Deb’s car and borrow a bus to get everyone here. I’ll tell everybody the 4377 after I shower.” I thanked Deb for her help. “I don’t want to touch anything, so can you grab me a spray bottle of bleach to wipe off my feet? Have the crew do the kitchen wipe down first while we’re showering.” Deb still looked bewildered, but handed me the bottle and a cloth. Revved up, I couldn’t stop the torrent of words that poured out of me while I swabbed my feet. “Will you please help the people I brought get sorted? They’re a mess, too. You might have to dig out some really huge tablecloths they can wrap themselves in after they shower until their clothes arrive.” I glanced up at Debbie’s double take and smiled. “You’ll see what I mean. I’m going to …” My words trailed off this time.

      My friends and family had all stopped listening to me. They turned as one towards the back door when the gang from the hotel walked into the kitchen. T-bone’s glare led the way, followed by Ray Dean’s grin, Barbara’s little wave, and lastly Rod, who was holding a hand up across his eyes.

      I kept my voice casual, so nobody got the wrong idea. “Hey guys, welcome. Take off your shoes so you don’t track in blood. Everyone, these are some new friends…”

      My girlfriend’s mouths had all silently dropped open at the same time, but my cousin Sean and Bobby interrupted me with shouts of, “It’s T. Bookerson Brown and Ray Dean Wilson!” and “Mean Ray Dean and T-bone!”

      Pumping the men’s hands enthusiastically, I thought Sean and Bobby’s excited behavior seemed way over the top for grown men in their thirties. “Wait, I never said their names. How do you know these guys? I just met them tonight.”

      They ignored me, falling all over each other to ask, “Why aren’t you in Atlanta?” and “Are you both still on suspension?” and “Man, our offensive line sucks dick without you!”

      Confused by Bobby and Sean’s chatter, I glanced over at Rod and saw him drop his hand. He did not look happy. Squinting my way, those golden eyes nailed me.

      Excited chaos exploded around us.

      Quinn started wiggling her hands in excitement and squeaked out, “Oh my God! Oh my God! It’s Rod Ramaldi, the new quarterback of the Minnesota...!”

      “You’re right, it’s him! It’s really him!” I couldn’t believe it when the three Canadian brothers started squealing and jumping right along with Quinn and my girlfriends.

      Salty raised a thick brow, which coming from him was paramount to doing a cartwheel. Weasel prick Robert took in the football players, but zeroed in on Barbara standing alone off to the side. He leered at her large breasts so openly, she shot him an uncomfortable “get real” frown and protectively crossed her arms.

      Everybody started talking at once.

      I was dumbfounded. Everything about the guys suddenly fell into place and I felt like a complete horse’s ass. Of course those leviathans were football players--their size, their muscles, their foul mouths, the hair, the jewelry, the women, and the fighting. What else could they be besides football players? Unless it was pro wrestlers, which was another sport I knew nothing about, except that they dyed their hair a lot.

      I squinted dubiously over at Rod while I gave a final rub to the soles of my feet and threw away the dirty cloth into a plastic bag. Was Rod’s long hair dyed? Was that why it was such a unique, pure golden color, especially compared to his dark brown brows and lashes?

      My practical, well-ordered mind continued to race at an unstoppable gallop with stupid minutiae and never ending lists, and I was suddenly worried that I could be experiencing some sort of melt down.

      Rod nodded briefly at the greetings being thrown at him from all directions, but walked towards me.

      Ray Dean got everybody started reciting a cheer. He joined in, conducting with waving arms and a demented grin while they all shouted, “Ram, Ram, he’s our new man! If T-bone can’t block, then Ray Dean can!”

      Not even the rousing cheer deterred Rod from his path.

      “Why, hello there. I’m Liz Turner.” My ex-model friend smiled enticingly up at Rod, perhaps scenting the pheromones of a fifth wealthy husband over the base notes of my hurried squirts of bleach.

      “Mary, we need to talk.”

      Men tripped over themselves to have Liz smile at them like she was smiling up at Rod. A surprised Liz blinked. “Mary? Who’s Mary?”

      Rod nodded curtly and Liz peered past me for a stranger named Mary.

      At least I didn’t have to worry that Liz suspected any hanky-panky going on between Rod and I. My ex-model friend was a flirt and was used to men falling at her feet, but she’d never go after a girlfriend’s man. Not that Rod was my man. I smacked my forehead in annoyance at these thoughts.

      Exhibiting finesse that would make an elephant look dainty, Ray Dean quickly intervened, “Yo Ram, didn’t you hear me out there on the bus? Your head got rapped a little hard, dude! I told you this blonde’s name is Acadia-- not Mary, or Barbara, or Catalina. Wasn’t Mary that,” he winked, his cupped hands doing va-va-voom motions, “blonde hottie on the plane today?”

      T-bone stood with his massive legs apart, arms folded, and ropes of hair sticking out like he’d been electrocuted recently. He’d glared at Ray Dean during the cheering, but now he rumbled that nasty snicker deep in his chest.

      Jane had been staring at T-bone in wonder, no doubt convinced she had flashbacked because the huge man did resemble one of her old boyfriends, just one hundred pounds of muscle larger.

      Now Jane tore her eyes away and frowned at Ray Dean’s crassness. “Yes, that’s our Acadia, not some Mary.” Apparently still a little baked, she smiled blearily at me. “Now tell me, how was the date tonight, honey? Did you two hit it off before the car accident?”

      Deb distracted Jane with a mug of black coffee and practically forced her to drink.

      I wanted to scream and run, but I smiled patiently to the room at large while I ground my molars. “I am going to shower and change. I’ll be fast.” Grind. I smiled at the hotel people. “Deb will show you to rooms, so that you can shower, too. You’ll get some different clothes to wear temporarily because we’re burning ours.” Grind. Grind. I smiled at my friends and family all staring at me. “When everyone meets back here, I’ll explain the 4377.”

      I walked out of the kitchen, hearing Ray Dean whisper louder than most people yelled, “Hey, what’s Queen Acadia mean by the 4377, T-bone? Is that like some farmer’s way of sayin’ the 411 in Minnesota?”

      “How in the hell would I know what farmers say in Minnesota, Ray Dean? Do I look like some girl farmer to you? Do you think all brothers are born knowin’ how to farm?”

      To my dismay, Rod, his arguing teammates, and everybody else followed me out into the main hall.

      Deb’s voice cried out over the hubbub, “Oh Acadia, your new dress is ruined! It’s ripped all the way up the back!”

      As if the freakin’ front wasn’t caked with blood and guts, but I bit my tongue since I had no more teeth to grind. I held my dress closed over my butt while I went right to the stairs and started up. I didn’t get more than a few stairs before Rod came forward and ordered me to stop. At that sharp command, all eyes were on us with varying expressions from bewilderment to avid curiosity to smirking satisfaction from T-bone.

      Not wanting to get into anything personal in front of our audience, I ignored my first reaction to Rod’s peremptory tone, which was to tell him to go take a sky dive without a parachute--only in curse words. Instead, I said softly for only him to hear, “Sorry, but this night has been…” I shrugged, at a loss. “I’ll be back in fifteen minutes to explain.”

      His back to the eavesdroppers, he kept his voice low, too. “Listen, Mary or Acadia, or whatever your name is, you owe me…”

      “Owe you?” I interjected, frowning but still whispering. “I owe you nothing.” I motioned subtly towards the curious group. “I won’t talk about it here.” Anxious they would overhear us and discover what I’d been doing tonight, I added irrationally, “I’m still married, for Christ’s sake!”

      I started up the stairs again.

      Voice hard, Rod continued evenly as if I hadn’t spoken, “You owe me an explanation why you lied to me and my friends, stole a…”

      Pushed too far at his arrogance, and embarrassed that I thought he’d referred to our sexual interlude, I hissed quickly to stop him, “And I said that I will deal with you in fifteen minutes, so chill.”

      Done talking, I ran up the stairs. At the first landing, I heard Quinn’s scream of delight and glanced back.

      Eyes furious and his face bloody, Rod “Ram” Ramaldi, the incredibly handsome and the incredibly pissed off new Minnesota quarterback, was chasing me.

      “Oh, I think you’ll deal with me right now!”

      Yeah, maybe he wasn’t so much the gilded angel sent from Heaven.
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        “I need you to be clever, Bean. I need you to think of solutions to problems we haven’t seen yet. I want you to try things that no one has ever tried because they’re absolutely stupid.” –Ender Wiggins, Ender’s Game

      

      Were the origins of the rabid, cannibalistic behavior I witnessed tonight at the bar caused by a bacterial or viral infection, an unknown strain of a prion disease, or some type of bioengineered nanotech from a secret government lab? Could it be something coughed up from a deep ocean vent, chemical warfare, or a plague sent directly from God to begin the end of days? Or was it a damn candy gram sent special delivery on a meteorite from an extraterrestrial life force?

      I’ve read quite a bit about diseases with the potential to cause deadly pandemics, but didn’t have any answers to what caused that craziness at the bar. I’d leave that for people to worry about who were much smarter than me with lots of letters after their names. What I did have to go on was what I had witnessed with my own two eyes. As tempting as it was, I would be the crazy one to disregard the slaughter at the bar as a onetime event.

      I had learned two useful things tonight at the hotel. Because of fate, we may have a very short window of opportunity to dig in and get prepared for hell on earth, and I was not ready to do that swan dive out of the hay loft after all.

      I pushed off the solid door that separated me from the pissed off football player and rushed to the master bath. I could still hear pounding on the door and swore in irritation that Rod wasn’t just going to obligingly disappear.

      I’d have to placate him, and everyone else in the house, because getting them onboard was critical to my ongoing plans, but first I needed to get clean. I had been wearing infected blood for almost an hour. It may be too little, too late, but it was the best I could do until we knew more about how the infection spread or if I showed symptoms.

      Hands only slightly shaky, I cut through the silk belt and fabric of the dress until it fell off me in a sodden heap. It went into a plastic trash bag, along with my panties and strapless bra.

      Nude, I braved a glance in the large sink mirror while I methodically pulled out all the pins in the blonde hair on my head. If this wasn’t airborne, I might be alright. The roundness of my breasts were glaringly white against my upper chest smeared black with dried blood, but I hadn’t received a bite or a scratch, swallowed any fluids, nor had anything splashed in my eyes or up my nose.

      I was missing my right false eyelash, the Cleopatra eyeliner had gone raccoon, and the red lipstick was smeared off my lips to either side of my face. No wonder everybody had stared downstairs, I could be the Joker’s twin sister.

      Swallowing a grim laugh that I had worried Rod was still after my bod; I pulled the platinum blonde wig off and threw it into the trash bag.

      I growled in imitation of T-bone, “Blondes do not, NOT, have more fun!”

      The wig left a bright red swipe on the inside of the pristine white plastic. Gagging, I dropped in the hairpins and set the trash bag aside. Determinedly, I shut out the sounds of gunshots and the gross images trying to crowd to the surface of my mind.

      Pumping a handful of soap and then spray bleach into my palm, I started in on scrubbing my hands and nails first. It stung to beat the band, so I hoped it was killing germs, but I was no doctor. Then I got busy wiping down the contents of my purse.

      Seven minutes later, I emerged from the steaming shower scrubbed of blood, slime, and cosmetics. My own jet black hair was still wet, so I swept the long mass off my face with a thin headband. I swiftly dressed in jeans, a long-sleeved shirt with a faded Acadia Blooms logo, warm socks, and my favorite Timberlands.

      I rummaged quickly in my large closet and found my photography vest. If you want to carry a gun, but not wear a shoulder or belt holster, I’ve found photography vests work great. The vests are more practical than shooting vests. They come with many more pockets that are waterproof inside and close with zippers, snaps, or Velcro.

      I opened my nightstand drawer, slid my hand up into the back, and moved the hidden lever that opened the false bottom. I secured the extra two loaded magazines for the Glock into a vest pocket, along with my phone, credit cards, and keys.

      I’d originally balked at keeping a loaded gun by the bed. Living in the country, I’d grown up around guns all my life. We’ve got a gun room of handguns, long guns, ammo, and a few other weapons locked up tight downstairs, and I enjoy target shooting. That wasn’t why I balked.

      Most security experts agreed that it is counterproductive to store a loaded gun in a bedside table drawer for self-defense. It is the first place the bad guys look for weapons to steal or use against you. If that isn’t deterrent enough, a bedside drawer is too accessible for wandering, curious children and birdbrained adults who could end up accidentally shooting themselves or somebody else.

      Still, Law insisted we have loaded weapons conveniently nearby while we slept, so we compromised. Law built the false drawers in both our nightstands to hide the guns. Then he pissed me off for years by waking me up from a deep sleep at odd hours so that I could practice drawing my gun out of the hidden space in the dark.

      I smiled sadly at the memory while I went to the other side of the bed. This was the time of night I’d usually be staring at the ceiling and yearning for my husband in our bed. Snapping Law’s holstered gun, a Kimber Tactical Custom HD II, into the vest’s front right pocket and the three extra loaded mags in another, I had no time to brood.

      I gathered up the trash bags in one hand and went to the bedroom door. Silently, I unlocked both locks, took a deep breath, and opened the door.

      My gaze immediately fell on Rod. Damn, he was a persistent bugger. He was sitting on the floor across from my bedroom and his head was back against the wall. His eyes were closed, but the tautness around his mouth signified pain. Irritation gave way to concern. The long spill of his blonde hair on his broad chest shimmered and caught my suspicious attention while I decided what to say.

      Rod’s eyes opened, and then widened a fraction when he looked up at me. “Well, well, what do we have here?” His gaze traveled back down, but I refused to squirm under his slow perusal. “First you’re Mary Jensen, the sexy blonde who wants to hurry up and fuck, and now you’re what…the black-haired, safari photojournalist, I’m-still-married Acadia King?” He stood up in one fluid motion that I knew now was honed athleticism. Nothing could make Rod remotely unattractive short of throwing acid on his face, but his twisted grin was not pleasant. “Are you ready to deal with me now?”

      Writing his pettiness off to a post-traumatic headache, I looked him over critically. His pupils were the same size and his speech wasn’t slurred. Not that I was a physician, but concussion could most likely be ruled out. We’d still have to watch him like a hawk over the next few hours. I’d hate to shoot him in error thinking he was turning into a crazy when he was only suffering from an epileptic fit. He did have blood streaked on his face, but his clothes were only lightly spackled.

      “Rod, other than beating on that crazy guy who killed your Asian girlfriend, did you have contact with any other of those freaks at the bar? Get bitten or scratched anywhere? Swallow any blood or any other body fluids…”

      My voice stopped at those words, but Rod only smirked while he rubbed his temple with a forefinger. “Betsy wasn’t my girlfriend; we’d just met her tonight. But no, ma’am, I didn’t get any scratches or bites.”

      I ignored the sarcastic “ma’am” and glanced quickly up the hallway to make sure we were alone. We were standing in the family wing corridor of bedrooms and Deb had brought the others to the guest wing to shower, but I didn’t want to chance being overheard.

      “Look, Rod, you’re right. I owe you an apology. Technically, I’m not married. My husband died two years ago.” I went on, wanting him to understand, “I guess I haven’t been handling his death too well. The women you saw down in the kitchen are a few of my best friends and they convinced me to go out and mingle…”

      “Mingle?” His laugh was short. “I saw you enter the bar and perform your little walk about. Is your idea of mingling to boldly walk up and proposition a strange man to have sex?”

      I shrugged a shoulder, and lost any desire to explain my actions at his tone. I was also uncomfortable talking about sex with another man in this house. “Let’s just say I was on a time table and leave it at that.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss years ago, but tell me if I have this straight. You put on a disguise, gave me a fake name, and used me for sex. Acadia, answer me truthfully,” Rod’s tone didn’t change exactly, but I clearly heard the underlying message that I’d better not consider doing anything else. I suddenly understood how he could ride herd on a team of wild men like Ray Dean and T-bone. “If we’d spent the night and played together,” Rod’s voice now deepened to that honeyed tone that had seduced the herd of women in the bar and made them wish he would ride them, “and did all the sexy things I had in mind that no man has ever done with you before, was it also part of your time table to sneak away afterwards?”

      As a result of growing up a child of a raging alcoholic father, I excelled at lying. As an adult with little to fear until tonight, I had made it a point to tell the truth. When I was silent on a subject or let somebody assume whatever conclusions they wanted, I didn’t consider that lying by omission because lies came easy. I considered that being truthful by shutting up, which was much harder to do.

      Since I had decided to sneak away before we made it back to his room, I was able to meet Rod’s narrow-eyed stare without guilt. Besides, I honestly thought most men would enjoy being used for their penis, not offended like Rod appeared.

      I blew off the taunting ‘sexual things no man has ever done with me before.’ Rod’s head hurt, and what red-blooded man out there wouldn’t get defensive when their egos were challenged? I’d been married for years, for God’s sake, and Law had done tons of sexual things to me. How unique could a guy get?

      Pushing aside the niggling voice that pointed out Law had never done me in an elevator, and wanting only to end this topic, I prevaricated, “Uh, I guess when you put it that way; it does sound a little tacky. Sorry.”

      We had a stare down for a few seconds. My God, his yellow eyes really were boring twin holes into my soul. I had apologized. What more could this man, this famous football player that probably boffed a different beautiful woman every night, expect me to say?

      I broke eye contact and summarized neatly. “It doesn’t really matter anymore, does it, since anything between us is over? Plus, you left me to die in that bar. I think we can call it Even Steven on the disrespecting front.”

      Okay, maybe my voice was a little dry.

      Some men get loud when mad, Rod laughed softly, but coldly. “I didn’t leave you to die. You had a gun. I went to help a poor girl whose throat was being ripped out by a madman.”

      “And I didn’t force you to accept my proposition or promise you anything more, so it’s all a moot point. It’s over, let’s drop it and concentrate on the important stuff, shall we? Can I get you some Advil for your headache and show you to a room to shower? You need to get any infected blood cleaned off and I need to get downstairs.”

      I thought I segued rather graciously into a new subject, but Rod moved a step closer to me. “As the blonde Mary Jensen tonight you were hot, but what got me were your eyes.” His own eyes were familiarly warm and sincere. I tensed. “But now that I see your long black hair, Acadia, with your black brows, it all makes sense. I’ve never seen such beautiful eyes. Are they gray or are they silver?”

      I knew that seductive smile delivered what it promised, and then some. I was very aware of the fact it hadn’t been much more than an hour since I’d gotten a small taste. I still felt the extremely powerful pull of Rod’s sexuality, but instead of arousing me right now, it only accentuated the emptiness inside me.

      It was my bad luck to have discovered tonight that zombies were real, that I was extremely pragmatic, and that sex without love was like eating a juicy rib eye steak without ketchup. Sure it was still delicious, but it wasn’t quite right.

      Rod’s finger came near, but didn’t quite caress my cheek. Good thing because he still hadn’t showered. “I haven’t decided on their color yet, but one thing I do know--the attraction we felt for each other isn’t over, Mary-Acadia King. Not by a long shot.” Before I could say anything he straightened to his full, impressive height, crossed his arms, and his drawling tone went coolly matter-of-fact. “I also want to know why the hell you lied to the guys and brought us here tonight. Why involve us in stealing a bus? Do you know what repercussions there will be if the media finds out?”

      I raised a pacifying hand, but my words had an edge. “Trust me, my eyes are plain gray. You are very handsome, Rod, and…accomplished. I’m sure you aren’t used to women rejecting you, but I’m being upfront here. Whatever attraction sparked between us is over.” Rod’s slight curve of the lips spurred me on. “Look, I have no time to pussyfoot around, and it’s for the same reason that I lied to get you and your friends here tonight.” Resentfully watching his confident smile grow more amused at my word choice, I was dismayed at my very real desire to punch him. This was not like me and I took a calm breath before speaking again. “Please listen to me. We are on the verge of a zombie apocalypse.”

      That wiped the cocky smirk from his face. “What the hell?”

      “Yes, that’s right, I said zombie. I believe what happened tonight was ground zero for a virus or something, some outbreak in our area. Rod, in that bar I saw a customer come back alive after being ripped apart worse than poor Betsy. He started acting like a crazy and almost bit my face off. I shot him in the head!” Drained, I added tiredly, “I don’t think the media is going to give two hoots in hell about any of us in a day or two, but for what it’s worth, I broke the only security camera I saw in the ramp. We all covered our faces when we drove out the exit.”

      “Excuse me if that doesn’t reassure me much.” Rod’s voice was sardonic while he rubbed the back of his neck. Despite my frustrated annoyance, I sympathized with his constant rubbing movements; the man obviously had a bad headache. Still, he needed an attitude adjustment.

      I mimicked his crossed arms. “You weren’t so concerned about cameras or the media in that elevator tonight.”

      Rod’s face lit up with a broad grin. “Why, Ms. King, you naughty, naughty girl.” His voice practically purred with rich satisfaction. “You wanted me so much that you didn’t even care if there were security cameras or not in that elevator!”

      “My God, why did you know there weren’t cameras?” I demanded, even as I blushed hotly. I was disgusted with myself. I’d probably just had sex with a man that routinely screwed strange woman from bars in elevators while it had been an once-in-a-lifetime experience for me.

      Raising a brow, he responded softly, “Who said I’d known either?” At my surprised expression, Rod smiled slightly as he massaged the back of his neck. “What happened to the other two women, Gigi and Catalina?”

      “Uh, I have no idea,” I answered, curious at his remark, but very relieved at the abrupt change of subject. “I looked for them, but never saw them again after you guys took off.” I didn’t offer any false hope they escaped the bloodbath, but smirked. “Were they women you met at the bar tonight, too?”

      Nodding unapologetically, Rod leaned back against the wall and closed his eyes. “Ah, hell, this is totally insane.” I was watching his face when he opened one eye and looked back. “I suspected things were bad, but zombies? Seriously?” At my nod, he blew out a long breath. “Okay, Acadia, point me to the shower. After that, I want to hear about everything else I missed that happened tonight.” He ran a hand through his long hair, but his mouth quirked up. “You really shot a zombie man in the head?”

      I nodded soberly, relieved we were past the worst and could part as friends. I held up and wiggled two fingers.

      Rod laughed softly. “You shot two zombies?”

      “It was horrible!” It was appalling, but I wanted to laugh in return and arch my back while preening at the teasing admiration in his voice. What was wrong with me? There was nothing to be proud about. Innocent people out for a good time had gotten viciously ripped apart and half eaten to death. I killed one of them again for good measure. I was a pragmatic murderess.

      A trick of lighting in the hallway made Rod’s eyes glow golden with warmth. He murmured, “Boudicca, the warrior queen.”

      “Oh please,” I protested on a scoff. “It was much more like Ms. Palsy Hands who peed her pants. Not that anyone would notice under the stinking guts I was already wearing.”

      His intense gaze and broad grin told me that I was the most interesting woman he’d ever met and that he saw my inner brilliance like no man ever had before.

      To put an end to the flirting Rod seemed to do as easily as breathing, I snickered and said, “Follow me.”

      Debating only briefly, I turned back into my room since it was the easiest. I hesitated again, but then marched to Lawson’s closet to find sweats and an oversized T-shirt that would fit Rod close enough. Law had been a big man at 6’3’’, but Rod was taller, and their age difference aside, he was also more muscular of build.

      I showed Rod to the master bath. It was still humid from my shower and smelled like flowers and bleach. The big, blonde man mercifully kept his mouth shut while he glanced casually around the white and gray Carrara marble tiled bathroom.

      I got out more towels, a trash bag, and a bottle of Tylenol and Advil. “Take however many you need to feel good because this is going to be a busy night. I brought you guys here to keep you safe, but also for your help tonight. If you have somewhere else to be, I’ll get you there in the morning.” I couldn’t resist the dig, “No different than if we’d spent all night in a hotel room.”

      The sardonic twist of Rod’s mouth said what he thought of that statement, but he only eyed me skeptically through the mirror while he washed his hands.

      “Okay, no different time-wise,” I emphasized on a soft laugh and his image grinned widely in return. I looked away first, motioning to the shower. “Have at it. Throw your clothes in the garbage bag. We’ll all be down waiting for you in the kitchen.” I paused, not wanting to bring this up, but needing his word. “You won’t tell my family or your teammates about the elevator, right?”

      Rod’s answer was to pull his shirt off over his head.

      I slammed the door on my way out, but still heard the sound of his low laughter. The image of his sculpted chest, a line of dark hair, and the bold black ink of a tattoo snaking down his shoulder and around a flexed bicep stuck in my head.

      Rod could believe what he liked. Attraction or not, it wasn’t happening between us. Even if I could forget the age difference, this was no time for some hot, torrid affair. I felt no guilt teasing him a little. He would be gone in a few hours, and I was under no illusions about a man with Rod Ramaldi’s sexual charisma and experience. He would forget my stunning pewter eyes, or whatever he called them, before my farm was a speck in the distance. His fragile brain, the ability to charm the panties off women, and an expertise at throwing a small brown ball didn’t put Rod anywhere near the first page of people I thought would be an asset on the farm while we fought to survive. But until he left, I’d take advantage of his strength to lug supplies.

      Any thoughts of Rod were erased completely at the interesting sight of Ray Dean Wilson waiting at the top of the stairs. He was wrapped up toga-style in a red Christmas tablecloth. The red cloth was covered in tumbling elves and trimmed in red fringe that clashed violently with his orange hair and freckles. Deb must have taken a severe dislike to him.

      His scraggly mullet sprayed water droplets when he shook his head vigorously like a dog, as if to clear his vision at my brisk approach.

      “Good golly, would you lookie at all that black hair!” Arms thrown wide, Ray Dean belted out, “Raven hair and ruby lips, sparks fly from her fingertips. Woo-hoo—witchy woman, she got the moon in her eyes!”

      I smiled in spite of my worries. Ray Dean was certainly a character. He continued to look me over in disbelief.

      “Huh. So that was a wig you had on? I did wonder why your hair was crooked when we was all runnin’, but thought I was seeing things. You should think about colorin’ your hair yellow because that looked real pretty tonight.” He waggled ginger brows. “Not that black ain’t pretty, too, but I do like the blondies!”

      “I’ll keep that in mind in the unlikely event I should ever want to impress you, Ray Dean.”

      We started down the stairs together while he laughed good-naturedly and informed me that I talked funny. That really made me smile, but I only replied, “You do have a good singing voice, though.”

      “You should see what else I can do good, darlin’.” His laughter ended with an “oomph” when my elbow landed in his gut, but then he brightened. “Hey, that Deb sure is a sweet lady. Hope I didn’t scare her none when I asked her to stay and scrub my back.”

      That explained the tablecloth. “I’m sure she was terrorized. Deb doesn’t date, much less scrub the backs of gigantic pro football players.”

      “Huh.” Ray Dean was clearly disappointed. “So she’s a muffer.”

      “What!” I exclaimed, but then immediately wondered whether I’d be doing Deb a bigger favor by letting this big lunkhead Lothario go on thinking she was gay.

      Ray Dean shook his head sadly. “I felt a real connection with her, too, and she only has those blonde streaky-stripes in her hair. She’s not even no full blondie.”

      Pausing at the bottom stair in the main hall, I asked Ray Dean if he minded telling me his age. He said he was twenty-seven, the fourteenth of fifteen kids.

      “The last twelve of us were boys,” he added proudly, patting for his phone before remembering he had no pants on. “I’ll show you a family picture later. We are one fierce-lookin’ clan.”

      “Ray Dean,” I laughed in exasperation, “Deb is forty-three.”

      “You don’t say? That’s the same age as my second sister, Rae Anne. I like Rae Anne.” He didn’t appear put off, but mournful. “Too bad Deb’s a lezzy because T-bone’s been tellin’ me since my divorce that what I need is to start datin’ a more mature, natural woman.”

      Afraid to ask anything more, I changed topics. “If you want to head home to Kentucky in the morning, and if the airports aren’t safe, I can loan you a vehicle.”

      Ray Dean patted my shoulder with a hand the size of a catcher’s mitt while he shook his head. “Hey, that’s very nice of you to offer, Acadia, but I have a truck at my townhouse over in Eden Prairie. I called my mama just a few minutes ago and I told her about your farm and those bitin’ freaks at the bar. Mama’s got all the family around her down there. She thinks I should stay put where it’s safe for now. The team ain’t comin’ home until Friday night, and I don’t want to be leavin’ before then. Not without some of my bros. They’ll be countin’ on me to be here.”

      “You’re welcome to stay here, but let me know if you change your mind tomorrow. I believe it’s only going to get more dangerous to travel in the future, not less.” I hesitated, but added gently, “It’s possible the team won’t be able to get back here Friday night, Ray Dean.”

      Ray Dean frowned while he worried that thought over, but then grinned. “Yeah, but it’s possible they will, so I gotta wait for my bros.”

      I pointed Ray Dean in the right direction to the kitchen and said I’d be right there.

      Looking about me as I walked to the library, I have always been aware of my duty, as Lawson King’s wife, to ensure the house and farm thrived under my reign. Loving every square inch of this property only strengthened my vow that I’d do everything within my power to honor that duty.

      King House dates back to 1892. It was custom designed by a fashionable architect of the time after the King family became filthy rich. The farm and the quarry contributed a fair amount to the family coffers, but the big money came from Lawson’s great-great grandfather’s uncanny flare for land speculation. He had the house built as a surprise wedding gift for his new bride.

      King Farm was homestead in 1862, and before this current King House was constructed, there were three other houses built first on the property over the course of that thirty year stretch. Each was progressively larger as the King family grew in size and fortune.

      The first was a little log cabin now located in the area I call the Pioneer Village and available for tour when I held public events on the property.

      The second was a small house built of the stones and boulders dug from the ground when the first fields were tilled. Salty has called that place home for years and it’s nearby, just beyond the outbuildings of King House.

      The third was a white clapboard farmhouse situated on the northeastern border of the farm and near the quarry. As the crow flies, this farmhouse is a few miles away from King House and where my step brother-in-law, Robert lives.

      The grand King House where I live is described by the Dakota County Historical Society in their literature as Victorian in style. To me, the exterior of King House resembles nothing more than a big pile of Sioux quartzite blocks. It was built like a fortress and ugly as sin.

      Inside, however, the architect had redeemed himself. The house was beautiful and inviting. Designed off a center hall concept, the grand staircase was said to be old world craftsmanship at its finest. The rooms were spacious and airy. Many of the furnishings were irreplaceable antique heirlooms, but a family has always lived here, so the sofas and chairs were comfy and inviting.

      The rooms were two deep on each side of the center hall. I had to walk through the formal living room to get to the library.

      King Farm has a warren of rooms in the cellars and outbuildings for every conceivable purpose, but Law had liked to clean his guns spread out on top of old newspapers on a library table in this room. It was one of my favorite rooms in the house, as well.

      I removed the gun cleaning kit from the bottom desk drawer and my ancient trapper keeper notebook from another. From a wide chest with shallow drawers, I selected a laminated topography map of King Farm. Lastly, I unlocked the wall safe and removed a manila envelope thick with cash.

      In late June of 1979, a huge storm network of sixteen tornadoes cut a path of destruction across Minnesota, and I had been was caught in one. I’d never forgotten the bone deep terror I felt on that pretty summer day when my mother and I were walking home from a picnic lunch on the Vermillion River. Out on the open road with fields of knee high corn on either side, we took cover in the only place we could--the deep ditch. My mother’s body protected mine from the worst, but despite her care and my fright, I still managed to get my head turned up to look when the tornado passed over us. That smart move earned me a large goose egg on my forehead from a piece of hail the size of a golf ball, but I also saw entire trees go flying by, their long roots dangling.

      Experiencing that tornado was a major contributing factor to me being one of those strange adults who has filled a notebook with researched disaster plans and lists. It caused me to have the old brick underground tunnel running from King House to the Red Rose Barn reinforced and enlarged. I also have large stores of emergency supplies on hand.

      Law and I definitely didn’t like being dependent on the local power grid as our only energy source. The next steps were easy--fairly expensive, but easy. We brought in commercial grade generators, extra reservoir fuel tanks, and water cisterns. We also installed offgrid solar systems to provide electricity and hot water heat capable of powering and heating a large house, barns, and workshops. Over the years, we had continued to implement a mix of old methods and new technology to fortify the farm into a largely self-sustaining enterprise.

      Not being insane, I had never considered a disaster plan for a zombie outbreak. On the flip side, it never seemed unrealistic to imagine the lights permanently going out. I could easily visualize an epic catastrophe caused by any number of reasons from a world war to a raging viral pandemic.

      It was during the course of making my disaster plans that I’d done research on pandemics. Maybe everybody knew this and we just had bad schools around here, but I was astounded and fascinated over what I’d learned on the subject.

      I was vaguely aware of being taught about an innocent sounding “flu bug” that killed a lot of people at the end of WWI. If I did think about it back then in school, it was probably with the understanding that this flu bug killed babies, badly wounded soldiers, and old, sick people. You know, the usual suspects—the weak and defenseless.

      What I wasn’t taught, or what didn’t sink in, was that this flu bug’s mortality rate mysteriously targeted the twenty to forty age group the hardest, and a lot of people killed meant an estimated 40 to 60 million souls were wiped out from the spring of 1918 through 1919. Spain had 8 million dead from the flu bug in May 1918 alone, which was how it came to be called the Spanish Influenza. Scientists suspected the virus actually originated in Kansas and was spread globally by our soldiers being deployed overseas.

      I definitely wasn’t aware the Spanish Influenza virus was so vicious. Doctor’s reports told of seemingly healthy people walking down the street, falling down sick, and then dying within hours.

      I imagined what it must have been like to live back then--a time when many of our men were across the oceans fighting a world war, and people everywhere were dying like flies from the flu, or deathly sick for weeks before recovering.

      It got me thinking about what kind of unreported atrocities and crimes occurred in towns across America during that period in history. The veneer of civilization was very thin. Without people in authority to enforce the severe penalties to check them, what stopped the psychopaths and the criminals from doing their worst? Speaking from a woman’s perspective, it was scary stuff to think about how quickly modern laws to protect women and kids from rape and worse could denigrate into worthless words. Survival of the fittest would come into play all too quickly during a catastrophe. Ask any of the refugees of Hurricane Katrina.

      I’d also found out there was no cure for the Spanish Influenza and scientists were unable to make a vaccine for it then, or since. Another question reared its ugly head. What’s to stop a sick bird, a sick pig, and a sick human from creating this mutant influenza virus another year during flu season when all the stars were once again aligned against the human race? Or worse yet, some secret lab whipping up their version of the virus and turning it loose? Maybe that was what we had witnessed tonight at the Radisson Blu Hotel.

      In my mind, it has always been a “when” will this happen again scenario, not an “if.”

      I stared down at my old trapper keeper. I had put huge amounts of time and effort into the pages of lists inside. Most of the family and our good friends had contributed their own two cents into the extensive research in the notebook. Farmers and old soldiers like nothing more than relaxing with their friends over a cold beer while complaining about the current government, swapping tall tales, and arguing worst case scenarios. They probably didn’t take the subject as seriously as I did, but you name the disaster and we’ve strategized about what to do when our world goes belly up.

      In fact, that was the title printed across my binder notebook: “What To Do When the World Goes Belly Up.”

      The words zombie apocalypse wouldn’t be found anywhere in my lists, but that was why I gathered everyone to the kitchen tonight. I have to convince them we have to prepare to guard King Farm and our lives against the imminent threat of the craziest, most far-fetched, most fucked up thing we could ever imagine. Then I had to tell them we have one, maybe two days if we’re lucky, to accomplish that herculean task before we would be attacked.
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        “There will one day spring from the brain of science a machine or force so fearful in its potentialities, so absolutely terrifying, that even man, the fighter, who will dare torture and death in order to inflict torture and death, will be appalled, and so abandon war forever.” -Thomas Edison

      

      Except for Rod, everybody was back in the large kitchen when I swung through the door with my load. I sniffed a disinfectant smell and hoped that meant the cleaners had arrived. Deb saw me enter and hurried over, confirming that piece of good news.

      “They’re upstairs wiping down the showers and bedrooms they used.” Deb gestured towards T-bone and Ray Dean over by the stove. She kept her voice pleasant but Deb’s territorial; she wasn’t pleased at this kitchen invasion or with the football players. “That quarterback, Rod? He refused to leave outside your bedroom door until he talked with you.”

      Her eyebrows rose in question, but I answered noncommittally. “Yeah, he’s in the shower now and will be down in a minute.”

      Deb didn’t press me, but fell back into professional mode and reached for her phone. “Okay, what other room should the cleaners wipe down when he’s finished? Oh, and Kate should be here soon with their clothes. Should I write a check on the house account, although it’s going to seriously screw with my budget?”

      “Screw the budgets.” I squeezed Deb’s shoulder at her shocked expression at this blasphemy. Salty was in charge of the farm crops, my cousin Sean was my right hand man with my businesses, Robert and Bobby managed King Quarry, and Deb ran King House. She was meticulous, organized, and tighter than a drum where money was concerned.

      “The cleaners just need to do my room and then wipe down the shuttle bus.”

      Deb’s shoulder stiffened under my hand, but her voice was light. “That young quarterback is showering in your room?”

      I nodded and quickly excused myself. Uncle Coop had arrived while I was upstairs. I felt Deb’s eyes boring into my back while I walked away. Her curiosity, mixed with unspoken disapproval, was almost tangible. As far as I was concerned, there was nothing to talk about, so the less said the better.

      Uncle Coop was sitting in a rocking chair by the fireplace, his booted feet resting up on the hearth in front of a crackling fire.

      Cooper Evans is my deceased Dad’s only brother. A Viet Nam vet in his early sixties, Uncle Coop’s not only a skilled outdoorsman and a crack shot, but an absolute virtuoso with anything mechanical. He keeps all the equipment running in tip top shape on King Farm. He lives down the road in my family’s old farmhouse and is a lone wolf that prefers his own company. Silver-haired and sharp featured with a tall, lean build, he even resembles a gray wolf.

      He nodded over his coffee cup at my look of relief to see him. I detected a glint in his eye when he took in the others around the room. There was a lot to choose from, so I followed his gaze to see what my uncle found specifically amusing.

      T-bone’s long braids were gathered back in a thick ponytail. Acres of tattooed ebony skin gleamed above the candy cane tablecloth tied snugly around his waist. He was manning the six burner stove. Above the faint disinfectant, I now smelled the aromas of scrambled eggs and bacon starting to sizzle.

      Giant, half-naked men dressed like bizarre Roman senators was reason enough for Coop to be amused, but sitting on a stool at the marble island and flexing enormous muscles, Ray Dean was enthusiastically pointing out areas of comparison between T-bone’s physique and his own. Not surprisingly, the comparisons were always to the detriment of the busy, but glaring T-bone.

      Sean and Bobby sat happily on either side of Ray Dean, smiling in rapt fascination at their football hero’s banter. Liz and Jane were clearly being entertained. They laughed and waved jauntily at me from across the room while they poured juice and coffee. Unsmiling, Deb went back to toaster duty, so maybe T-bone hadn’t asked for her permission to play Chef, but like a Gaul, had sacked the kitchen and taken over.

      Our world was coming to an end. I’d called a code 4377 and everyone acted like this was a damn pajama party. I tried to stifle my impatience. Not everybody knew what had happened tonight. I reasoned that we’d need the energy from the calories of the breakfast being cooked before this night was over anyway.

      Salty and Robert sat at the far end of the kitchen table. Salty waved the clicker at me and went back to scrolling through local TV stations. I felt reassured that he was taking the situation more seriously. I didn’t see any breaking news reports and was surprised there wasn’t something by now. It had been an hour since we left the hotel.

      The three Canadians brothers, Kevin, Ian, and Hugh, sat in a row on one side of the long table. Quinn sat by Kevin at one end and Barbara sat next to Hugh near my end. The girls were engrossed on their phones. The boys glanced up to say hi, but went back to talking quietly and scrutinizing a laptop opened before them. Okay, so not everybody was partying while the sky fell. Chicken Little could relax. I dropped my load onto the table.

      Barbara ended her call. Eyes on my hair, she blurted, “My gosh, you look so different!’ At my little laugh, she added quickly, “No, I mean that in a good way. Black hair suits you better than blonde curls.”

      My thanks were heartfelt.

      Babs grinned. “Thank you for the shower, I almost feel human again. I was just letting my mother in Fargo know about tonight,” her face clouded over, “and about Betsy.”

      “Do you want to go to Fargo to be with your mom?” I asked, sympathetically.

      Barbara started shaking her head no before I even got the words out. She sat up, tucking a leg under her butt on the chair. “No, she remarried a few years ago and had three more kids.” She rolled her eyes and I realized how young Barbara was if her mother, who must be around my age, had three more kids in recent years. “They’re adorable, but I don’t want to be a built-in babysitter. My ex lives near there, too, and he’s one of the reasons I moved down to The Cities. He’s kind of a stalker.”

      Babs blue eyes were still swollen from crying and her nose was chapped red, but I noticed in amusement that didn’t stop Hugh from sneaking a furtive glance at her large breasts bouncing under her borrowed flannel shirt. Hugh’s sweet peek was nothing like the rude, unblinking stare of Robert’s. He was practically licking his chops.

      “Yeah, I know what you mean about stalkers.” Barbara followed my pointed glance down the long table to Robert, who had looked away at something Salty said. “Let me know if he’s a problem.”

      She made a relieved face and nodded.

      I didn’t like being in the same room with Robert and was thankful I’d seldom had the need. Hefting the trash bag which held my gun, I realized Robert had been lucky up until now that he hated my guts. If he’d ever looked at me the way he just assaulted Barbara with his eyes, I’d be justified shooting his dick off in self-defense.

      I brought the trash bag and the cleaning kit over to Uncle Coop. “Could you please do me a huge favor and clean my gun? But be careful because there’s blood on it, infected blood.”

      The thin nostrils of Uncle Coop’s aquiline nose flared at those words, as if he was scenting the air for danger. He stared up at me with piercing black eyes under arched black brows. Our eye color was different, but our features were so similar; people often mistook us for father and daughter. “Infected? You plan on telling me what that means anytime soon?”

      “Yes I do. That’s the reason I’m asking you to clean my weapon. You know I need two hands to talk, but I need the gun back ASAP.”

      “Okay.” My Uncle chuckled and brought his legs down, pulling over the round coffee table while nodding for me to put my gun down.

      I left to take the other trash bags outside to the burn pit. I hadn’t thought twice about going out alone with no weapon and hands full of trash bags, but I stopped abruptly on the back porch to peer around me. Beyond the yard light casting a reassuring glow on the parking area, it was dark. I mean really, really dark. When I was girl, I had to conquer a serious fear of the dark because I was positive a monster with sharp teeth and claws was going to jump out and eat me.

      “I didn’t need all that damn counseling, I was a little clairvoyant!” I muttered aloud. I took a fortifying breath, held the bags out from my body with extended arms, and ran to the burn pit. My legs operated by memory alone, since past the circle of light, I could barely see a foot in front of myself.

      Unmolested, but aged a few years, I made it back into the kitchen just as Rod was entering from the other end.

      Everyone stopped what they were doing to enthusiastically greet him. His smile seemed much more relaxed when he waved a general hello back. Over the heads turned his way, Rod’s eyes met mine as I leaned back against the doorway to catch my breath after my mad dash of survival. Running full out in hiking boots is not trivial.

      His eyebrows rose up slightly in question while his eyes slid down. They lingered a little longer than I thought necessary on my heaving chest. I pulled the edges of the photography vest closer together. I did not want him to see my nipples erect with terror through the thin T-shirt and think I was happy to see him.

      Rod’s mouth curved in that little cocky smile that made me want to sock him before he turned away to exchange introductions with my uncle. Rod sat down in the matching rocker near the hearth. Soon the two men were conversing easily back and forth while Uncle Coop got busy with my gun. I was somewhat surprised because Uncle Coop was generally a terse man of few words with strangers.

      As I brought Uncle Coop the spray bottle of bleach, I felt Rod’s eyes following my movements. I also felt my girlfriend’s eyes following Rod’s movements. It only made me more self-conscious and I was relieved for the distraction when Ian urgently called my name.

      Ian glanced up from the laptop. “Listen to this, Acadia. Is this what you were talking about? It’s a news post about a cruise ship quarantined off the coast of Florida.”

      I pulled out a chair at the head of the table. “Let’s hear it.”

      Ian scanned the screen. “It looks like this was posted online by a local news station a few hours ago.” He started reading, “A cruise ship carrying 3,600 passengers has been quarantined in port at Fort Lauderdale. The ship’s itinerary was in the western Caribbean. Labadee, Haiti, a private port and resort leased by Royal Oceans International, was one of its last ports of call. Umm, they don’t know what’s causing the people to be sick, but over two thirds of the passenger and crew have contracted the illness and were experiencing severe flu-like symptoms, including the captain. Let’s see…the CDC’s last statement was they’ve sent in a team to investigate the outbreak. In the meantime, everyone has been confined to their cabins due to fighting amongst the passengers aboard the ship and people jumping overboard. Officials attribute the unrest to people being unhappy at being quarantined.”

      Barbara and I shared a quick glance as Ian read. I’d be jumping off that cruise ship, too, if ‘fighting amongst passengers’ bore any resemblance to being attacked and eaten by crazy people.

      On a hunch, I asked, “Ian, can you check airlines that had flights from Haiti to Minneapolis today? There can’t be too many that landed tonight. Start with Delta. On non-direct flights, note the other cities where the planes stopped, okay?”

      Ian said no problem just as Salty raised a hand. “Listen up; this is coming from the Mall of America.”

      We all crowded to watch the flat screen TV in the family room area by the fireplace.

      I didn’t catch the woman newscaster’s name, but her microphone identified her from Care-11 News. She stood outside on the sidewalk in front of the mall, confined to an area roped off behind a row of parked police cars. Uniformed policemen with expressionless faces were watching over the growing crowd of unruly people yelling out questions around the reporter. I was curious where all the onlookers had come from this late at night. Then I remembered the hotels and restaurants outside the mall and across the main drag of Killebrew Drive.

      Ambulances and police cars were arriving and departing with sirens blaring. The twirling lights from atop their vehicles cast a kaleidoscope of colors across the reporter’s face, giving an impression of a festive atmosphere inappropriate to the words she was speaking.

      “…reporting live from the south entrance of the Mall of America in Bloomington. Across the narrow street from where I stand, the police and other city emergency departments have responded to a rush of 9-1-1 calls stating some sort of gang warfare is currently taking place at the Radisson Blu Hotel, the only hotel attached to the mall by a skybridge.

      “This purported unidentified gang is described by multiple eye witness reports to be indiscriminately attacking, wounding, and even killing patrons throughout the hotel.”

      The camera panned to the hotel across the street and beyond the line of parked police cars. It showed a large cluster of response vehicles blocking the entire roundabout directly in front of the Radisson’s entrance. Policemen and emergency medical professionals were running in and out of the revolving hotel doors. There was a sense of panic in their actions that was also reflected in the newscaster’s breathless voice.

      “No official statement has been made yet by the authorities to substantiate these claims, but multiple gunshots have been consistently heard since I began reporting. Many people appear to be hurt, including several police officers and emergency personnel. They have been rushed by ambulances to nearby hospitals for treatment. I’m told we can expect more information from Fairview Southdale Hospital in Edina and Hennepin County Medical Center in Minneapolis at any moment, so please keep tuned to this broadcast.

      “Over the last hour, several cell phone videos and pictures of the supposed gang attacks within the hotel have been sent to the police and posted on the internet. You can check the Care-11 website to view those videos, but be advised the content is not suitable for all audiences, nor has the content been verified for authenticity…”

      “I’m on it!” Kevin tapped furiously fast on the laptop. He got a strange look on his face and peered up at me quickly before he flipped the laptop around to face us.

      There on the website, in living color and surprisingly excellent quality, was a short video of Rod and I standing near the table in the Firelake Cocktail Bar. The angle clearly showed us holding hands while we, along with T-bone and Ray Dean, stood watching the bloody James Franco swaying at the bar’s entrance. We all looked tense.

      My groan at being captured on video with Rod was overshadowed by Ray Dean excitedly telling everybody to look closely at ‘that bloody, sick bastard that ripped the throat out of their little friend Betsy!’ Unfortunately, I still saw Robert’s disgusted glare, Deb’s surprised shake of the head, and Quinn’s wide, impressed smile. I didn’t look at Jane or Liz.

      Kevin ran a couple more very short videos of the bar right as the attacks broke out. It all happened so fast, they were inconclusive blurs filled briefly with screaming, yelling, and those terrible howls in the background.

      The newscaster on the TV said the police were also entering the Mall of America, but then started repeating the same information, so Salty turned down the sound when T-bone announced breakfast was ready.

      “Oh my God!” cried out Jane, aghast. “What really happened at that hotel?”

      I said, “I’ll tell you everything while we eat, okay?”

      Visibly shaken, Jane clapped, asking everyone to take a seat at the kitchen table. She and Liz started serving plates of hot food while Deb carried around a tray with glasses of juice.

      Stopping next to my chair, Deb frowned over at Rod sitting by the fireplace. She lowered her voice. “Are those Law’s clothes?”

      I nodded and Deb, fully aware I had been unable to part with anything belonging to Law before tonight, gave me another unreadable glance before moving on. My face flushed. It was an idiotic reaction, but I felt like a terrible wife, as if I’d given the man a public blow job and not some old sweats and a too tight T-shirt. My mind flashed to the sex in the elevator. I was flooded with guilt, which I also knew was idiotic, but didn’t stop the feeling I had betrayed Law.

      Unfortunately, by definition, my feelings weren’t based off hard facts, but emotions, instincts, and rituals. Not that hungry to begin with, I stared morosely down at the plate of fluffy eggs, my appetite gone and my stomach twisted up with nerves.

      Ray Dean sat heavily down on my left, a heaping plate in his hand. He must have overheard Deb’s comment. “Yeah, Ram ain’t pretty enough to carry off these here tablecloths like me and T-bone. Acadia took pity on the poor boy’s ego and covered him all up.”

      “Damn your pity, Acadia,” Liz quipped lightly.

      I smiled faintly along with everyone’s chuckles while Rod looked into his coffee mug and shook his head. If I thought he was capable of blushing, I’d swear he reddened.

      The party atmosphere had subdued in the room after that news broadcast. Rod and Uncle Coop stayed seated over by the fireplace. Rod passed on the food and Uncle Coop continued to clean my gun, but the rest of us quietly ate.

      I played with my toast for a minute and then pushed my plate away. Sitting back, I looked at the thirteen faces around the table that I liked and avoided the one weasel prick.

      “What I have to say is going to sound unbelievable. I’m asking you to all listen until I’m finished and then we can go from there.”

      I got a bunch of nods and “Okays” around mouthfuls of food.

      From the other end of the table, Robert motioned towards the TV. “Why don’t you start by telling us how you came to be wearing a blonde wig and dressed like a…dressed that way in the hotel bar tonight, Acadia? How did you meet your football friends?” He chuckled, but the mirthless sound did little to hide the malicious insinuation of his words. “There must be a good story there.”

      I was judging the distance to place a .45 round from the Kimber between the weasel prick’s eyes, when T-bone spoke up. “You really askin’ a woman a crazy question like that, man?” The smile he aimed at Robert was sharp. “Why even Ray Dean wouldn’t be so dumb to ask no woman why they dress the way they do.”

      “Hey, big mouth,” Ray Dean retorted, slamming his fork down. “For your information, I told Acadia how much I loved that wig of hers. Didn’t I, darlin’?”

      Everybody laughed and it cut the tension, but Jane shot Robert a dirty look and Liz shot him the bird. That was the sign of true friendship, since both those women would give their right kidney to know how I came to be holding hands with Rod Ramaldi in that bar tonight, too.

      My Uncle’s voice was level, but Robert dropped the smug smile when faced with Coop’s cold stare. “Let’s stick to the important questions.” He nodded at me. “Go on, Niece. You called us all here for a reason.”

      Salty looked away from the TV and his expression was serious, the playful twinkle gone from his eyes. “I recognize that old notebook. Tell us what happened tonight.”

      Not looking at Robert, I started by describing the attack on the Knutsons in the parking ramp. I told them about the bar attacks, the convulsions and vomiting, and the slaughter, but glossed over my personal reasons for being at the hotel as simply meeting some friends. I also skipped over the part of the dead bodies coming back to life and went on to describe our escape with the borrowed bus.

      When I paused, nobody was eating anymore. They were all staring at me with varying degrees of uneasiness to outright fright. Barbara, Ray Dean, and T-bone had surprisingly, remained quiet, only adding the occasional murmurs of agreement to my story when appropriate. I didn’t know what Rod thought of my story because I avoided looking his way.

      Restless, I stood up. “The media is wrong. That was no gang attack. Until we have more facts, we’ll call this an infection. I think it’s very fast spreading. It turns people into crazy monsters that have a compulsion to tear apart anybody around them, eating them or killing them, or both. I don’t pretend to know what is causing it, but that’s what happened tonight.”

      Robert shifted impatiently in his chair. “Oh for crying out loud!” His voice went high in mockery, “A fast spreading infection.” He snorted and glared at me down the length of the table. “Based on what facts?” He raised a hand to encompass everyone in the room. “Does she really expect us to swallow that load of crap?”

      Barbara’s face was earnest, her voice soft. “Acadia’s telling the truth. I don’t understand how it could happen either, but I saw a man try to bite her face off!”

      Relieved Barbara left out the bit about me shooting the man’s head off in response; I listened to Jane rush to reassure Barbara they all believed me, but were somewhat in shock.

      I was never worried if everyone but Robert would ultimately believe me, they all knew me and trusted me. My main concern was getting their help to put everything we have into reinforcing King Farm into a safe refuge for us all. That meant agreeing quickly to a plan and cohesively working as a team. We had to immediately gather the people on the farm that we needed or cared about, get more supplies, and build up crucial defenses in a very short time. I had to scare the crap out of all of them.

      “Let me finish because the more we sit around and talk, the less time we have to prepare and get ahead of this thing. Our lives are going to depend on the decisions we make over the next couple of days. Can someone keep watching the TV for new developments while we talk?”

      Salty saluted me with the clicker and I nodded my thanks. “I don’t know if anybody else knows much about smallpox, but it’s a modern comparison to what is happening now.”

      Ian spoke up and said he’d read a lot on that subject, too. I smiled fondly at the middle Canadian brother. He always had his head stuck in a science book or was listening to a podcast, so I wasn’t surprised he was interested in the history of pandemics.

      “The disease had a mortality rate of roughly thirty-five percent of those it infected. There were an estimated five hundred million people killed from the disease during the 1900’s alone. Five hundred million!”

      “That many! I had no idea.” Jane’s soft brown eyes were anxious; glancing over at her daughter, sensing whatever I had to say was going to be bad for our current situation.

      “I know, neither did I,” I agreed, chagrined. “What were we doing in school back then?”

      Never too serious for long, Liz’s retorted, “We didn’t think we were mortal, much less give a damn about the past mortality rates of some cured disease. I think you were more interested in boys on Harleys back then, Acadia.”

      I made a moue at that disastrous memory while Deb hugged herself and shivered, saying, “I remember learning about smallpox. I was so relieved to know it was the first disease ever eradicated.”

      T-bone cut his eyes back to me. “Go on, girl, I know you ain’t done yet with all that smart talkin’. Lay it on us.”

      “In Epidemiology,” I began officiously, amused to see T-bone roll his eyes and Ray Dean frown.

      Ian supplied helpfully, “That’s the study of how diseases spread and can be controlled.” His smile was so bashful towards the football players that even those two belligerent badasses couldn’t take offense.

      Off to my left, I heard Rod’s low chuckle, but I still didn’t look in his direction. He was a sexual pied piper. I only had to look at the mooning women around me. With the exception of Deb, ever since Rod walked into the room, they’d all been unable to stop smiling and peeping his way. No doubt his golden voice and good looks wove their song around the will of most straight women between the ages of puberty and menopause. Luckily, I was tone deaf, and if I never looked Rod’s way, blind as well.

      I frowned, irritated to be thinking about Rod again. I buckled down. “Right, thanks Ian. In Epidemiology, there’s something called the basic reproductive number, or R-zero, of a disease or virus. Boiling it down, the higher the R-zero, the harder it is to control an epidemic because more people are getting infected at a faster rate. Smallpox R-zero value was high at five to seven persons infected by one infected person.” I glanced around. Robert pointedly studied his phone and maybe everybody else wasn’t on the edge of their seats, but they were paying close attention. “Smallpox was deadly, but there was still a survival rate and it was infectious at only certain points in the disease. The infected crazies tonight attacked every person within reach and never slowed down.”

      I rubbed my face and then dropped my hands with a huge sigh. There was no easy way to break it to your family, friends, and worst enemy that zombies were real and at our doorstep. You just had to do it and be prepared to be laughed out of town.

      Always able to read my moods, Liz urged, “Just say it, Acadia. What are you so worried about?” She spread her hands, “Beyond what you just said.”

      “I’m worried about an epidemic because I think the people wounded by those mad dog killers are going to become infected and turn into killers, too. That’s bad enough, but what absolutely terrifies me was what I saw before running out of the bar. You know those piles of people they had attacked and left for dead?” I gazed around. It was meant as a rhetorical question, but most the people sitting at the table nodded yes. “Yeah, well, they started coming back to life and convulsing on the floor with the same infected symptoms.”

      There was complete quiet in the room for a moment while this sunk in. Robert’s expression twisted into a sneer of disbelief.

      “Fucking A, you mean like zombies?” whispered Kevin incredulously. Polite and courteous, normally the brothers didn’t drop the F bomb around women, but nothing was normal tonight.

      “I mean exactly like zombies.” I was relieved somebody else had said the Z word out loud first. “I’m no scientist, but if they passed the infection to their dead victims within minutes, the R-zero has to be astronomical. People will get infected and then infect others similar to what we’ve seen in the movies or read in books. My friends and family, there are over 3 million people around us in the eleven county metro area of Minneapolis-St Paul alone. There are roughly 530 million people in North America.”

      There was stunned silence again while those numbers sank in. I stopped at Ray Dean’s chair and patted his wide, freckled shoulder. “After seeing dead people start clenching their jaws on the floor, even Ray Dean here can do the math on this one.”

      “Hell if I can, Acadia, and don’t you dare be askin’ me to, neither!” Ray Dean blustered in alarm. It felt good to genuinely smile.

      Jane let out the breath she’d been holding with a loud whoosh. “Oh no, the dead people were coming back alive in the bar,” her voice rose in distress, “like in “The Walking Dead”? I love that show, but I don’t want to live like that! I don’t know how to fight my way out of a wet paper bag and I’ve always been a slow runner!”

      “Don’t worry, I won’t ever leave you behind,” Quinn promised, and reached across the table to squeeze her mother’s hand.

      “Were the white shirts shamblers or the “28 Days Later” fast runners?” Ian’s eyes were round with excitement behind his frameless glasses while Jane moaned in fright at the thought of that terrifying movie.

      It was bizarre to be basing all of our references on fictional TV and movies, but what else did we have as a common point of reference? “They didn’t appear to move that fast or seem very coordinated, but there were so many people in the bar, I couldn’t really say. Babs?”

      “Me, either,” Barbara replied, and then added, “but they swayed and jerked a lot. Acadia, don’t forget how they held their mouths clenched open like this.” She demonstrated a severe underbite and Quinn nervously burst out laughing, but slapped a hand over her mouth. Kevin grinned at her.

      “When that man who killed Betsy first entered the bar, he blinked nonstop and strained to see, as if he was myopic.” I noticed how eagerly everyone turned to listen to what Rod had to say. He nodded. “So did his pals that followed him in, right before they attacked. It was like their vision had an extra hard time adjusting to the variance in lighting. Maybe that’s why they stood there blinking and swaying before attacking; they were waiting to see their prey.”

      T-bone moved restlessly in his chair. “Yeah, I thought that was some strange shit, too.”

      “The whole group was acting that way before they started convulsing. We’ll need to keep that in mind.” I drank a bit of juice, my throat dry and my heartbeat speeding up just recalling those moments.

      Hugh, the oldest Canadian brother, had just started to speak when Robert could no longer contain himself and he rudely interrupted.

      “Zombies! You ran into some gangbangers that were high on some new drug, just like that reporter said. Dead people do not come back to life, Acadia, regardless of what you think you saw tonight.” He cast a quick, apologetic chuckle Uncle Coop’s way, as if he meant no disrespect while disparaging me. “I’m not saying Acadia’s lying, but a hysterical, drunken woman is prone to imagining all sorts of ridiculous things.” He added in a voice full of venomous concern, “We all know what stress poor Acadia’s been living under these past months while trying so hard to fill Law’s shoes running this farm. It’s been too much. A zombie infection? Give me a fucking break,” Robert scorned contemptuously and stood up. Dusting the toast crumbs angrily from his plaid shirt, he said to Salty. “Thanks for dragging me out of bed for this dog and pony show, but I’ve got an early morning.”

      Barbara’s knuckles were white as she gripped the table edge, but she leaned forward bravely and glared down the table. “Acadia wasn’t drunk or hysterical. She saved my life tonight.”

      Robert’s cold smile was suggestively nasty. “Sure she did, cupcake, but are you really the best judge of what happened tonight?” His eyes dipped to her breasts. “Weren’t you boozin’ it up and coming on to these famous football jocks, too?”

      Blushing with angry embarrassment, Barbara looked down at her hands and didn’t respond.

      Bobby offered me and the unseeing Barbara an apologetic, rueful face before saying quietly, but forcefully, “Come on, Dad, that’s enough.”

      My friends and Sean also erupted in an indignant buzz of angry retorts. Robert wasn’t a popular man around the farm at the best of times. I quickly glanced to catch Rod’s response to Robert’s verbal attack, wondering if he’d act the gentleman and jump in to defend Barbara or me. Our gazes met briefly while he sipped his coffee. It was long enough for me to see his lazy, watchful amusement before he went back to watching Coop reassemble my gun. My uncle’s shoulders were tense, but he didn’t look up or say a word.

      Telling myself my unaccountable annoyance was on Barbara’s behalf, I walked to Robert’s end of the table. Over the babble of voices, I spoke firmly, “Hey, everyone, let’s chill. This is one time when Robert’s almost right about me.” Next I did something I’ve never done before. I looked Robert Winters in the eye and reminded the asshole who signed his paycheck. “Sit back down, Robert. I’m not done with you yet.”
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        “Be Prepared.” -Girl Scout and Boy Scout Motto

      

      That shut everybody up.

      Uncle Coop didn’t hide his small smile. He would like to see me stand up to Robert more often. I prefer to walk away rather than get into sniping contests with my late husband’s stepbrother.

      For reasons only he knew, Robert has hated me since the day I started working on King Farm at the age of seventeen. When Lawson announced our engagement on my eighteenth birthday, I thought Robert would pop a vein he was so furious. His hatred must be entirely personal because he’s never been in line to inherit King Farm or had any expectations. Robert’s elderly father didn’t marry Lawson’s widowed mother until Robert was already well into his twenties, so he was not raised in the bosom of the King family.

      Law had been the type of man that commanded respect from other men and Robert idolized him. Confronting me back then when Law was not around, Robert had accused me of being a gold digger and worse. He couldn’t understand why Law, a confirmed bachelor at forty-three, had picked me out of all the women he could marry. I was twenty-five years younger, and according to Robert’s rant at the time, brought nothing to the marriage but a bad reputation and a rundown farm. Robert refused to believe Lawson and I were in love.

      All that added up to me writing Robert off as a miserable weasel prick long ago.

      I inherited everything -lock, stock, and barrel- upon Law’s death. He’d publically demonstrated his love and loyalty by entrusting only me with his heritage.

      Except for Robert’s right to live in the clapboard house on its acre of property by the quarry, he was totally dependent upon my good graces for his livelihood. That was why I didn’t generally react or fight with Robert. Shooting fish in a barrel was not my idea of fun.

      Regardless of Robert’s true feelings, you’d think his dependent situation would encourage his discretion, but lately, it had done the opposite. When Law was alive, Robert treated me respectfully. He was cunning enough to realize that Law would never tolerate anything less. Since Law’s death, the gloves were off. I’ve been receiving warnings from various people over the last couple of months that Robert was spreading a rumor that I was unfit to run King Farm. A new low even for the weasel prick, I still couldn’t summon the energy to care much for such gossip.

      Robert was fifty-four now and had managed the quarry for over twenty years. Bobby was his assistant manager. Since Law died, we communicated any business matters solely through Bobby. That arrangement had worked successfully until today. Now I couldn’t begin to predict what our lives were going to be like. Anything involving Robert was sure to be an ugly pain in my butt.

      I walked to my end of the table, my back to Robert. After a shocked pause, I heard Robert’s chair scrape roughly across the hardwood floor as he sat back down.

      “It’s true; I was incredibly scared tonight. I still am. After seeing that report on TV and reading about that ship in Florida, I’m convinced it’s going to get much worse.”

      Ray Dean added his endorsement with a ringing, “You tell ‘em, Acadia!” while T-bone glared aggressively around the table at my family and friends, as if daring anyone to disagree with me again. Liz wiggled her brows and directed a small smile towards me at their fierce defense. I covered my mouth. It appeared I may have a new pair of unsolicited champions.

      “Thanks, guys. I think we’ve got a day or two to work our butts off getting prepared before it won’t be easy or safe to go to the stores. After that, since we’re off the beaten track, we should have more time to work on the defenses of the house and property, but there are no guarantees. I’ve got a general plan and already started the ball rolling on the ride back here, but I need all your help.” I picked up the trapper keeper and held it aloft. “This notebook holds lists on what to do in the event of different catastrophes. Sorry, I dropped the ball and skipped over a zombie infection, so we’ll have to adapt and brainstorm.”

      “I refuse to sit here…” Suddenly, Robert broke off speaking when Uncle Coop leaned forward and held his eyes. Robert sat back down with an angry flush, his mouth tight. I felt T-bone’s shoulders shake beside me.

      Salty rose from his chair. A raw-boned, attractive man in his mid-sixties, he had bright blue eyes and a perpetual tan from being constantly outdoors. He almost always wore his salt and pepper hair pulled back in a long braid down his back. His nose was large, and I’d never seen him without the mustache that flared out on either side of his mouth, Frito Bandito-style.

      Salty projected an almost mystical calm and was a benevolent father figure to us all on the farm. It would be easy to think of him as just an aging hipster that smoked weed, loved the land, and dispensed good advice. He was all that, but you would underestimate him as only that at your own peril. I have twice witnessed Salty in bar brawls. He put down much larger men with a punch faster than a rattler’s strike.

      Salty never discussed his life before King Farm. I’ve heard only little snippets over the years about Salty’s past, but those little bits were bad enough for me to greatly admire him for all he’d overcome to become the friend I loved and counted on.

      At this moment, Salty’s eyes roamed the room taking everyone’s measure while he ran a hand back over his head and down his braid. That was a mannerism I’ve seen him do a thousand times before when thinking over a worrisome problem.

      “Acadia, for years you know that I have been your biggest fan with every new plan and business you’ve started,” he began tentatively, “but how sure are you that this,” his hand indicated the notebook in mine, “isn’t an overreaction to being attacked tonight? Are you positive we need to batten down the hatches? Or could we take a less reactionary approach, carefully watch the news, and see how we should proceed when we have more facts?”

      Salty spoke truthfully, he has always been unstintingly supportive. My own father was never much of one and he died when I was seventeen. Growing up down the road from King Farm, I’ve known Salty most of my life. When I was a child, we’d run into each other frequently because I played outside almost every day. As an only child with a mother that worked long hours to make up for a dad that didn’t work enough, I was always excited to tell my good friend Salty of my latest triumph or despair in my school or home life. He would stop his tractor for me to climb up into the cab and attentively listen to my little girl ramblings with a grave face and his bright eyes twinkling under heavy brows. We’d discuss our day and share the bag of sunflower seeds he always carried. Spitting out shells together, I always felt confident there wasn’t any trouble we couldn’t solve during our talks.

      This habit of ours to have little talks never really ended throughout the years, although sometimes the talks happened less often.

      I didn’t take offense at Salty’s practical questions tonight. It was his way to be cautious and lay out alternatives to consider before any important decisions were made.

      I responded steadily, “Sure enough that I’m canceling the Fall Festival this weekend while we still can.”

      Robert bellowed with anger.

      The annual Fall Festival at King Farm was on its fifteenth year and drew crowds of thousands from all over the Upper Midwest. When I started the festival years ago, I played on the King name and its English and French origins. The Fall Festival had evolved into a cross between a renaissance festival, a huge antique flea market, a craft fair, and a farmers market. The weekend showcased many entertainments, foods, and vendors selling their trinkets of all kinds. It was an incredibly profitable weekend for many people, Robert included. He charged people to play on the big toys at the quarry.

      Overriding Robert’s shouts of disbelief that canceling the festival was proof I’d lost my mind, I went on without missing a beat, “Sure enough that I’ve been through most the contacts on my phone, waking people up, and calling in favors left and right to arrange some services and deliveries tomorrow.”

      T-bone spoke up from my side. “Mmm hmm, she did at that. I’ve never heard so much wheelin’ and dealin’ in the forty minutes it took to drive that shuttle bus from the hotel to here. Girl’s got moves.”

      Robert spat out, “Anybody can wheel and deal when they’ve got access to the money she has!”

      Ray Dean frowned doubtfully. “I don’t know ‘bout that, dude. I’m probably not as rich as Queen Acadia here, but you shoulda seen me buyin’ my last truck. There was this real blonde sales lady that was pretty as a picture.” Ray Dean shook his head wonderingly at the memory. “She was all dressed up in yellow like a ray of pure sunshine. Man, the way she moved them big hips of hers made me forget what the heck I was even doin’ there -remember that, T-bone?”

      T-bone harrumphed. “I remember you paid more than askin’ price for that truck, that’s what I remember.”

      Ray Dean nodded while he beamed around the table at the faces listening in bemused amusement. “Yeah, but who’s the dude that got her phone number, eh, playa?”

      T-bone threw up his hands. “Damn, Ray Dean! How many times I gotta tell you that was her business card!”

      Ray Dean winked broadly at Deb. “Ol’ T-bone here is just jealous at my special talents with the ladies.”

      T-bone snorted in disgust while everyone laughed at Ray Dean’s antics, except for Deb and the weasel prick. Deb ignored him, and as much fun as it would be to let Robert say whatever demeaning words were hovering on his lips, there was no time for fistfights.

      I stated quickly, “Every person here is free to make up their own minds, but this is my farm and my land. I will be battening down the hatches on this farm. You are welcome to stay here, and God knows I hope you will, but with or without you, that is the plan.” I looked down the table at Robert’s glowering face and served him fair warning. “Anybody that gets in my way will regret it.”

      “Yep, she does have moves.” Salty’s smile disappeared and any traces of amiability dropped from his expression when he said to Robert, “We all know the Fall Festival is Acadia’s baby. She dreamt it up and made it what it is today. If she’s willing to cancel, I say that’s sure enough for me.”

      “I say we get to work,” Uncle Coop voiced flatly without looking up from reassembling my gun. “If what Acadia says comes to pass with this infection, our biggest problem won’t only be the dead killers; it’ll be the live killers that want what we have.”

      Salty and Rod agreed, and soon everyone else was exchanging fearful glances and nodding around the table at Coop’s statement.

      Since this was one of my biggest concerns, I said, “First order of business; I think Coop should be head of security at King Farm. Are we all in agreement?”

      All hands but Robert’s went instantly up, even Barbara’s and the football players.

      My Uncle Coop has a spooky reputation. I didn’t think he was crazy like some people claimed. Well, not crazy in the stereotypical fashion portrayed in pop culture of many vets after Viet Nam. The only thing Uncle Coop had in common with any of that was his compulsion to be outdoors whenever possible.

      I would agree he was a dangerous man, if you were unlucky or stupid enough to get on his bad side. He was a man you wanted on your good side in a fight because he fought to win. My uncle lived by his own moral code, which nobody in this century was quite clear on. He wouldn’t think twice to hurt you, even kill you, if he thought a situation warranted that action. Robert was walking still only because I’d turned down Uncle Coop’s multiple offers over the last twenty years to cripple him or worse. I had to force my uncle to back off and get him to understand that Robert was my problem. Coop promised, but his word was given very begrudgingly.

      “Between all of us, we know everybody within a twenty mile radius of here. I have several ideas, Uncle Coop, for fortifying the farm.”

      “I don’t doubt that for a minute,” was his laconic reply.

      My cousin Sean, never one to miss an opportunity, teased, “What? Acadia has ideas and lists?”

      While my friends hooted and laughed, I lifted my chin. “It just so happens I wrote a few ideas down how we should proceed for the next day or so. But please feel free to jump in any time, Sean Michael Evans, with your own freakin’ zombie plan.”

      “Ah, don’t be that way; we all love your lists.” Sean grinned unrepentantly.

      I smirked but continued, “I have been stockpiling supplies for years, but we can never have enough or be too prepared. The immediate plan tonight is to go out and buy more supplies from stores open 24 hours while we still easily can. While most of you are out doing that, I was hoping Coop would inventory our weapons on hand and start planning our defenses. I want the brothers to stay here and help Coop with that tonight.”

      Uncle Coop nodded his approval, but T-bone’s head jerked up. He looked around the room, eyes narrowed suspiciously as if I’d hidden some African Americans in the pantry.

      Kevin laughed and pointed to include Ian and Hugh. “She meant us, Mr. T-bone. That’s what everyone here calls us.” His fingers made quotes. “The brothers.”

      T-bone grunted and relaxed. “Call me T-bone, kid.”

      “Awesome, T-bone, thanks!” After exchanging a quick look with his brothers, a grinning, excited Kevin answered me, “Heck yeah, we’ll help Coop. We’ve read every Z book and watched every movie out there.”

      “You guys are such nerds.” I smiled when the brothers bumped fists at my words. I guess being a nerd was hot these days.

      The Canadians were from Winnipeg. They came to King Farm to work with me through World Wide Opportunities on Organic Farms, a program that matched volunteers with farm owners. The brothers’ goal was to eventually buy a farming enterprise. For providing free room and board, the three volunteered to work the three WWOOF programs I offered at King Farm. They’d been living in the bunkhouse since July while getting invaluable, hands-on experience. They whined I worked them like dogs and I complained they ate more than pigs, but overall, they’ve had a great few months in Minnesota.

      Up until tonight, their game plan was to stay through the weekend to earn some extra cash working security at the Fall Festival, and then go home to Winnipeg next week. Despite my moody depression, I would miss their hardworking, easygoing camaraderie when they were gone. If all the afterhours traffic to and from the bunkhouse was any barometer, the local girls were going to miss the friendly, cute brothers, too.

      I picked up the map. “Right then. You know King Farm’s topography and every inch of the barns, outbuildings, and the underground storerooms.” I handed Hugh the laminated map. “Tonight, Coop and I need your ingenuity to help come up with defenses against zombies. While you’re at it, keep a list going of every weapon and any gear you think we may need. I want you guys to shop online tonight.” At their dismayed, confused faces to be told to shop on the eve of the apocalypse, I hid my smile. “If you find sites that guarantee next day delivery, think of how easily we can order large quantities of gear online.”

      Hugh raised a skeptical brow. “You really think UPS or Fed Ex is going to deliver here over the next day or two?”

      Liz answered, “Maybe USPS because, you know, they’re all about “neither sleet nor snow nor zombies.””

      We all laughed, but I answered Hugh seriously, “It depends. For an hour or so of our time, it’s worth a try. The less future supply runs we have to do locally could save our lives. Any other questions?”

      They said, “No!” in unison. Christmas had just arrived in October for the brothers.

      “Don’t forget, we have access to a lot of big machinery between the farm and the quarry.”

      Robert swore, “Oh, for Christ’s Sake. If that isn’t just great.”

      Hugh kept his eyes on me and nodded. “We’re on it. That’s tonight, Acadia, so what about tomorrow? Are we going to start building the defenses in the morning?”

      “We are, but first thing in the morning the three of you have to get your butts home to Winnipeg while the getting is good.”

      The brothers looked so horrified; I was confused I’d said something wrong.

      Kevin wasn’t the least shy and his protest was the loudest. “Winnipeg? We rent a cheap apartment in Winnipeg, Acadia. The walls are like paper thin and we can hear the neighbor’s dog fart. That’s suicide during a zombie apocalypse!”

      It sounded terrible under any circumstance. “I know your parents are on a dig in Turkey with the University, but I thought you said your family all lived in Winnipeg?”

      Ian quietly explained, “They do, but our parents sold the family house once we all moved out. They bought a small house, more of a cabin, near Lake Winnipeg and live out there when they’re not overseas. We have an Auntie and Uncle in town,” he glanced at his brothers and they all shared a speaking look again, “but we’re not that close to them.”

      Kevin snorted rudely. “We sure don’t want to go live with them during the apocalypse. Our Auntie nags and yips at Uncle Simon worse than her five Chihuahuas.”

      “We’d prefer to take our chances staying here, even with a slave driver like you, Acadia, if you’ll have us.” Hugh’s voice was light, but his brown eyes were serious and a line of worry etched his forehead.

      Most of the people in the room got a kick out of that and they laughed. I was honored the brothers trusted me, but it was a sobering moment. The responsibility of it all washed over me in a wave of staggering doubt.

      The bizarreness of what I believed was happening in the Twin Cities, and what I was asking of these people to do in preparation, struck me hard again. I was putting everything on the line here -my money, my reputation, and my future- that I was right. Salty’s frustrating question rang in my mind. How sure was I?

      Once out of danger, it was human nature to want to minimize and rationalize a dangerous threat until it was small, safe, and not overwhelming. Nobody liked feeling out of control of their own lives and at the mercy of monsters. I had to laugh grimly because I understood that rationale all too well. Perhaps I could believe in zombies so effortlessly, since I’d already been fighting tooth and nail against the biggest monster of them all these past two years -Death.

      I envisioned those shuddering, clenching dead bodies in the bar. That cleared my head of any doubts that time and distance had a way of clouding up in a person’s memory. The monsters tonight were real and dangerous, but they could be beaten, shot, and killed.

      Of course I wanted the brothers’ help, they’d be an asset. The real question was would I be selfishly keeping them in harm’s way by allowing them to stay?

      Quinn smiled at Kevin. She pushed back her long brown hair coquettishly in the manner her mother had used successfully on boys all of our lives. “I’m sure Acadia will let you all stay here at King Farm.”

      Jane spluttered, “Geesh, Quinn, you can’t say that!”

      Like any eighteen-year-old female responding to their mother’s public criticism in front of cute boys, Quinn groaned dramatically, “Muth-er.”

      “Qui-inn,” Jane mocked in return. “You’re putting Acadia on the spot.”

      I held up a hand to Quinn to stave off her retort because those two could really get going once they got started. I couldn’t say if it was safer to allow the brothers to stay at King Farm or not, but with their parents far away, I knew for sure that nobody would care about their safety more than me.

      “It’s no problem. Hugh, Ian, Kevin -if you guys want to stay, you’re more than welcome. We could use the help here.”

      Salty had been waiting for my response and reached over to shake each of the grinning boys’ hands, welcoming them formally to servitude. Sean and Bobby were next while the girls clapped and Liz said, “Well done, lads, well done.”

      I smiled at the brothers while ignoring Robert’s belligerent mutterings that we were all lunatics.

      “I can’t think of three guys I’d trust more to help in a time like this.” I pointed to the kitchen door. “Now beat it! Think ammunition, crossbows, swords, machetes, axes, chain mail, Kevlar, motion cameras, zip lines, tree stands, 2-way radios, motion detector lights, night vision goggles -I want it all!”

      The brothers jumped up and we did a quick group hug. I may not have children of my own, but I’ve always been surrounded by men of all ages. I spoke in a low, serious voice, “The minute you leave this kitchen, call your family to warn them and tell them you’re staying here.”

      They fervently promised to do that first thing.

      I then glanced at the kitchen wall clock and turned to the sneering Robert. “Just forget about the issue of the zombies for now, okay? Work with me on this for a couple of days, and if I’m wrong,” I shrugged, “all the better. Of course, I’ll pay for any expenses incurred.”

      “Tell that to the people counting on the Fall Festival.” Robert’s pale green reptilian eyes stared me down. I looked back calmly and didn’t respond to his jibe. After glancing at our interested audience, including Uncle Coop and Salty, he nodded reluctantly and said ungraciously, “What do you want me to do?”

      “Thanks,” I managed to get out. “For starters, I want you to get drivers and two empty big trucks over here right away from the quarry. Schedule two more trucks to get here by 8:30 sharp in the morning.”

      Robert sighed as if the weight of the world was on his shoulders. “It won’t be easy. I can probably arrange the morning trucks, but tonight?” His eyes glittered with spite. “Tonight is bad because all my drivers are at a bachelor party.”

      Bobby had his phone out and was scrolling through his contacts while saying, “No, Dad, some of the older guys didn’t go to that party. They’ll be happy for the OT.”

      Robert scowled at his son. I smiled in gratitude at Bobby, marveling as I often had that genetics caused the father and son to look so much alike, yet they were such fundamentally different human beings. Both men were big and heavily muscled, dark haired and green eyed, but the differences in temperament and lifestyles couldn’t be more obvious in how it affected those looks. Robert’s muscles were running to fat. He had a paunch and the fleshy, bulbous nose of a heavy drinker.

      Bobby, in his early thirties, worked out regularly and ate well. He was in his prime and a heck of a good guy. I’d like to give the credit to Bobby’s mother’s influence, except she took off and was never heard from again when Bobby was just a little guy. I’d never understood how a woman could leave her baby behind, but I also wasn’t married to Robert.

      “Thanks, Bobby.” I gave Robert a perfunctory nod, not caring if I was riding roughshod over his territory or his ego. “I’m pulling rank here, Robert and Bobby, so this isn’t up for discussion.” I turned back to Bobby without waiting for a response from his father. “Will you please inform all the employees that we’re shutting down the quarry immediately? Let them know we’re canceling the festival and stopping operations for a minimum of two weeks due to the situation on the news, and that they’ll be paid for this time off as a bonus.” Pausing to be sure I’d covered everything, I then added, “Pay the drivers of the trucks for our supply runs double time.”

      Bobby’s serious face lit up with a rare smile. He cared about the employees at the quarry in a way Robert never would or could understand. “Yes, I’ll get right on it and get their paychecks deposited tonight.”

      I could trust that Bobby would warn the quarry employees to look out for themselves and their families, not blow it off as Robert was doing. “Perfect.”

      Uncle Coop, Sean, and Salty murmured their approval, but Robert said nothing. His hands clenched in fists on the table and I seriously think he would have struck me if we were alone. Of course, he’d have to reach me before I shot him. Maybe there was a tiny upside to this whole mess we were facing.

      I laughed then and felt my cheeks redden. Shaking my head at all the expectant faces looking at me in question, I said, “Before I begin rapping out more orders like a little Napoleon, maybe I should be confirming first that all of you want to stay here on the farm and are willing to work your butts off tonight?”

      Liz closed one eye and held her thumb and finger an inch apart. “I think you’re taller than Boney by about this much. Maybe more like a little Hitler? Anyway, I’m calling some of my friends in The Cities to warn them, but I’m staying on the farm. Just try and make me leave, my Fuhrer!”

      Jane stood up, smacking Liz lightly on the head. “Acadia’s no Hitler. You’re such a brat.”

      “Me!” Liz exclaimed, as Jane hugged me tightly. “I’m part Jewish, I know my Hitler.”

      Jane pushed back and held me by the shoulders. “We’re all so glad you weren’t hurt tonight.” Her warm smile stretched to include the four from the hotel, “That you’re all unhurt. Honey, I know you inside and out. I believe every word you said and I’m scared to death. You betcha I want to stay here. I’ll work my butt off, too.”

      I inspected Jane’s brown eyes carefully while she gushed, relieved she appeared sober since she’d be carrying a gun.

      Salty walked up and put an arm over Jane’s shoulders. “Janie, we all know if Acadia told you little green Martians were flying out of her rear end, you’d swear to it.”

      Jane let me go and pulled on his gray braid affectionately. “Yeah, and you’d second me, old man.”

      Salty smiled, years of laugh lines fanning the tanned skin around his bright blue eyes. “This old man is definitely wise enough to know that when a woman says anything about her butt, only younger, braver, and much stupider men answer.” Jane giggled while Salty saluted me again with the clicker. “Put me to work, woman.”

      “I will, wise-ass man, I will.”

      Quinn rushed over. “Count me in, Acadia, but I need to stick by my mom at all times.” Jane exclaimed how sweet a daughter she had and gave her a loud smooch on the cheek. Quinn smirked and said to me, “If we’re being chased by zombies, I need to have someone slower to trip as a diversion.”

      “What!” Jane yelled, and pushed away her laughing daughter.

      Liz pointed a long fingernail at Quinn. “Aha! Now that was very bratty -very good, but definitely bratty.”

      Deb joined us and nervously cleared her throat. Her hands were tucked under her armpits like she was freezing. “This has me so shook up, but King House is my home, too. Of course I will do everything I can to help protect the farm.”

      “Good. I’m going to be counting on you, all of you,” I waved a hand over the room, feeling a little punchy with relief at this united show of support, “over the next couple of days.”

      Deb glanced up, a smile hovering on her lips. Her hands reached out as if to hug me, but she moved quickly out of the way when Rod came over to stand beside me at the table.

      I frowned at her skittish behavior, but Deb could be reserved around strange men. I think Lawson and Salty were the only men Deb completely relaxed around. Maybe Sean, too, since he was gay, but his raunchy sense of humor often embarrassed her. Sometimes, in her own way, I think Deb missed Law almost as much as I did.

      Rod said, “Ray Dean and T-bone were going to help me find a place to buy over this weekend.” That statement had me raising my brows while I tried to keep a straight face. All sad thoughts of missing Law disappeared as I tried, and failed, to imagine what those two men’s tastes in homes might be. “They offered to drive me around since they know the area.” Eyes dancing, Rod stressed the word drive, obviously reading my mind. I bit my lip not to laugh, only nodding in return. “The team isn’t flying back from Atlanta until late Friday, so I have nowhere else to be for a couple of days.” Lifting a broad shoulder and moving his head, Rod’s long hair fell obediently back. Hands on hips, he grinned down at me. “The Advil’s kicked in. Put me to work, too, woman.”

      Liz and Jane gave identical little moans at Rod’s hair fling, and then smiled flirtatiously up at his surprised face. It made me wonder that maybe his head tossing move wasn’t as practiced as Jane and Quinn’s; it could be a tic of some kind.

      Quinn covered her eyes. “Oh, God help me, I didn’t just see that. My mother’s a cougar!”

      Rod laughed, as Jane blushed prettily while she shushed her daughter and dragged Quinn off to clean up the breakfast dishes.

      At first, I was dismayed by Rod’s extended offer of help. It was harder than I thought to ignore him. Just now, I had been a deer in the headlights, frozen in place by his dazzling teeth, so white against his beautiful, golden skin. Another full day or two of him grinning happily and flirting would be a temptation and a headache I did not need. But then I thought of the advantages of those three strong oxen hanging around for longer. It was easier to return his smile once I resolved to keep Rod out of my sight and busy doing the mindless tasks that required brute strength.

      Ray Dean loudly cleared his throat and held his hands out in a “What about me?” gesture.

      Shelving my plans for Rod, I leaned down between the two football players and said quietly, “I’ll tell you in a minute, but I saved the toughest jobs for you and T-bone tonight.”

      Ray Dean shared a satisfied nod with T-bone.

      Barbara smiled at me warmly. “I’ll definitely help.” To everyone standing around in the kitchen, she said, “I was telling the truth about Acadia saving my life. She could have left me in that bar because I was like totally spazzing out, but she didn’t.” Her words cheered me up. They reminded me that I’d managed to help one person stay alive tonight. She frowned a little. “I do have a question, though. I don’t know much about infections or anything, but I saw that movie “World War Z.”

      Will it be safe to stay on a farm? Wouldn’t it be safer to find like a building with no windows?”

      Quinn said excitedly, “We saw that movie. Pretty awesome, but,” she rolled her eyes, “the zombies were so CGI. They climbed up every building so fast. Remember how we said that would never happen, Acadia?”

      I almost threw up in my mouth at the thought of the crazies piling up and moving that fast. “We’re off the main road here a few miles. We’ll go around the farm early tomorrow, Barbara, and you’ll see why I want to stay here, even with the zombie threat.”

      I didn’t acknowledge the weasel prick’s loud scoff.

      Quinn impulsively hugged Barbara. “Don’t be afraid, Barbara. The walls in this house have to be three feet thick and the first floor windows are like twenty feet off the ground.”

      Quinn was exaggerating a little, but with some modifications, King Farm and King House were defensible.

      Time was marching inexorably on, and I called for attention. “Once you’re on the road in a few minutes on the supply run, call your immediate families and invite them to the farm. Ask them to get here tomorrow by 6:00 PM, at the very latest.”

      I hoped that would get everyone here by eight at the latest, which was still before dark.

      The group in my kitchen did not have large, extended families nearby, so I already had an approximate head count in mind. Earlier tonight, I’d thought of Jane’s parents poised to drive to Arizona in their luxury RV for the winter and that had given me an idea that I shared with the group now. Everybody agreed to ask their families to beg, borrow, or steal a motor home to drive to the farm tomorrow.

      “Obviously, call anybody else you want tonight and warn them to watch the news and be careful, but do not invite anybody to King Farm that isn’t immediate family.” I saw Jane and Liz exchange frowns. They were very social with many friends in the Twin Cities that could need a safe place to go. “We definitely need more people here to help us prepare and defend ourselves, but we can only safely house and feed about one hundred. After our families, every other person that comes to King Farm will first be vetted by me, Coop, and Sean. If we’re not careful, we could be overrun by refugees. To be bluntly ruthless, I don’t plan on letting that happen because it would be a death sentence for us all.”

      After a moment of uncomfortable silence, Salty said. “Unfortunately, she’s right. Once people start panicking things will get terrible. Unless you’ve been in a war and seen action, I don’t think anybody can imagine how terrible.”

      Coop affirmed that with a short nod, but didn’t speak.

      Bobby in his quiet, authoritative way said, “I absolutely agree that beyond those of us already here and our families, nobody is to be allowed on King Farm property unless approved.” He turned to me. “Is your plan to get more people for security?”

      “Yes.” I nodded towards Coop because most of us knew he volunteered at the Veteran’s Hospital. “We’ll be asking some ex-soldiers with families to protect, as well as people with other skills to help keep us all alive.”

      Jane sighed. “Okay, it sounds so cold-blooded, but I guess it makes sense. Quinn, be careful what you tell your friends, alright, honey?”

      Quinn rolled her eyes. “I get it, Mom, don’t stress.”

      “Your mother is wrong, Quinn.” At her surprised glance, I said seriously, “You don’t need to worry about being careful what you tell your friends. Do you know why?”

      Quinn shook her head no, a wary expression on her face. She was a fairly smart girl and had a quick wit. She sensed there was a trap in my question somewhere. It was hard not to smile.

      “You can give me your short list of people to invite to the farm, but until they’re accepted, you will tell them nothing. In fact, from this moment on, none of us will tell our old friends anything--not one, single thing--about where we are or what we’re doing. From this moment on, our best friends are the people on King’s Farm. Anything told to an outsider could get us all killed.” I would give the same speech to the brothers. The three of them combined probably knew every girl under the age of twenty-five in Dakota County. “Are we all completely on board?”

      Ray Dean’s eyes were comically wide and he nodded vigorously.

      “Okay, Acadia.” Quinn’s voice was small.

      Jane’s voice was nervously annoyed. “Aren’t you being a little harsh?”

      Liz said slowly, “You know what, Jane? Acadia’s probably not being harsh enough. We both know how much of that survivor stuff she has read and studied over the years, so I imagine there is a whole lot she isn’t telling us yet.” Liz shot me a look of reproof, as if sparing them the gory details pissed her off. “I, for one, don’t want to die because Quinn’s high school friends posted King Farm’s address on Facebook.”

      Quinn exclaimed, “No fair! Why are you picking on me? I haven’t told anybody anything. I’ve been sitting right here for the last half hour.”

      Liz sniffed while I teased, “Don’t go all innocent on us, like we don’t know how quick those little thumbs are under the table.”

      Quinn laughed and admitted, “Well, some friends know I’m here playing cards tonight, but nothing else.” The little imp met my eyes. “I swear it on my slow mother’s grave.”

      Jane groaned. “Did I actually worry you were too harsh? Feel free to kick her butt, Acadia.”

      “Nobody needs to kick Quinn’s butt,” Uncle Coop stated, as he set the holstered Glock at my place on the table and cocked a black brow towards Quinn. “You won’t do anything stupid to get us all killed, will you?”

      Quinn sat up straighter. “No, sir, I will not.”

      Coop shrugged. “There you go, case closed. We’re going to need some way of figuring out if anybody is infected before letting them on the farm.”

      Ray Dean nodded wisely. “Strip searches, Boss. I’ll do the women. T-bone here will do the dudes.”

      T-bone spun a middle finger and everybody laughed.

      I rapped my knuckles on the table. “Okay, leave me your lists of people on the kitchen table when you’re done tonight. We’ll work out other issues, but let’s get back to the next couple of hours. Supply runs. Who is legal to carry a concealed handgun in Minnesota?”

      I wasn’t anticipating trouble tonight, but nobody was going out without an armed buddy at their side. This would be a very bad time to be arrested for carrying an unlicensed weapon, so for the next day, only those with conceal carry permits would have guns on them in public. After a show of hands, only Deb, Barbara, Rod, and Quinn weren’t licensed.

      Salty and Bobby had their own guns, and I had Lawson’s Kimber to lend, so Sean and Uncle Coop went off to the gunroom to get other handguns.

      Debbie left to round up backpacks, and at Rod’s suggestion, a few hats and scarves. It was still warm outside, and Rod picked up on my questioning glance at his odd request.

      “We famous football player types have to be disguised or we could get mobbed by adoring fans. You see, Mary-Acadia, most people actually recognize us in public.” He deadpanned, “It’s a terrible trial of the job, but often times there is flashing involved.”

      I ignored the annoying name and replied innocently, “Oh yeah? So how do the fans react to that?”

      Rod’s laughter caused all the eyes in the room to zoom in on us in curiosity. I hurriedly turned my back on Rod, opened my notebook, and removed several typed pages.

      “I’m dividing all of you, except for Sean and Uncle Coop, into two shopping groups. Ignore the quantities on the lists. Buy as much as you can without taking absolutely everything off the shelves.”

      There were ten people that I was sending off on the supply runs. “One group will drive a pick-up and follow the big truck to hit the 24 hour Walmarts on this list. The other group will do the same, but go to the Cubs and Byerly’s. Shop in pairs, or however works the fastest. Just be sure one person is armed in each group at all times.” Anxious, I wanted to go with my friends, but I had too much to do here. “Rod, Barbara, Ray Dean, and T-bone already know how the people act and look that are infected, so take your lead from them.”

      From his chair at the table, Robert watched our activity with a sneer on his face and sniggered loudly, “Yeah, and good luck telling the normal people from the infected at Walmart.”

      Rod held up the shopping list to cover his mouth, but his golden eyes were dancing again when they met mine. I had to turn away to hide my answering smile.

      Liz clicked her heels smartly. “What if we’re asked why we’re buying everything in sight?”

      Quinn waved her arm. “I know! Let’s answer that it’s for our church and needy families.”

      “Young Quinn! You’re going straight to hell, but that’s the perfect response,” I said admiringly while she grinned and took a bow.

      Kate knocked and then poked her head in the back door. She carried a bag with the clothes for Ray Dean and T-bone. Simultaneously, the cleaning crew finished in the house and came through the kitchen on their way to go wipe down the bus. It was confusion for a few minutes, as Liz herded people off to go get ready while Jane and Quinn kept clearing the table of dirty dishes.

      Rod hung back at my side. In a low voice near my ear, he said, “I’m way too scared of you to question any of your decisions, but I’m curious. What are you going to be doing while we’re out buying up the suburbs for Jesus?”

      I had never paid serious attention over the years, but based on my single friend’s laments, I didn’t think a woman ran across a man with astonishing looks, an astounding tonsil tickler, and an appealing personality every day of the week. However, Rod was only around for a day or two. I was not about to let myself be charmed. Nor was I wasting my breath explaining all that I had to do.

      My answer was flippant to discourage small talk. “Oh, I thought I’d do my nails, and while they’re drying, watch Laverne and Shirley reruns.”

      Rod gently tugged on a strand of my damp hair. “You think I’m too young to know what Laverne and Shirley reruns are, don’t you?”

      My God, the thought hadn’t crossed my mind, but now I realized that he probably never had heard of them. The sitcom was over before he was born and terribly boring even when on prime time, hence the reference.

      I said brightly, “Young man, have you called your parents yet?”

      Rod didn’t lift his gaze from watching his finger and thumb rubbing the strand of my black hair dry. “Yes, ma’am. I called my family in Rome and texted several friends back in Colorado.” That must be where Rod was from, but I didn’t ask. He looked up and his eyes were amused. “They thought I was nuts, but they said they’d watch the news closely.”

      “Only nuts? Hey, that’s not so bad. You could be accused of being a hysterical drunk on the make like me.”

      Rod tugged again on my hair and goaded softly, “Hey, like you said—that dumbass Robert was almost right. He got one out of three.”

      Inadvertently, I choked on a laugh at his sly gall while I glanced around quickly to be sure nobody overheard his teasing remark. Secretly pleased he agreed Robert was a dumbass, I still firmly removed my hair from his stroking fingers. I also moved back a little when I realized Rod was standing very close. I pretended to not notice his small smile.

      Anytime I forgot our dire situation for a fleeting moment like I had just now bantering with Rod, the anxiety welled back up inside even worse when I remembered again. Panicked, I was overwhelmed with everything that needed to be done and the fact we did not have enough time or people to do it. A huge, threatening clock was looming in my head. Every ominous tick of the second hand brought Death closer.

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I’d had a lot of practice lately pushing back overwhelming anxiety. One trick that worked was focusing on an immediate problem that could be fixed.

      Opening my eyes, I asked hopefully, “Have you thought about catching a plane or driving away from here to be with your family or friends before it’s too late?”

      Rod had been watching my face, but his slight frown cleared at my question. He slid his hands into the side pockets of his borrowed athletic pants. The tight T-shirt outlined every moving muscle. Trying not to stare at the impressive sight, I thought how unfair it was that men looked so hot in baggy sweats while women tended to look dumpy.

      “I checked for the heck of it, but there weren’t any flights to Denver with an open seat until tomorrow night.” He shrugged a wide shoulder and his mouth curved, but it wasn’t really a smile. “I saw World War Z last summer, too. If you’re right about this, no place is going to be much different from another once it spreads.”

      I was perplexed by this famous, successful man’s offhand attitude and despite myself, curious. “Forgive me for being nosy, but surely there are people you love and care about somewhere you want to be with? Wouldn’t that make one place different?”

      “Pretty pitiful, huh?” His voice was lightly self-mocking, but there was something under the confident smoothness that called out to my own dark loneliness. “I’m thirty-one and single. My football career has been my life since high school. My only family lives in Europe and we’re not close.” Now I was really curious how he ended up in the States, but I stayed quiet. “Sure, I have friends I care about, but like those three brothers said, I sure as hell don’t want to go live with them during the apocalypse. And love?” Rod’s tone was ruminative and he laughed a little ruefully, as if to himself. His face was so handsome at that moment that I held my breath in fascination while I watched emotions play across his strong, bold features. “Now there’s a dilemma…”

      “Of course you don’t want to go. You should stay here on King Farm and protect us. Wait until it’s light out in the morning and you see this place,” Liz stated, as she interrupted by handing Rod his shoes smelling of bleach. “Those sweats are fine for where we’re going tonight, my apocalyptic partner, but you still need shoes.”

      Liz’s sweetly beautiful face and willowy figure have graced the covers of Glamour and Cosmo, and were in direct contrast to her sharp-tongued, caustic humor. She was so elegantly put together and so bluntly sarcastic when she spoke that she made women envious and men uncomfortable. Or maybe it was the other way around, but regardless, Liz was one of my favorite people.

      Liz’s voice had jerked me out of a trance. It was just as well that I didn’t hear Rod’s dilemma about love. I was much too sensitive to sob stories since losing my own love and they only drained me.

      Liz said, “Looks like new running shoes will have to be added to the list at Wally World.” Liz pretended to read over the typed pages in her other hand. “No, wait! Mein Kommandant already has that on her list, Rod, complete with your shoe size.”

      “Jawol,” I replied straight-faced.

      Rod chuckled. “Now that would not surprise me.” His voice took on that caressing tone that I remembered from the bar. He was speaking to Liz, but looking at me. “I haven’t known her long, but from what I’ve observed first hand, Acadia’s attention to detail is amazing.”

      Determined not to react, I said blandly, “Yeah, I’m good with the smallest details.”

      “Now don’t be modest. I thought you were great with large details, too,” Rod responded, all innocence while his eyes sparkled with laughing challenge.

      Aware of Liz hanging on our every word, I looked blindly down at a list in my hand and replied vaguely, “I don’t remember any details I’d call large, but if you say I was great, I must have been.”

      Rod frowned. “Hmm, you know, you may be right. You did miss that rather large detail of the security camera…”

      “Hey, look! I think everyone is getting ready to go,” I interjected, trying to keep my expression neutral while indicating the shoes dangling from his hand.

      Rod paused long enough to make me squirm, but then smiled and thanked Liz for the shoes. I was relieved when the teasing ass shut up to slip them on.

      Liz raised her brows at me over Rod’s bent head and grinned. I knew what that look meant and I didn’t play. My girlfriend wanted the scoop. She and Jane would love to see me coupled with anyone, even a way too young, way too gorgeous, and way too sexy pro football player with whom I had nothing in common in the everyday world.

      I held the manila envelope out to Liz. “Deb has the household credit cards for all the grocery stores, but you’ll need this cash at Walmart. It should be plenty, but if…”

      Liz cut me off. She waved a languorous hand that sparkled from multiple fingers adorned with rings and the stack of gold bangles on her delicate wrist. “Please, I’ve plastic out the yahoo. Let’s keep the cash on hand to bribe brigands and marauders once this zombie jamboree gets wheels.”

      That was an understatement. Liz could buy a third-world country and not feel a dent in her finances, so I didn’t quibble about who paid for what.

      I needed to speak with Kate, so I signaled for her to wait a second and excused myself; proud I didn’t even glance Rod’s way. I left the shoppers in Liz’s bejeweled hands to organize their guns, backpacks, and adoring fan disguises.

      On the bus earlier when I’d called through my contact lists to order supplies and services delivered tomorrow, some of those vendors were people I’ve known a long time. I’d warned everybody to watch the news. A certain few, like in Kate’s case, I wanted to ask to come live on the farm to swell our ranks. Judging by her wide eyes, Kate probably had a few questions of her own about being called out so late to clean up blood and supply clothes to pro football players wrapped up in Christmas tablecloths.

      At easily six feet, Kate Martin was a big woman with apple cheeks and a booming, jovial voice. Her husband, Bruce, a mountain of a man, was a farrier. He’d shoed our horses for as long as I’d been married.

      In her late forties, Kate had started Kate’s Cleaning a few years ago when the last of her four strapping sons went off to college. It was no surprise her cleaning business was very successful. Kate’s a straight shooting countrywoman who expected hard work from her employees because she led by example and worked harder than anyone else.

      Salty whistled sharply and called out for quiet. He turned up the volume of the TV again.

      I said quickly to Kate, “There’s a killer virus or something getting everyone sick and turning them violent in The Cities. I saw it personally and I’m convinced it’s going to spread.”

      A picture speaks louder than words, so I pulled Kate over with me as we all crowded closer to see. Rod stood right behind me and I was hyper aware of his body. I felt his hand rest lightly on my hip when we were jostled, although I did an awkward forward pelvic thrust to avoid my butt contacting anywhere with his front. Kate eyed my weird posture and then ogled Rod. I could tell he gave her the dazzling grin treatment because her cheeks got rosier and she actually batted her eyelashes, but the broadcast from Care-11 soon grabbed her complete attention.

      This time they were reporting from inside the Urgent Care lobby at Fairview Hospital in Edina, a suburb immediately southwest of Minneapolis. People in blue scrubs and white lab jackets could be seen running back and forth behind the reporter. Wounded people were packed wall-to-wall in the emergency area. It was a zoo.

      Kate’s face went slack in surprise, but after watching the ongoing newscast, she didn’t need any more persuading something was drastically wrong in the Twin Cities. The latest report said other metro hospitals were now standing by to receive the accelerating number of hurt people from attacks at the Radisson Blu Hotel, Mall of America, and at the Hubert H. Humphrey airport.

      The camera stayed focused on the scene while the reporter’s voice continued, “What was originally thought to be gang warfare has city officials scrambling for answers. An unnamed source in the Minneapolis Mayor’s office has said they are not ruling out a widespread terrorist attack.”

      The report continued and informed us the police had banned all non-essential personnel away from the Mall of America for their own safety when suspects from the hotel had attacked the bystanders outside.

      “Boy, that’s sure not good!” exclaimed Ray Dean from somewhere behind me.

      “There are still no explanations for the bizarre and sudden attacks of violence at the Radisson Blu Hotel, Mall of America, and at Terminal 2 at the Hubert Humphrey airport.” Salty turned the volume up even louder at this news. “Many people have been wounded and killed in these attacks. We have no exact totals, but it’s estimated in the hundreds and climbing. Several ambulances have been involved in accidents on the highways. State Police are encouraging drivers to avoid the east and westbound I-494 corridor, Hwy 77 north to the Crosstown Hwy 62, and into Minneapolis on I-35W, unless absolutely necessary.”

      The visions of dead victims starting to convulse in body bags while being transported by unsuspecting drivers in ambulances to morgues chilled me to the marrow. It was a scene straight out of a horror flick.

      Kate did not waste any more time. She went home to wake up her husband to discuss what their family was going to do. Before leaving, Kate thoughtfully checked with her cleaning crew and then offered their services to assist with the supply run. I jumped at her offer to add six more people to the shopping teams; I didn’t care how much extra it cost me.

      Either money wasn’t going to matter, or I was going to be dead broke after running through the fortune in one day that it had taken the dead Kings over a century to amass.
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        “It is one of the beautiful compensations in this life that no one can sincerely try to help another without helping himself.” -Ralph Waldo Emerson

      

      Our group in the kitchen was still glued to the ongoing eyewitness news reports when the downshifting of gears and air brakes outside signaled the two quarry trucks had arrived.

      In the bustle of departure, I spoke to Ray Dean and T-bone. “I told you the toughest jobs were being saved for you two and I meant it.” Looking way up into their expectant faces under John Deere ball caps, sunglasses, and scarves; I didn’t have the slightest desire to laugh at how their supposed disguises only made them stand out more. “I am entrusting some of the people I hold dearest into your care tonight. I expect you to shoot anybody that even looks at them cross-eyed. You will not fuck up. You will not let me down.” My gaze moved from T-bone to Ray Dean. “Are you men hearing me loud and clear on this?”

      Their grins were frighteningly fierce when they held out clenched fists in promise. We bumped knuckles enthusiastically and they left to go outside.

      I was massaging my hand when Liz took me aside, her eyes serious. Before she could speak, I held up my good hand. “Before you say a word, first give me a credit card with a very high limit and tell me that you have your driver’s license and gun permit to acquire in your wallet.”

      She paused to glare at my stupid questions.

      I smiled. “Just checking.”

      As she fished her wallet from the backpack, I said, “We’ll order guns tonight from Gander Mountain that we’ll pick up at nine sharp when they open in the morning.” I hugged her quickly and teased, “I love that you mind me so well, Dizzy Lizzie.”

      In Minnesota, you need a Permit to Acquire to buy guns. The permit was done through the police, involved a state background check, took about ten days, and was good for a year. Deb hated guns, but Liz, Jane, and I went every year together to renew. I had drilled into their heads to carry the permits in their wallets at all times. A woman never knew when she’d need to buy a gun.

      Liz handed over the credit card, but didn’t release it when I tugged. “Now, you don’t say a word and just listen to the wisdom dripping from Lizzie’s luscious lips. I see all and know all, my ‘Fraidy Caidy friend, and have one thing to say. You deserve a life. Don’t let anyone tell you different or make you feel guilty.”

      I said nothing. Liz let go of the credit card, patted my cheek, and started to troop out after the others.

      “Liz!” I whispered urgently and she glanced back. I put out my hands. “He wasn’t even born when Laverne and Shirley was on TV.”

      Liz frowned. “Laverne who?”

      “Oh, you’re too funny.”

      She laughed. “Acadia, you little nodcock, have you conveniently forgotten you were twenty-five years younger than Law?”

      “Nodcock? Seriously?” I demanded, “Have you been hitting the historical romances again?”

      Liz laughed again before she went outside.

      I didn’t glance in Rod’s direction while he spoke briefly to Uncle Coop. Not that it mattered. He didn’t look in my direction either, before he left the kitchen.

      Coop, Sean, and I went outside to see everybody off. My last words to the shopping teams were to caution everyone to watch the four from the hotel. If they presented symptoms of the infection, my pragmatic advice was to shoot them in the legs and then run like hell. Almost forgetting, I added as an afterthought that they shouldn’t immediately shoot Rod if he started convulsing because it could be an epileptic fit.

      Liz shook her head sadly at me while Rod’s fellow shoppers eyed him dubiously. Ray Dean told me not to worry one minute because he fervently pledged to personally take Ram down, either way. Climbing into Salty’s pick up, Rod paused to raise a surprised brow at his teammate’s alarming gusto. He then shot me a glance full of suppressed laughter.

      As the trucks drove off, I frowned to realize I was smiling again at Rod’s irrepressible sense of humor.

      Robert barked out that he was leaving to go home. “The two trucks will be here in the morning at 8:30 sharp like you ordered.” Brushing off my thanks, he added facetiously, “I’m sure you’ll let me know what else you need.”

      “Oh, thanks for reminding me,” I replied cheerfully. “I want you to arrange for motor homes to be delivered here tomorrow. Use my name.”

      Caught off guard, Robert brows lowered at me suspiciously. “Motor homes?”

      “Yeah, you know--recreational vehicles like I mentioned earlier. Speak with any dealer that sells or rent them that you can find, although,” I suggested with a helpful smile, “if I were you, I’d stay out of The Cities. Now, I want 2011 or newer Type A motorhomes, twenty-one to forty feet long, in perfect condition, and fully gassed up.”

      I kept talking over his curses and ladled on the honey, “There’s a sizable cash bonus for you, say two thousand for every motor home, if you get them here by tomorrow.” I motioned with a negligent hand. “I don’t care how you do it; whether it’s renting them or saying we want to test drive them to buy --whatever. Just get them delivered here tomorrow no later than 3:00 PM.”

      “It wouldn’t be worth my time for less than ten thousand each,” Robert stonewalled, but the avarice was already glittering in his eyes.

      “Two thousand each,” I reiterated firmly, “but there will be an added bonus of five thousand for each motor home after the first ten arrive.”

      Robert stewed, his mouth working while he stared at me. “Fine.”

      “Fine.”

      “What are you going to do with all the RVs?” Robert asked, but more by rote rather than any real interest. He was too distracted by calculating how to make an easy buck.

      “They’re for people,” I answered vaguely.

      Without another word, he stomped off to his truck and drove off in a spray of gravel.

      The three of us remaining outside walked over to the burn pit. It wasn’t as scary with Coop and Sean on either side of me, and my gun back in my pocket.

      Uncle Coop flicked his lighter to start a fire on the end of tightly rolled cone of old newspapers. He waited a few seconds, and then threw it onto the pile of trash bags.

      He said mildly, “You know he’s going to somehow try to fuck you four ways from Sunday.”

      My cousin Sean whistled. “That’s putting it mildly. What have you got up your sleeve wanting so many RVs, Cadie?”

      I hooked an arm through each of theirs, the men in my family, my trusted flesh and blood. Feeling strangely content and more alive than I had in a long time, I stared at the flames and watched the fire start to build in the pit. From either side, Uncle Coop and Sean gazed down at me with fond amusement. Their sharp, questioning smiles were very alike in the flickering light.

      I pulled us back from the small blaze and used the toe of my boot to stamp out a burning ember. “Don’t worry; I know Robert can’t be trusted. My main goal was to keep him busy so that he’s not out causing trouble.” I glanced up with a grimace at their chuckles. “But you never know, his greed may be greater than his desire to thwart me. The motor homes are an answer to the housing issue like we just discussed with everyone in the kitchen, but they’re also great for defensive measures, too. If you guys agree, we should get as many as we can onto the farm over the next few days. We could use them as an extra defense perimeter out in the yard around the house, and as mobile command centers, moveable gates, and redoubts.” Uncle Coop nodded thoughtfully and I added, “Coach buses would be great, as well, but I haven’t had a chance to find any yet.”

      Uncle Coop began to chuckle louder. “Redoubts, huh?”

      “How come I wasn’t born a girl like her?” Sean said plaintively to the stars. “What the heck is a redoubt?”

      “Good question,” Coop replied, and at Sean’s surprised look that our uncle had admitted to not knowing something, he added with a grin, “Why weren’t you born a girl?”

      “Sean would make a lovely woman,” I agreed, tongue-in-cheek, and poked him in the ribs.

      My cousin was the opposite of feminine. He was sleekly masculine with stylish black hair, strong features, and the Evans’ smoldering black eyes. He often fooled women’s gaydar, and much to his embarrassment, was hit on constantly.

      Coop answered, “A redoubt is a military term for a safe place that protects soldiers under attack.”

      “Yeah, Sean. Didn’t you listen to Uncle Coop’s war stories when we were growing up?”

      Sean shuddered. “Hardly. I was too busy playing dirty dolls with your old G.I. Joes and my Kens.”

      I chuckled and leaned my head on Sean’s shoulder while musing, “Except for missing the General and two Colonels, those G.I. Joes were built.”

      “You two ladies are sorry excuses for my only relatives,” Coop stated dourly while Sean and I laughed. “Let’s spring Rex from the barn and get to work.”

      Sean and I trailed after Coop through the open gates of the wrought iron fence that surrounded the large yard and car park area of King House. Exchanging grins, Sean made devil horns at our uncle’s back like he’d done since we were kids.

      “Aren’t you a little old for that, Nephew?” Coop asked, without turning.

      “Aren’t you getting too old to always catch me in the act, Uncle?” Sean shot back in complaint.

      I was still laughing when I opened the single door in the back of the barn. A joyous Rex raced out to run circles around us. The dog performed gravity-defying twirls and jumps on the walk back to King House while I praised his tricks. I also filled in my uncle and cousin on what I ordered when I called various local business contacts to help build our defenses or supplement our stores. If all went well, we should get many deliveries first thing in the morning before people started freaking out.

      Coop listened with interest, but Sean griped, “Come on, Ms. Redoubt, quit talking soldier talk. I’ve heard of concertina wire, but you lost me at the ‘gassed up single puppies getting mounted’.”

      I laughed. “You mean gasoline fuel mount trucks with super singles on a quad pup?” At his disgusted frown, I laughed again. “That’s not soldier talk, but a type of truck Jay Larsen sells down on Hwy 52 at Polar Services. You know, a semi-truck pulling double tankers that you fill from the top.”

      Sean exclaimed, “Well, there you go, you little show-off! Why didn’t you just speak English from the beginning?”

      Smiling slightly, Uncle Coop said to my dog, “Come on, boy. No uncle should have to witness his niece beating up his grown nephew. Let’s go find out what the brothers have cooked up.”

      Coop promised to lecture the brothers about keeping their mouths shut to their local friends, and he and Rex went off to the dining room. Sean and I settled at the kitchen table and got to work on dismantling the Fall Festival. To that end, we worked the phones and all avenues of social media to get the word out. Too many people didn’t listen or pay attention to the news regularly, me included.

      Our intent was to prevent hordes of clueless, uninfected people from attempting to reach the farm on Friday and Saturday. A few years ago, we’d converted a small pasture into a permanent campsite. That reserved space usually filled up each year with a couple hundred vendors by Friday evening, but the first of them started trickling in early Friday morning—a mere thirty hours away. Our first priority would be to stop those vendors from arriving, although Sean argued a convincing case for the Mini-Donut food truck.

      Not that there was a good time, but it was a stroke of particularly bad luck that this infection had descended on us the weekend of the Fall Festival. There was, however, one good thing as a result. The public restroom area was set up with twenty satellite toilets already delivered and installed yesterday—complete with toilet paper and little hand sanitizer gizmos.

      Two productive hours passed in a blink, and then Coop and the brothers joined us to discuss their first phase ideas of a defense plan to be implemented at dawn.

      After that, Coop touched base with Salty. All was well with the shoppers, no crazies or suspicious persons in sight, and they were rapidly filling up the trucks. I did a little dance for joy at that report. I did a bigger dance when Coop informed me that he and Salty had appointments to meet with some private gun dealers they knew early in the morning. Coop went downstairs to the gun room to do an inventory and prepare a shopping list.

      While Coop was busy, the brothers proudly presented me with their prioritized supply list they’d worked up to order online. As I skimmed down the long list, three sets of tired brown eyes watched me anxiously.

      Ian said helpfully, “Umm, the ammunition and gun supplies are based off Coop’s orders. He also gave us a gun list to order online at Gander Mountain over in Lakeville.”

      “Well, that’s a relief. I know just enough about guns to be dangerous.”

      Ian smiled, cheeks turning a bit pink. “Yeah, that’s what Coop said.”

      I snickered while Kevin put a friendly arm around my shoulder and squeezed. “Unlike my brothers, I didn’t believe Coop for one minute because you’re the brainiest pretty woman I know.”

      Hugh and Ian rolled their eyes. Kevin may be the youngest, but he was definitely the brother with game.

      “Ah, Kev, thanks.” I patted his cheek. “You say the sweetest lines a woman could ever want to hear.” I stopped patting to give his cheek a little pinch. “Do they really work for you?”

      He smiled and wiggled his brows suggestively. “You tell me?”

      Hugh tried to cuff the back of Kevin’s head for getting fresh with the boss lady, but we all laughed when Kevin did some complicated martial arts moves to escape, complete with sound effects and chopping hands.

      I sternly ordered them back to work, got them set up with my credit card info, and left them typing orders like madmen.

      It was near three o’clock in the morning when Sean and I were done with the festival work in the kitchen. I was feeling enormous relief at our progress when my phone dinged I had a voicemail.

      Sean saw my frown. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing, I just don’t recognize this 651 number.”

      I listened to the garbled message and the confused distaste must have shown clearly on my face because Sean perked up and asked, “Who is it? What are they saying?”

      Ending the voicemail, I shook my head. “Speak of the devil. Did you hear tonight when Liz said I was too busy with guys on Harleys to pay attention in high school?” At Sean’s nod, I went on, “That was him drunk dialing me.” I shivered at sudden chill. “What a loser.”

      “Tryg Johnson?” Sean’s voice rose with incredulity.

      I stared in amazement at my cousin. “You remember his name?”

      “Hell yes, I do.” Sean leaned back and put his arms behind his head to stare up at the kitchen ceiling. He smiled dreamily. “I was ten when I first saw Tryg Johnson in his leathers straddling that big, shiny bike.”

      I kicked his chair leg as I laughed. “Perv!”

      Sean sat forward with a thud, grinning while protesting, “Hey, a boy never forgets his first man in tight jeans and leather chaps. The sight changed the course of my life. I didn’t sleep for a week.”

      “At ten?” I was somewhat appalled. My memories of Sean at ten did not include him being a little horn dog, but a cuddly, skinny boy with a mop of black hair and a devilish smile.

      Sean’s smile hadn’t changed over the years. “What can I say? I was an early bloomer. Whatever happened with him, anyway?”

      I shook off the images his words had conjured. “I never should have gone out with him, but he pursued me like you wouldn’t believe.” I rolled my eyes. “Tryg was convinced I was his soul mate, so it was pretty exciting for about five minutes to have this twenty-year-old, hot biker dude swearing his undying love when I was not even seventeen.” I got up to refill my coffee at the counter while saying, “His dad, Lars Johnson, had started this bike club called the Iron Fists. Lars was a seriously bad guy--a real mean bastard, but charismatic.” I stared down at the cup in my hand, thinking of that couple of months with all the angst and drama. “At first, I thought Tryg was different than his dad, but it turned out he was bad news.”

      “Christ, I’ve heard of the Iron Fists bikers.” Now Sean was really incredulous. “That was Tryg and his father? How come I didn’t know this?”

      “You really want me to go there?” Sean laughed at my dry tone. “When I dated Tryg, his dad was getting the club heavily into dealing drugs.” I sat back down at the kitchen table. “I wanted nothing to do with the Iron Fists, but especially not with that pig, Lars. The drugs were bad enough, but one night when we were out, Tryg’s best friend, Joey let it slip how Lars treated all the club’s women as his personal bitches. Lars had sex with any of the girls he wanted, regardless if they were unattached or the property, as they called it, of one his men.” I hadn’t talked in years of that short, anxious period of time when I was Tryg’s girlfriend. Telling Sean about that part of my life brought it all rushing back. “Lars used to have sex with the women while all his men watched, even Tryg.”

      “Ew, his own kid? He was a pig.” Sean sat up suddenly from his sprawl. “Oh my God, did Lars try to have sex with you?”

      I shook my head and laughed shortly. “Did you visit me in jail for manslaughter?”

      Sean relaxed and chuckled.

      “Lars never got the chance with me because I only went to that clubhouse once, and I didn’t stay for long.” I sighed. “Lars did rape Joey’s poor girlfriend, though. I’ll never forget when Joey had a few beers too many and told me that if Lars wanted a girl, the choices she had were getting fucked right then, or getting beat first then fucked.”

      Sean sat stunned while he regarded me with his mouth open. We were definitely related.

      “I found out my first and only night at the club that Tryg was his father’s son, all right. We were hanging out with Joey and that same girlfriend, I can’t remember her name. One minute we were all laughing and arguing about a movie we’d just seen, and then the next thing I knew, BAM!” I smacked the table with my fist and Sean jumped. “Tryg backhanded that poor girl and knocked her to the floor.”

      “What the…!”

      “Tell me about it.” I grimaced at the disturbing memory. “He had broken her nose flatter than a pancake and blood splattered everywhere. I was in total shock, but I remember helping her up off the floor and taking her to the bathroom while Tryg stood there drinking a beer, calm as you please. He said she needed to learn a lesson about disrespecting Joey. We had been discussing a freaking movie!” I snapped my fingers. “Her name was Darlene. I tried to convince Darlene to leave. I had my dad’s truck and offered to take her to the hospital or home with me, but you know what she said?”

      “Oh, let me guess,” Sean replied sarcastically, “she loved Joey? It was all her fault?”

      I nodded sadly. “Yeah, something like if she only tried harder, then Tryg wouldn’t get so mad.” I shook my head to clear away the images. “Anyway, I walked out and never looked back.”

      Sean’s brows came together. “Tryg let you walk that easy?”

      “Uh, no. I’d just started working here at King Farm. Um, I never did the dirty deed with Tryg while we went out.” Sean snickered at that quaint phrase, and I had to smile. I didn’t usually talk seriously about my sex life with my cousin and it was a little awkward. “The next day, Tryg cornered me in the barn. He didn’t want to believe we were done or take no for an answer.” I scowled, still recalling the fury in Tryg’s eyes when I insisted we were over and my own anger at being caught by surprise. He’d grabbed me so hard; my upper arms carried the bruised imprints of his fingers for weeks. “I was super-pissed, but also getting worried Tryg had gone psycho and was going to rape me when Law walked into the barn.”

      Sean shot a fist in the air. “Yes! And then Law kicked Tryg’s crazy ass all over the barn, right?”

      I laughed softly. “Uh, no again. It was very anticlimactic, and believe me, that was a relief. Law was tough, but Tryg was, is nuts. He carried a knife and was in fights all the time back then. No, Law simply gave Tryg this significant look and said that he’d better never come near me again because it would make Lars very unhappy.” I met my cousin’s fascinated gaze. “Go figure, but above all in Tryg’s life, nothing mattered more to him than Lars’ respect. I found out later that Lars Johnson and Law went to school together. They had a history. Rumor was Law did something for Lars when they were boys that made Lars swear he owed Law for life.” I lifted a shoulder. “I never did get Law to tell me the details of that good deed. At the time, I was just enormously grateful that Tryg left after Law’s threat to tell his dad.”

      “I bet you were so grateful that you dropped your jeans and put out for Law over a scratchy bale of hay. Am I right or am I right?”

      “Shucks, nothing so romantic.” My smile died as I sighed. “But Law was my hero.”

      Reaching for my hand, Sean’s dark eyes were sympathetic when he replied quietly, “My hero, too, Cadie.”

      I looked away, but squeezed his hand back to verify the truth of that statement. When Law married me, eleven-year-old Sean was part of the package. Sean had always looked up to Law as a father figure and their relationship was tight.

      Sean’s mother, my Dad and Coop’s only sister, died of ovarian cancer when Sean was five. Even on her deathbed, Aunt Cathy stubbornly never divulged the name of Sean’s father to anyone, so we all assumed it was the Devil, since Sean was such a little demon.

      Uncle Coop was off wandering the globe when Sean came to live with my family. Calling us a family was a misnomer. Unfortunately, my father was a heavy drinker. Threats, tears, fights, begging--nothing my mother or I said made him stop for long. Within another year, my mom was done. She divorced my dad, fell in love with another man before the ink dried on the divorce papers, and moved to Arizona where her new hubby worked and lived.

      A life in the far off desert was an exotic dream to a young girl like me living on an old farm in the middle of nowhere. I was thirteen and longed to go with my mother and her nice new husband named Phil, but I refused to move with them. My poor mom was shocked and broken-hearted at my steadfast refusal to leave. Sally tried every argument, and then threats, to convince me to come to Arizona, but I simply could not go. I couldn’t leave Sean behind and my mother couldn’t legally take him.

      Sean waved a hand in front of my face. “Hello! I asked why Tryg is drunk dialing you after all this time?”

      “I have no idea. Someone mentioned Lars died recently, may he roast eternally in hellfire, and Tryg is now the new leader of the Iron Fists.” Sean laughed at my curse and I raised my brows. “You can laugh, but be glad you never crossed Lars path. He was a homophobe. Given half a chance, Lars would have skewered your butt and roasted you like a kabob over an open fire.”

      Sean sputtered in horror, “Brutal image, Cousin. Good God!”

      “Hey, Lars was a brutal man. But now that I think on it, I’ve run into Tryg a couple of times in the last few months. Once was in the cereal aisle at the Cub in Rosemount, of all places. He’d heard about Law’s death, came on all sympathetic, and actually invited me out for a drink,” I smirked, “for old time’s sake.” Sean shook his head in disgust at that and I grinned in response. “I know, I should have sung “Auld Lang Syne” while I busted his nose.”

      We were still snorting when my phone buzzed again. I never got around to mentioning the second, creepier encounter I’d had with Tryg last month at the Minneapolis Farmers Market because I forgot everything once I recognized Gary Knutson’s frantic voice.

      “Yes, this is Mary Jensen.”

      I shushed Sean with a warning fist when he kept mouthing questions at me, starting with my alias name. I turned away and listened to Gary for a few minutes, asked a couple of questions, and then tapped Gary’s address into my phone. I ended the call by promising to be there in about twenty minutes or so.

      I held up a finger to silence Sean, ran to the basement door, and called down the stairs for my Uncle Coop.

      The brothers ran in from the dining room at the same time Uncle Coop and Rex came bounding up the basement stairs into the kitchen.

      I quickly filled the group in on Gary Knutson’s call. It was bad news all around. Karen had become infected. She felt ill almost immediately after the attack in the parking lot. They’d gone home and Karen had been lying down ever since.

      Gary remembered he’d left his phone in their car and noticed my voicemail when he went out to retrieve it a few minutes ago. After hearing my description of events at the hotel, he immediately went into the bedroom to check on Karen—only to find his wife convulsing on the bed. She attacked him, but Gary was fortunate to still be wearing a jacket, so he was protected from her scratches and attempts to bite him while he wrestled with her. He’d pushed her into the bedroom closet and locked her up. He tried to call 9-1-1 for help, but no help was available to come anytime soon. Emergency Services were already stretched beyond their limits sending their people out to help in Bloomington and Minneapolis.

      “Gary said she’s been screaming like a wild animal in the closet.” Uncle Coop’s eyes narrowed, but I rushed on before he could speak, “They moved back to Minnesota from Houston two weeks ago, so Gary can’t ask neighbors he doesn’t even know to risk their lives to help him get Karen some help.” I started patting my photography vest while adding, “Their only son is in the Army, stationed in Afghanistan.”

      Uncle Coop put his hands on his hips. “But this Gary Knutson character didn’t hesitate to ask you to risk your life to help him?”

      I verified my gun, spare mags, phone, truck keys, and gate clicker were in their proper pocket. “It sounds terrible when you say it like that, but can you blame the poor guy? I’m the only person Gary knows that understands what he’s dealing with in that closet.” I shot my uncle a reproving look. “This is his wife. Gary’s frantic to get Karen to a hospital where maybe they’ll have a clue how to help her. I would have sold my soul for a chance to save Lawson.”

      “Ah, you fight dirty, girl.” Coop sighed. “We’re going to need some duct tape.”

      “Thank you.” I grinned; tremendously relieved he was coming with me.

      Sean and the brothers wanted to come along, but my uncle put them to work securing King House for the night. Not as glamorous as wrestling their first zombie, but not even Sean argued with Coop when my uncle spoke in that certain stern tone. Under Sean’s supervision, the brothers were already off to the shed getting lumber within the couple of minutes it took Coop and I to quickly gather what we needed.

      As we barreled down the graveled road towards Hwy 52 in my Dodge Ram, Uncle Coop got off his phone and instructed me to stop at his house first. “Salty said their truck is turning off 52, so I thought we could use an extra pair of hands.”

      “Great idea.” I vividly recalled the ferociously unflagging strength of the attackers in the bar.

      The house Coop referred to was my childhood home located near the junction of 180th and Hwy 52. I pulled into the drive a few moments later and turned around. The quarry truck soon lumbered past us and Salty’s pickup followed shortly, turning in to stop next to mine.

      Expecting to see Salty or Bobby get out of the truck, I frowned over at Coop when I recognized the big man striding towards my Dodge’s back passenger door.

      “Why is Rod coming with us?”

      Uncle Coop responded evenly, “Rod asked me to let him know if you were going to be doing anything dangerous.”

      “And you agreed?” I asked in surprise, not sure why this made me instantly angry.

      Coop casually shrugged a shoulder. “The man is huge, tough, and wants to protect my niece. Why wouldn’t I agree?”

      Oh yeah, now I knew why I was furious. “Because your niece doesn’t need or want you making deals with men behind her back to protect her.” Rod climbed into the back of the quad cab and flashed his dazzling grin. I glared back in disgust at that damn smile, put the truck in gear, and sped off before Rod’s door had fully closed.

      I spit out over my shoulder at the man who was driving me crazy, “Did you hear that, tough guy? I do NOT need your protection.”

      “Why, hello to you too, Mary-Acadia. Yes, the supply run went very well, thank you for asking.”

      “Dammit, quit calling me Mary-Acadia!” I included Uncle Coop in my glare when I heard his soft snicker, but he was looking out the side window.

      I glowered in the rear view mirror at the handsome blonde man who smiled in return, and then mouthed a kiss.

      I swerved back on the road while shouting, “You don’t even have a gun! What are you going to do, throw me your room key again at the first sighting of a crazy and I’ll be magically protected from danger?”

      “Oh my, somebody’s blood sugar is a little low right now.” Rod’s voice was so smarmy and brimming over the top with false sympathy, I burst out laughing despite my very real irritation. My comment about the room key had been a low blow and I instantly felt like a heel.

      Why did I allow Rod to get under my skin this way? I should be happy he wanted to get eaten instead of me.

      Rod leaned forward and something softly brushed my cheek. I accepted his peace offering of a cherry Twizzler with a grunt. I didn’t usually eat this kind of crap candy, but it was a good time to shove something in my mouth besides my foot.

      Rod sat back, and as I drove down the deserted highway, his voice was cheerful from the darkness behind me. “Salty loaned his gun to me, so I’m not quite worthless.”

      Uncle Coop shot me a look of vindication, but said mildly, “Let’s hope we don’t need guns tonight.”

      I silently, begrudgingly admitted Salty would never give a man his gun if the man couldn’t use it, but I kept my mouth firmly closed and concentrated on driving to Gary’s house. Once we hit Hwy 52, Gary’s address was only about fifteen minutes away in the suburban city of Apple Valley. I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel and tried out various plans in my head to capture a rabid Karen Knutson alive.

      The men were quietly discussing the defense plans for fortifying the farm tomorrow, when Rod suddenly leaned forward again. “What city is that over there on the horizon with all the lights and the towers?”

      Coop chuckled. “That’s not a city, but the oil refinery. Those towers are smokestacks.”

      “Whoa. It looks like something straight out of a steam punk movie.”

      Coop probably had no idea what Rod meant by steam punk, but my nemesis was right. During the night, the factory was lit up like it was daylight and did have the appearance of an evil, dystopian city from another place in time. Dense, black plumes of oily smoke continually belched from the smokestacks and polluted the sky. As people approached the Twin Cities for the first time on this road, they were often mistakenly horrified the oil refinery was a view of downtown St Paul.

      “Unfortunately, Acadia was too old to believe me, but I used to threaten Sean that was where he’d have to go live if he didn’t behave.” Coop chuckled again at the memory.

      The sight of the refinery was gray, grim, and even an as adult, triggered not only my depression, but a superstitious unease deep in my gut.

      I vividly recalled Sean’s stress at the thought of being sent to the refinery. “Oh, and wasn’t that just a wonderful way to treat an orphaned boy?”

      My uncle scoffed lightly. “Ah, it put hair on the little shit’s chest.”

      “Yes, and Sean appreciated that so much, he now shaves it all off,” I retorted, as I exited the highway at a 160th Street.

      Looking over, I laughed at the stunned expression on Coop’s face.

      Rod exclaimed, “Jesus, Coop, if you threatened me with that now, I’d probably sprout hair on my back. The place gives me the willies.”

      My startled glance flew to the rearview mirror at Rod’s comment, so near my own thoughts on the refinery. Rod lifted a brow in question, but I looked away. Everybody probably felt that way about the creepy place; there was nothing special about what Rod said.

      “The Willies,” Coop snorted over his shoulder. “Sean may be on the effeminate side, but unlike you, Ramaldi, my nephew wasn’t a pansy, even as a kid.” I laughed with Coop when Rod protested futilely in defense of his manhood. Coop reminisced, “That boy was a holy terror. He feared nothing and I was scared to death he was going to kill himself pulling some crazy stunt or another. You can think I was cruel, but finding one thing to threaten my nephew with that he actually feared probably saved Sean’s ass.”

      Approaching Apple Valley, our laughter died away and we turned back to the serious task at hand. We talked over a general plan the best we could without knowing the layout of Gary’s house. It was a big surprise when Rod insisted on leading the way in and my uncle quickly agreed to take the rear, but I said nothing. Okay, maybe I made a disgusted noise, but I went along without argument.

      At three-thirty in the morning, the upper class neighborhood of homes in Cobblestone Lake was quietly slumbering. We drove our way slowly down the winding streets deeper into the development. Nothing seemed amiss, which was a good start.

      I parked the truck in front of the bungalow that matched the address Gary had recited. Coop noticed first, pointing to the front door standing wide open. A low wattage overhead porch light glowed dimly. The interior of the house appeared dark, except for a faint flickering of orange light through the curtains on a bank of front windows.

      We regrouped on the short sidewalk leading to the porch. Without a word, we all had our guns out and held down at our sides.

      I got out my phone. After a few rings, Gary answered in a dull, hollow voice.

      “We’re here out front.”

      “You’re too late, Mary.” Gary’s voice broke on a sob. “She died a few minutes ago…”

      I whispered urgently, “Don’t turn your back on her! She could still attack you!” Not waiting to hear more, I dropped the phone into my pocket and we ran for the porch.

      Rod overtook me in a few strides, and leapt over the three stairs onto the front porch while Coop followed on my heels. We’d slowed down, but still were moving at a clip when we burst into the front hall. I fumbled for the light switch as Coop closed the door behind us. Guns drawn, we spread out as agreed and all looked around quickly, but didn’t see Gary in the small formal living room. The flickering light was from the fireplace.

      Rod moved silently down a wide hallway, and Coop and I followed behind him a few feet apart into an open kitchen and dining area. Again, the rooms were empty, although a light was on over the stove.

      A cry of anguish erupted from our left and then a single gunshot blasted the still night.

      “Gary!” I called out, and we raced in that direction across a family room. Rod held us back with a cautionary arm and we halted to a stop a foot inside the spacious master bedroom.

      Gary was on his knees by the end of the bed, head bowed and shoulders heaving. A shotgun lay beside him on the hardwood floor. Rod lowered his arm. Coop bent to pick up the shotgun while I walked over to Gary. Silently squeezing his shoulder, I swallowed past the residual lump of fear in my dry throat as Gary sobbed quietly.

      Karen was flopped out spread eagle on her back on the floor a few feet away. Her face was partially missing, and what was left was destroyed beyond recognition, but she was blessedly still. I noticed that her fingers were oddly misshapen. I stared fixedly until I understood it was because they were broken stumps, the bloodied, jagged ends covered in flaky stuff that looked like grayish shredded paper. It soon became apparent why.

      Past the bed, the wall near the walk-in closet door had a narrow, but long, ragged hole between two studs. Chunks of drywall and insulation were scattered below on the floor, along with a tire iron that had a clump of bloody hair on the end.

      My darting eyes lifted to meet Rod’s. It didn’t even register until much later how easily I could read Rod’s swift, but guarded appraisal as he carefully observed how I was handling Karen’s death. I simply nodded back that I was okay and raised an inquiring brow in return. He didn’t smile, but his lips twitched when he nodded his head back at me. He relaxed his guard a little and we both grimaced in mutual, sympathetic horror at the scene before us.

      Rod and Coop stood gazing down at Karen’s mutilated body for a moment and then Coop pulled a throw blanket off the end of the bed to drape gently over Karen’s body.

      Gary looked up, wiping his eyes with the back of his hand. “I stayed out of here while she was screaming and banging. I heard your truck coming, Mary, and so I went to open the front door. It was then I heard a different noise.” He bowed his head for a moment. When he stood up, he was moving as shakily as a ninety-year-old. I supported his elbow and made a soothing sound. “She had been kicking and clawing out the wall, not at the door like I first thought. I came in just as she was climbing through.” He shuddered and gazed at me. “Her eyes, her face, dear God, the way her teeth were gnashing like she could taste me from ten feet away.”

      “I know, I know, I’m so sorry, Gary.” I murmured, pointing with my chin for Rod and Coop to follow us out of the bedroom, as I led the grieving man into the family room.

      Coop stepped over to a wall of family photos and mementos while I continued listening patiently to Gary tell us how he was unable to shoot his wife. Instead, he hit her with the tire iron with the intention to only stop her, not kill her. She lunged at the last second and he’d hit her in the head by mistake. Seeing her fall to the floor and lie still, he’d confirmed he had accidentally killed her. But the blow hadn’t killed her like he thought, at least not permanently. Right when I called, Karen had started to shake and moan. She was getting up and coming for him again.

      “I shot her,” Gary whispered dully.

      Rod had walked to the front of the house and I saw a shared look pass between him and Coop when he came back.

      My uncle cleared his throat to get my attention, making a wrap-it-up gesture with his finger. I nodded.

      “Gary, this is my uncle and a friend. Why don’t you come with us tonight to my farm? Things are going to hell quickly and there’s nothing we can do for Karen.”

      Gary lifted a limp hand, looking around his house in bewilderment. “But I can’t just leave her!”

      I wrapped my hand firmly through Gary’s arm. “We can’t stay, Gary. We know Karen was sick and would have killed you, but your neighbors and the police may not understand that yet.” I added softly, “We’ll come back and take care of things when it’s safe, okay?”

      I continued to lead the vaguely protesting man out to the porch. Rod grabbed the keys he spotted on a side table and locked the door behind us. It would be nice to take the time to pack a bag for Gary, but there were a couple of porch lights on now that hadn’t been lit before. A screaming wife and a shotgun blast in this neighborhood in the middle of the night were not your typical sounds. We kept our heads down and hurried Gary to the truck.

      Rod guided Gary into the back seat and I pulled away cautiously, not taking a deep breath until we were well away from Cobblestone Lake.

      Gary recognized Rod when he removed his hat, but evinced no surprise at finding Minnesota’s new quarterback picking him up in the middle of the night. He seemed grateful to be engaged in small talk about football. Gary’s speech was artificial and fast, he was obviously experiencing shock. I remembered feeling that way right after Law died. His massive heart attack had been so sudden and final, whenever I was forced by politeness to talk to people it was actually a blessed relief to think beyond the torment inside me for those few seconds.

      In the front seat, Uncle Coop’s voice was pitched low for only me to hear. “I saw back there that Gary Knutson is a physician, a neurosurgeon to be exact.” His black eyes gleamed, but it was most likely a reflection from a passing streetlight.

      “Mmm, did you?”

      “You didn’t know?” Coop asked.

      “Oh, I think he mentioned being a doctor earlier this evening, but not a neurosurgeon.”

      “And now the doc is on his way to the farm.” I kept my eyes on the road while conscious of being studied closely by my uncle for a few moments longer. “I may owe you an apology, Niece. Rod may be the one who needs protecting.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Coop made a sound of approval deep in his throat, or maybe he was just gargling up some phlegm to spit. Either way, I didn’t allow the small smile to form on my lips until he’d turned away to look out his window.
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        “We gain strength, and courage, and confidence by each experience in which we really stop to look fear in the face…we must do that which we think we cannot.” -Eleanor Roosevelt

      

      Driving back east towards our exit at Hwy 52, I was cycling up and down the radio stations in the truck for the latest news. We passed a minivan weighed down with a mountain of luggage on the top racks.

      Uncle Coop observed, “Interesting, isn’t it? The survival of the fittest often comes down to those first willing to listen and react to their instincts. Many people will die over the next few days because they ignored their instincts.”

      “How very Darwinian, my dear uncle.”

      “Instincts are everything,” Rod agreed behind me. “The more you listen, the sharper they get.”

      “Wow, and we also have his junior disciple with us tonight.”

      “Not as sharp as Mary-Acadia’s mouth,” Rod went on conversationally to the men in the truck, “but close.”

      “There’s not too much in this world that’s sharper than my niece’s smart mouth,” Coop conceded amiably.

      Smiling, I murmured, “Ah, thanks guys. I wish I could take all the credit, but you make it so easy.”

      There weren’t many reports on the radio this time of night, but they all were of the same disquieting theme—spurts of violence erupting in spots across the Twin Cities. The attacks at the Radisson Blu Hotel, the mall, and the airport were now being generally referred to as an ‘unknown virus with an unfortunate side effect of turning people extremely violent’.”

      A chirpy voice on the radio urged people not to worry, but lock up and stay safe at home, and stay tuned to their broadcast for developing news.

      “A virus, huh.” I said, “We must have missed an official statement over the last couple of hours.”

      “They’ve received plenty of accurate reports by now,” Rod replied, “so it sounds like our government is hard at work trying to downplay the situation to avoid a panic.”

      “My God, why can’t the truth ever be told to the general population up front? The panic will happen anyway, so why not spell it out to people?”

      Gary had been quiet for a while, but at my question he responded in his dull voice, “The government always takes the stance they can contain a problem until they don’t.”

      Coop put in, “They also know people will go crazy with fear. They’ll start looting and fighting, so they want to avoid that at all costs.”

      I blew out a breath. “I guess, but how frustrating. Shouldn’t we be doing something more to warn people about the crazies? I feel like we’re swimming through mud.”

      “We’re going to keep doing what we can to warn people while we protect ourselves,” Rod answered consolingly.

      It reminded me of my own tone with Gary recently and I shot him a sharp look in the rear view mirror. I got a flash of white teeth in return.

      We also learned that the Mall of America was sealed off from the public, and so were the blocks of hotels and restaurants across the street. People hurt in the attacks in the containment areas were still being found and evacuated to hospitals. Terminal 2 at the Hubert H. Humphrey airport was reported as closed with no further information.

      The chirpy voice went on to say that flights at the Charles Lindberg International Airport, however, were running on schedule for the upcoming day, but customers were advised to call and verify flights with their airlines.

      I smacked the steering wheel lightly. “Yeah, and along with your carry-on, wear full body armor and a hockey helmet. If the airport is not being shut down today, that could be good news for us. Maybe our online orders do have a chance of getting delivered later today or tomorrow.” I shook my head in disgust. “Of course, the bad news is the airlines could be delivering this virus with the unfortunate side effect of people going cannibal on your ass all across the world. My God!”

      Rod asked quietly, “Gary, please accept my apologies, but can we talk about Karen for a minute here?”

      Gary’s voice was rough, but he answered, “Yes, go ahead. I know we need to talk about what’s happening.”

      I had to strain to hear Rod’s low-voiced response. “Thanks, man. I can’t imagine how tough this is for you, but hang in there. Don’t hesitate to say something if it gets to be too much, okay?”

      Gary must have agreed because Rod’s voice returned to normal when he continued speaking to us all.

      “By what you and Acadia have told us, it took Karen about five hours from the time of her attack at the mall until she changed into a crazy. Karen had immediately felt symptoms of being infected from the scratches, right?”

      “Yes,” Gary cleared his throat loudly. “Within twenty minutes she complained of a bad headache and wanted to go home.”

      Quietly relieved, Rod and I agreed we felt fine. We hoped this meant the five of us only splattered with blood tonight at the bar were in the clear and not infected. Gary cautiously agreed with us, but said we didn’t know enough about this virus. He thought blood tests would prove if an asymptomatic person carried the infection or not.

      I still felt a weight lift off my shoulders. It was instantly replaced with the knowledge that hundreds of wounded people in hospitals or their homes were going to be turning any minute, or had already turned. Within a few hours, my worst fears were going to be confirmed on the news--assuming the news was still broadcasting.

      Uncle Coop warned, “Slow down, Acadia, the last thing we need is to be pulled over.”

      “Right. Sorry.” In my anxiety, I had floored it. We had accomplished a lot tonight, but daylight couldn’t come soon enough. The next couple of days were crucial to our future on King Farm and our group’s chances to stay alive over the next weeks. I would probably never be worry-free again, but I definitely wouldn’t rest easy until the work was done outside on the first phase of the farm’s security defenses.

      Coop asked, “What about Karen getting out of the closet the way she did?”

      Gary hurriedly said, “We had a large hole in the drywall inside the closet that I forgotten about from when we moved into the house.”

      I was happy to hear that explanation. “I wonder why we haven’t heard anything reported about dead people coming back to life?” Gripping the steering wheel hard, my left leg was also bouncing a mile a minute in my agitation. “I can’t believe the media would keep a zombie uprising under wraps.”

      “I’ve been thinking about that.” Rod sat forward until he was right up behind me, a forearm draping across my headrest and his hand resting near my shoulder. “You said you ran out of the bar when they were still clenching and moving on the floor?”

      I nodded, trying not to react as the shivers raced along my nerve endings from his warm breath near my ear. Being involuntarily tingled while also experiencing terror we were going to be overrun by zombies was not a comfortable feeling. A second later, I shivered again and swore Rod’s lips brushed my neck.

      It must have been his hair tickling me because he went right on talking. “I’d guess the media isn’t keeping the zombie uprising under wraps; it’s the police keeping the media out of the loop.”

      I shrugged off Rod’s hand when he began to lightly caress the bare skin of my neck, now convinced I had felt his tongue licking me.

      The truck lurched and Uncle Coop shot me another surprised, pained look at my driving, but only commented, “I think Rod’s onto something. The police were the first on the scene at the hotel right as you all left. They would have been the first to see the dead people turning. That’s why they banned the media, but said it was to prevent them from being killed in the gang warfare.”

      “All their efforts won’t be able to stop it from becoming public knowledge much longer. People all over the Metro area are dying from their wounds. Between the dead somehow reanimating from this virus and the living infected turning within hours, soon they will all be like Karen,” Gary’s voice broke a little, but he went on doggedly, “and we will be faced with an epidemic of violent people trying to kill us all.”

      Rod and Coop both told Gary that was my prediction as well, and that we’d started preparations on the farm to stay safe. I was grateful when Rod suggested that he and Gary call the media and different hospitals to try and warn them of what we knew about the virus.

      I listened as Gary spoke urgently to a colleague at Hennepin County Medical Center in Minneapolis. He was in doctor mode and holding his grief at bay. Doctor or not, I admired Gary for his strength of character. On the other hand, the news station Rod spoke with seemed more excited to set up an interview with him about football rather than take heed of his important information concerning the virus. I had to give Rode credit for his patient handling of the situation, since it made curse simply hearing his end of the conversation. I thought the media often got a bad rap when they were typecast as single-minded vultures only out for a story, but tonight it was true.

      Coop’s phone buzzed and he put Salty on speaker. The shopping teams had finished unloading the last of the supplies into the Red Rose Barn and Salty said they were all exhausted. I wanted to beg people to stay up and keep working, but had to keep it realistic. I’d been sitting on my butt on the phone or strategizing while they’d all been running around for hours. Salty would pass the word that everyone should grab a few hours of sleep and report back to the kitchen for breakfast at 7:00 AM. It didn’t get light out until around 7:30 this time of year anyway.

      After the call, I became aware of Uncle Coop’s silent observation. “What now? I’m driving on my side of the road.”

      “We need to have a bug-out plan in place. We may need to leave the farm and get everyone away to another safe place.”

      “Okay, sure, that makes sense for everyone.”

      My uncle’s tone was carefully patient “Not only for everyone else, but for you, too.”

      I kept my eyes on the road. “I won’t be leaving King Farm.”

      He nodded. “I don’t want to leave, either. For now, it’s a good plan to stay on the farm and shore up defenses. We’ll deal with the,” Coop’s voice hesitated over the word, but he went on determinedly, “zombie threat as it develops. But I’ve been thinking beyond the next week. There are other threats to consider that could make it impossible to stay on the farm. For instance, we wouldn’t stand a chance against a trained military fighting force if they wanted the farm. Their weapons alone could crush us in a few minutes. Think if they had tanks and helicopters.”

      “If King Farm is ever attacked by a military force for no reason, then they aren’t our soldiers out to help U.S. citizens, but some sort of illegal militia or bandits. I will fight those groups every inch of the way,” I responded evenly. “A helicopter is an awesome idea, though. We should scope one out. Good thinking. We’ll also need to make it a priority to get whatever artillery we need to be prepared to fight back against a human force. I have faith in you, Uncle.”

      “Thank you, Niece, but there’s so much wrong with what you just said, I don’t even know where to start,” Uncle Coop growled out on a frustrated laugh. “The military may want our supplies for their men, or to takeover King House as a barracks. They may be enforcing Martial Law and want to move us to mandatory refugee camps. They don’t have to be bad guys to mean business.”

      “Okay, then we’ll need a strategy if any of that happens.”

      Coop shook his head impatiently. “And artillery? You don’t have the first idea what weapons we’d need, much less where to get them or how to use them. None of you are trained soldiers, and I was a grunt in Nam forty years ago. Right now, we have a handful of people that shoot and hunt, but the rest are chuckleheads that don’t know the difference between their asses and the end of a gun. A farm is not worth dying over, Acadia.”

      “No, but it’s a reason to live,” I replied sharply. Somewhat stunned by my Uncle’s grim tone, I immediately softened mine. I had to keep in mind I was hours ahead of everyone at emotionally processing the threat staring us all in the face, plus Coop had valid points. “King Farm is not just any farm, but my heritage. Even if I could, I don’t want to give up my duty to protect this land and everybody that stays on it. It’s our family, Uncle Coop, and our land. We chuckleheads will train hard and we will all learn. Besides, I may not this minute know what artillery we’d need or where to get it, but I know we’re a smart bunch. We’ll come up with a plan to get whatever weapons we need.”

      “Noble sentiments,” Coop responded stubbornly, “but you don’t always get what you want.”

      While I struggled not to explode with bitter sarcasm that I hardly needed to be taught that lesson in life, Rod interjected softly, “But if you try sometimes, well, you just might find, you get what you need.”

      There was dead silence in the truck. Gary started chuckling first and then Uncle Coop joined him. Soon they were both laughing loudly at Rod’s deadpan quote from an old Rolling Stones song. Turning the truck onto the long, winding entrance road to southbound Hwy 52, I gave in and snickered at the ridiculousness, too.

      “Coop, you’re the head of security and I respect that, but I have to say your junior disciple back here is siding with Mary-Acadia on this one.” Shocked, my eyes flew to the rearview mirror. Rod gazed back steadily. “People need goals in life that they work hard towards achieving. Keeps us all healthy, wealthy, and wise, right? With the threat of zombies and Mad Max soldiers breathing down our necks, people will need a goal worth fighting for together.” I was driving, so I couldn’t just stare at Rod, but his golden voice was compelling. “Train the people on the farm to fight guerilla warfare. Have safe spots for caching supplies and bug-out plans to move people temporarily, but don’t permanently give up the farm to any swinging dicks with tanks or helicopters, unless there’s absolutely no choice. Maybe the military can’t be beat straight on, so don’t fight straight on. Outthink them.”

      “Well said,” I murmured, delighted with Rod’s support.

      Coop grunted, which was his way of saying he’d think about what you said, but then he complained, “Of course you’d think Football’s ideas were great; since he agreed with you.”

      Gary sounded exhausted again when he spoke up, as if the involuntary laugh fest of a moment ago had sucked him dry of any remaining emotions. “Actually, I heard Football agree with you both.” I smiled at Gary’s absentminded mimicry of Rod’s new nickname. “All those ideas should be considered. Cooper’s would be a last resort.”

      Rod leaned forward and stroked my cheek with another cherry Twizzler. “See, Boudicca. We’re all on the same side.”

      About to tell him what to do with his candy, I saw a flash of something beyond my headlights as I was merging onto the highway. I immediately slowed the truck down to a crawl. A quick look in the side mirror verified no traffic was coming up behind me from the northbound lanes.

      “Did anybody see that?” I peered forward once more, the truck almost at a stop.

      Rod and Coop strained to see ahead of us while Gary sat up quickly to look over Coop’s shoulder.

      Gary asked, “What did you…”

      A hand pounded against Coop’s front passenger window.

      Gary fell back, yelling out, “Ahh!”

      In startled reaction, Coop jerked away from his window towards me, but he was bound by the tight seat belt and couldn’t move too far. I floored the accelerator at the same time Coop’s passenger door was flung open. A loud scream echoed in the confines of the truck cab.

      Rod was half over the seat, Salty’s gun aimed over Coop’s shoulder and out into the dark night on the side of the highway. But we were already past the spot and Rod held his fire, the passenger door swinging almost closed when the truck picked up speed.

      I kept going faster, looking over at my uncle and then attempting to see behind us. “What the hell was that?”

      Gary turned in his seat to check out the back window while Coop reached for the truck door. He slammed it closed and locked it before letting out a big, relieved breath.

      Rod patted Coop’s shoulder once and sat back. “I didn’t see anything. Anybody else?”

      Gary called out urgently, “Stop! There’s someone back there! They’re running!”

      I looked back at the road in front of me, swore, and stood on the brakes while shouting, “Hold on!”

      A large SUV blocked the middle of the two southbound lanes. My truck shuddered to a complete stop a few yards away. The beams of the Dodge’s headlights lit up the area. The SUV was a shiny Cadillac Escalade with all the trimmings. No lights were on in the truck and all the doors were closed. Nothing moved in or around the luxury SUV that I could see.

      Gary shouted, “Hurry and back up, Mary.”

      I didn’t ask any questions, but instantly put the truck in reverse. After a few feet, I turned the Dodge and drove back the way we’d come. I stayed near the outside shoulder, since I was now facing the wrong way to any oncoming traffic, even though there were still no sign of headlights.

      We all saw her at the same time. A woman with long hair had popped out of the ditch and lurched erratically towards the truck, waving her hands in the air.

      Rod was out his door before I was completely stopped. I threw it in park and yelled after him to wait, but it was déjà vu of the bar all over again. Rod and his damn hero complex kept right on going. He had a gun this time, but the dumber, weaponless Gary hopped out right after Rod. Somebody needed to stay with the truck because everybody knew in a situation like this a driver was crucial for a quick rescue or getaway, so I shouted at my uncle to go protect Dr. Gary at all costs. My practical relative threw me a huge grin of approval, or maybe he was just enjoying himself, but he didn’t hesitate to run after the other two men.

      At least Rod and Coop remembered to close their doors. When the rotund infected man that looked like somebody familiar climbed into the cab through Gary’s wide open back passenger door and let loose with one of those terrifying guttural moans, I wished it was Gary so I could shoot him.

      My gun was in the snapped closed pocket of my photography vest. If I lived, I might have to rethink the photography vest situation. Then there was my left hand. It was causing me some problems due to it shaking so badly. Out of my peripheral vision, I saw the zombie was having some problems of his own. The dome light had him transfixed, his head up and blood red eyes blinking rapidly.

      My stuttering rabbit brain finally started working. I zeroed in on Gary’s shotgun propped against Coop’s seat. I reached down with my right hand and released my seatbelt. I froze in place at the soft click. When no sharp teeth ripped out my jugular, I moved my right arm across the console and dipped my right hand down to grip the shotgun. I carefully, slowly turned my right shoulder inward and twisted my body. At the same time, I raised the gun until the tip of the barrel was almost even with the top of the seat. My shaking left hand got in on the action and found the trigger.

      An indescribably foul smell hit me with the force of a sledgehammer.

      My throat worked and I had to consciously try not to hurl. It took me an eternity to move my head a few centimeters to look into the back. I was awkwardly poised to fire the shotgun and prayed that I wouldn’t miss because the zombie was only two feet away in Gary’s seat. There was a thick, bloody bandage that covered the side of his white-haired head.

      Now that my brain worked, the infected man looked familiar because he could be Santa suffering the DTs after a really bad bender. The rapidly blinking red eyes glued to the dome light may not be a twinkling blue, but the chubby, red cheeks, the snowy white hair, and the long, curling white beard under the gobs of reddish, foamy vomit bore a marked resemblance to the little fat man of the north.

      Then the guttural moans started building in Santa’s throat. I could not mistake those hair-raising sounds for the trademark “Ho! Ho! Ho!” no matter how much my wish list wanted it to be true.

      Santa zombie’s lower jaw stuck out and clicked aggressively.

      My mind flashed on Barbara making those snapping noises earlier tonight. I must be nuts because I actually felt the urge to giggle, even as I kept gulping at the horribly foul odor.

      My thighs were held tightly together to prevent me from wetting myself. An accident in my pants could be justified once, but twice in the same night? That crossed over into Depends territory. Not that any urine I’ve ever smelled could remotely touch the reek-o-meter level of the stench permeating the cab. Either this Santa zombie had shit his pants with the bowels from hell or the red vomit was some seriously bad stuff.

      A shot went off outside the truck. The zombie inside my truck instantly screamed and jerked forward, its mouth gaping impossibly wide. I screamed back in terror, shoved the shotgun in Santa’s mouth, and pulled the trigger.

      The shotgun went click not BOOM!

      The infected man reached for me past the muzzle down its throat. Frantically realizing the shotgun had not fired, I got up on my knees. I leveraged my shoulder and right hand into putting all my weight into the thrust of keeping the shotgun in the monster’s mouth. I swayed to avoid the short arms and thrashing nails desperately trying to rip my flesh off. If this Santa zombie hadn’t been pint-sized, I’d be beef jerky. My left hand finally remembered the hours of relentless practice, unsnapped the pocket on my vest, and smoothly drew the Glock.

      Another shot went off outside and then my gun went off twice, this time with two incredibly loud BOOMS! The furiously clawing zombie slumped over instantly, half out the open door. It almost took the shotgun stuck in its mouth with him, but I gave a hard yank.

      Unbelievably, I missed the first head shot, but the second shot hit true. My leather truck seat was a stinking mess, but I wasn’t complaining.

      I replaced the shotgun next to Coop’s seat where I found it, unlocked the driver door, and half jumped-half fell out onto the shoulder of the road. I did all this while I blubbered thanks to Law for encouraging me to practice, practice, practice with my gun and for protecting me against the monsters. I promised to never have sex in an elevator again.

      Running to the back of the truck on rubbery legs, I peered around in the dark with my gun ready, but no reindeer or elves lurched out to grab me. Leaning against the tailgate, the metal felt refreshingly cool against my sweating forehead.

      Hearing the men’s voices as they came running back along the shoulder, I called out, “Back here!”

      Breathing a little harder than normal, Coop rested a hand on the side of the truck bed. “She was infected and came right for us, so Rod took her down. We cleared the SUV, but no keys.”

      Nobody mentioned my shots. They must have coincided with Rod’s. Holding onto the tailgate, it took all my strength to climb up and throw one shaking leg over. I sneered down at Rod, although its full effect was probably wasted on him in the dark night.

      “What was your first clue Mrs. Claus was infected? The lurching? The flailing arms?”

      Rod put his hands on his hips and shook his head at Gary and Coop. “See what I have to put up with from this woman? Where’s the adoration? Where’s the appreciation of all my talents? Who the hell is Mrs. Claus?”

      Coop chuckled, but his voice was admiring as he clapped Rod on the shoulder. “Hell, I’m beginning to adore you, Football.” He bragged to me like a doting father, “Rod cut her down with a shot to her leg. Then he shot her in each eye, steady as you please.” My uncle’s voice turned questioning. “What are you doing back here?” He gave Rod an elbow. “I can’t believe a fierce guerilla fighter like my niece was scared by your gun.”

      My uncle’s statement wasn’t even logical. Why would I leave a locked truck for an open truck bed if I was scared? Yet I could plainly see the white gleam of Rod’s return grin. I guess I was witnessing a couple of conquering heroes uniting in warrior brotherhood. Gary stood there looking shell-shocked.

      He mumbled to me, “We rolled her into the ditch and left her, like I did Karen.”

      The reminder of Gary’s recent loss allowed me to almost forgive him for leaving the truck door open. Not completely, but enough so that I didn’t march him over there and rub his nose in the result.

      Coop tried to be patient. “Gary, we have no other choice right now.” He sighed when Gary only mumbled Karen’s name again. I shrugged. The poor guy was clearly losing whatever grip he’d had over his grief for the last half hour. “Okay, let’s get out of here before someone comes along.”

      I said to Coop, “You drive. I’m riding back here the rest of the way home.”

      Coop and Rod traded a quick look again, but my uncle said, “Uh, okay.”

      I was fine with them thinking I was a female lunatic. “Football, will you take Gary and drive home the Cadillac? No need to let a fine vehicle like that go to waste, right guys?” I rapped the side of the truck. “You’ll probably have to get the keys out of Santa’s pocket on Gary’s side of the truck, but I doubt the second passenger in the cleared SUV will need them anymore.”

      The men ran around the truck while I settled down into the open cab and lifted my face to the October night sky. I did let loose a little giggle at the men’s gagging cries of total disgust when they got a whiff of my poopy pants zombie.
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        “My good qualities are under your protection, and you are to exaggerate them as much as possible; and, in return, it belongs to me to find occasions for teasing and quarreling with you as often as may be.” -Jane Austen, Lizzy to Darcy, Pride and Prejudice

      

      It was a chilly, bumpy ride back to the farm. Twisting my hair into a long coil to keep it from the clutches of the wind, I sat up and watched the roads for any other abandoned cars. I didn’t see any, nor were there many other cars out.

      I wanted to believe the deserted roads meant the recently turned couple we had just killed was a random event at this early hour. For those not already at hospitals, the majority of the surviving wounded should turn when they were locked in their own houses for the night like Karen Knutson. Regardless of my beliefs, it was a frightening reminder that we always needed to be vigilant. Karen proved if you were barely even scratched, there were no second chances.

      Stretching my back and rolling my neck, I called myself twenty kinds of stupid for picking up a shotgun I had no idea how to use. That was too damn close. What the hell had I been thinking? After I berated myself a little more for being a complete chucklehead, I thought about my latest murder of another human being. I liked target shooting, but it wasn’t like I was some great white hunter used to killing animals, much less gunning down human zombies. When I hunted or fished with Law in the past, I preferred shooting the wildlife with my camera, not a gun.

      I concluded what bothered me the most about shooting those infected freaks today was my utter lack of remorse that I had killed them. Other than being grossed out by the gore and physically shaky, I was perfectly fine. Witnessing those people go rabid really had a way of screwing your head on straight. If it turned out there was a vaccine or cure, I thought I could still live with the knowledge that, in the meantime, I had killed people that would have killed me.

      I let my mind wander next to the truck door on Coop’s side. Did the infected woman know how to open that door handle? I was almost positive a flailing hand could accidentally catch the type of flip up door handle on my truck, but I’d bring it up to the others. Karen Knutson had kicked out a wall. Was that coincidence because of the hole already there in the drywall like Gary said, or deliberate, cognitive action? Just because zombies in most of the book and movie lore were generally without higher brain functions, didn’t make it true now.

      I stared up at the twinkling stars and tried to realistically visualize the violence happening in the Twin Cities right this minute to project how soon it would seriously affect us out here. We’d already determined a lot of wounded, infected people all over the Metro area would be turning over the next couple of predawn hours. My God, rush hour in those neighborhoods would take on a whole new definition of hell. I shivered at the thought.

      Out of the families and small groups choosing to immediately flee, their flight patterns should flow predominantly north to family cabins and the lure of Northern wilderness areas away from any big cities, and even crossing the border into Canada.

      For the exodus that did come south from the St Paul area, I thought we were far enough south from the epicenter of the most populated areas. If there was going to be stalled, log jams of cars on the highways from careless accidents and infected people turning while driving, it should happen twenty miles or more north of us.

      My hopes were that we had a couple of days to get the first phase of defenses up to keep panicked, migrating city people off my property. Then I prayed we had more time to prepare and train to deter or destroy any large groups of infected headed our way.

      Arriving back at King House, I committed my twenty-first stupid act of the night by allowing Rod to swing me down from the truck bed. My only defense was that I was stiff with cold and fell into his upraised arms. He held me without a word while running his hands up and down my arms. That felt great, but I squirmed to move away from the warm protection of his body when his hands didn’t stop at my arms. They’d slipped sneakily under my loose photography vest and were rubbing up my sides when I pushed forcefully off Rod’s chest with both hands.

      Despite our recent camaraderie, I was sick of his constant attentions and the temptation warring inside me that they caused.

      Glaring up into his shadowed face, I whispered fiercely, “Listen, you big, dumb blonde--will you get it through your thick head that I don’t want to have an affair and please quit touching me?”

      Rod’s chuckle was low and his answer direct. “Nope.”

      My mouth opened, but no sound came out. I’d been nice. I’d been polite and I had even said please. I should walk away. I should ignore him. All these thoughts raced while he looked down into my face with that small, knowing, damned cocky smile of his. Suddenly, I was consumed with frustration. Giving into my recently discovered dark side, I sucker punched him with all my might in the stomach like I’d wanted to do for hours.

      Moaning and cradling my hand, I stalked away while he murmured in an admiring, laughing voice, “Now that’s my Boudicca.”

      “Oh, shut up! I’m not your anything,” I hissed back at him and kicked a truck tire for emphasis. The tire had more give than his hard abs and at least provided a little satisfaction.

      Rod’s quiet laughter still rang in my head when I caught up to my uncle and Gary. To keep my focus where it needed to be and forget the man determined to drive me insane; I dove into telling them my theories of the truck door latch, my concerns about Hwy 52 eventually getting traffic jammed, our plans for the next day, and anything else that popped into my rattled brain.

      In a daze already, Gary simply stared. Coop kept looking at me strangely while attempting to get a word in. My uncle finally stopped my chattering with heavy hands on my shoulders and a little shake.

      “What the hell is wrong with you, Niece? You’re flapping your lips more than Sean.” Before I could say anything, he held up a hand. “Okay, I get it. Regardless if you told me to run after those guys, it was wrong of us all to leave you alone in the truck tonight.” Coop handed back my truck keys, narrowing his black eyes. “But you had your fun. I don’t think that smell will ever come out of the back of my throat or your truck.”

      I looked down and bit my lip. My uncle went on to say everybody needed practice working as a team and that I could probably steal a new truck with no problems in a couple of days. When I nodded quickly in agreement, Coop was satisfied I hadn’t turned into a girl on him after all. The three of us silently continued to the back door, each lost in our own thoughts.

      I glanced furtively behind me. Damn him, Rod’s thoughts weren’t lost, but centered on my butt. I wanted to scream. Was sex all that man thought about day in and day out? He looked up and caught my scowl. I whirled around when a leering grin broke across his gorgeous face.

      In the mudroom of the kitchen, I explained briefly to the benumbed Gary about my name mix up while I washed my hands vigorously in the utility sink. He nodded wearily and started washing his hands when it was his turn.

      Stepping into the kitchen, Rex raised his head and grinned to see me, but went back to snoozing on the hearth rug. A filled tea kettle was getting ready to whistle on a burner while Deb was busy stirring something else on the stove. She grinned to see me, too.

      After all the suspicious looks from Deb tonight, that was a welcome change. I asked, “Hey, why aren’t you getting some sleep?”

      “I thought I’d get a few things prepared for breakfast. Also, I couldn’t wait to tell you!” Petting and murmuring sweet nothings to my lazy dog, I smiled at the unusual excitement in Deb’s voice. “A good friend of mine from church is the store manager at the Eagan Sam’s Club and so I called her right when we left in the trucks tonight.” Deb’s voice sounded a little embarrassed when she confessed, “I used Quinn’s line about the emergency needy families we were helping. I filled out a huge online click-n-pull preorder and my friend approved it to be packed and ready for pick up at 9:00 AM!”

      I smiled tiredly. “Oh Deb, that was really smart of you. It will save us a load of time in the morning. You weren’t really lying, either. Soon enough we are going to be one, big needy family.”

      “Way to be thinking, Deb,” Coop complimented absently.

      Deb turned away to vigorously stir the contents of her pan, blushing at my uncle’s praise.

      Coop inspected the changes made in the kitchen. Sean and the brothers had been busy while we were gone. The windows and French doors off the family room were now covered in sturdy plywood that was cross-braced with two by fours. It was sobering to see even these small, temporary preparations for the worst.

      Coop said over his shoulder, “I’ll be back after checking the barricades on the rest of the first floor.”

      Rod came in and leaned down near my ear. “I owe you an apology, too.”

      Now this was more like it because he did owe me an apology, probably more than one. I have an enormous amount of respect for any man that can sincerely admit when they’re in the wrong, without any games.

      Nodding, I smiled up at Rod encouragingly.

      His eyes roamed over my upturned face long enough that I began to get uncomfortable. “I don’t have all night, Football, so hurry it up.”

      He shook his head briefly, murmuring enigmatically, “I think it’s your eyes, but it could be that mouth.”

      “That’s an apology?” I asked in suspicious confusion.

      He laughed softly while smoothing his silky hair behind his ear. “No, this is my apology. Please forgive me for not telling you this earlier tonight on the elevator.” My smile faltered into a suspicious frown at those words, since the elevator had nothing to do with the apology I expected. “For an older sister, you have an outstanding ass.” Rod moved his head back and nodded at my gaping expression--it was the fish out of water look again, but I couldn’t help it. “Upside down heart-shaped, your ass is so womanly soft and squeezable.” His gleaming eyes on mine, Rod quietly kissed his fingers. Somehow, the gesture came off seductively foreign, instead of gross like the local bar pervert. “It’s not gym hard, but an old-fashioned ass a man can grab onto with both his hands,” Rod’s smile was slow, “and my favorite kind to sink into every night.”

      My mouth snapped shut with an audible click.

      Well, Christ Almighty, I wasn’t sure if the man had complimented me, compared my ass to Charmin, described the women he nightly screwed, boldly suggested anal sex, or all of the above. It didn’t matter because none of what he said was acceptable.

      “You know what? I may have a fat ass, but you’re a complete ass.”

      “No, no.” Laughing quietly, Rod held his hands up in mock despair and called out to my retreating back, “Say it isn’t so, Mary-Acadia!”

      “It IS so! And quit calling me Mary.”

      Resolutely, I kept my back, and my mushy, old ass, to the room. I didn’t look at him again, but joined Deb at the stove. She asked if Rod was bothering me, but I brushed off the question.

      Deb was normally a sweet, bland woman, not a fighter. I always thought she missed being described as pretty due to the general lack of animation in her personality rather than any unattractiveness of her regular features.

      At the moment, Deb’s hazel eyes were blazing with angry emotion over my shoulder, as she muttered, “That man struts around and is so conceited. He thinks he can have any woman.”

      I found myself in the ridiculous position of wanting to defend the man I’d just called a complete ass and tried to sucker punch a few minutes before that. It was a fact Rod could have most women, no thinking was necessary. Taking into consideration his fame, fortune, and fabulous looks, I’d found Rod to be surprisingly down to earth, funny, and while confident, not the least conceited.

      “Come on, Deb, you hardly know Rod.”

      She jerked her eyes to mine. “Neither do you. Don’t be naive, Acadia. He’s very handsome, but what could a young man like that really want with a woman your age?”

      “An older sister with a fat tushie?” At her confused frown, I sighed heavily. Not only at her lack of humor, but I was also bummed my friend didn’t rush to reassure me that my butt wasn’t fat. “Deb, you said it--what could Rod possibly want from me? So don’t worry because it isn’t necessary. Now, forget Rod. Where is everybody?”

      Earlier, I’d left instructions that nobody should stay alone in their houses anymore. Deb’s mouth was still tight, but she answered that Sean was staying in the bunkhouse tonight with the brothers, and that Bobby was staying at Salty’s house. Otherwise, everyone else had doubled up in bedrooms upstairs.

      I told her briefly about Gary’s wife Karen and our exciting ride home. Hearing we killed a couple of infected crazies only a few miles away frightened Deb enough to get her mind completely off Rod, and then I introduced her to Gary.

      After one look at Gary’s sad face, Deb immediately took him under her wing. A grief-stricken man was no threat to her, but brought out her nurturing instincts. The kettle whistled and she made him a cup of herbal tea. After a few sips, she wrapped a comforting arm around Gary and coaxed the exhausted man to the small guest room in her apartment above the kitchen.

      I could instruct Uncle Coop where to sleep until I was blue in the face; he’d do what he damn well pleased, so I was relieved when he came into the kitchen and announced he wasn’t going back to his house.

      “King House is secure for tonight, unless zombies can climb fences and pick locks.” He muttered a distracted good night to me and made a peremptory motion for Rod to come with him, not waiting for a response before disappearing through the basement door.

      Listening to the quick clomping of his descending feet on the wooden stairs, I was curious what my uncle was up to when Rod shook his head and murmured, “It’s the only explanation.”

      I must have missed some of what Rod said. “What’s the only explanation?”

      “Never mind.” Rod’s hand lifted to brush a loose strand of hair off my face, but I grabbed his wrist and held it away. Our faces were inches apart again and I could see the dark stubble outlining his lips and count the yellow-gold flecks in his eyes.

      When Rod frowned, his straight brows slanted downward where they met between his eyes and then slanted upwards on the opposite end, creating a V. I had to admit it was fierce, if a woman was into satanically sexy looks on a man when he frowned like Rod was doing now.

      “You won’t be leaving the house again alone for any reason tonight, right?”

      “Tempting as it is to run off by myself like the half-cocked idiot you obviously take me for, I’ll try to hold myself back.” I flung his suspended hand away but still held his gaze, which was now openly amused. Apparently, I was a nonstop source of entertainment for Rod.

      “I’m happy we understand one another.”

      I snorted.

      His smile widened. “Acadia King, I think you’re incredibly cute when you’re bitchy.”

      Nobody ever called me cute. I am not a cute woman. “I still think you’re a complete ass.”

      I’ve never seen a man grin so wide at being insulted. Rod was whistling as he followed my uncle down the basement stairs.

      Alone in the large kitchen, I was unsettled, but had the helpless urge to laugh--both emotions I was getting frustratingly used to the more I was in Rod’s presence. Rex sat up and cocked a floppy ear, reminding me that I wasn’t totally alone.

      “Good question, puppy. I think your lard ass mother’s become a challenge to a jaded player used to women falling at his feet.” Rex ambled over for a good scruffing. “He can’t be satisfied with once. Oh no, he wants seconds because he knows I don’t.” I briskly rubbed Rex’s black and white ears while his tongue lolled out in bliss. “Yes, my canine companion, except for you and Law, all men are contrary boneheads. Okay, Salty’s an exception. What? Uncle Coop you ask? No, I’m sorry to report Uncle’s a bit of a bonehead sometimes, too.” I kissed Rex on my favorite black spot located between his pale blue eyes. “No more questions. I’m taking a quick shower to wash off this lovely odor of terror and then we’ve got work to do.”

      Rex followed me while I showered and changed into leggings and a comfy sweatshirt. After that refresher, I came back to the deserted kitchen and fixed a coffee, grabbed a fistful of peanut butter cookies, and a new dog bone for Rex. Onto my tray of goodies, I added my gun, the neat piles of paper that included the lists of supplies purchased, supplies we ordered, and the names of people waiting approval to be asked to join us on the farm.

      At the desk in the library, I turned on the lamp and got to work. Rex’s warm body across my bare feet was better than any slippers while he gnawed contentedly on his bone. I carefully composed the mass email to the people Sean, Coop, and I had agreed we wanted to ask to be part of our community on the farm. We figured this would be a good way to reach many of them that we hadn’t already called. I paired the email with a mass text urging them to check their emails. Smiling slightly, I left Coop and Sean’s cell phones for the call back numbers.

      As I worked, it was just me, the pooch, and the deep quiet that settled over King House in the hours before dawn—a time I’ve come to know well through all my sleepless nights these past two years.

      I updated the shopping lists for the coming morning supply run. I organized schedules and work teams for Thursday and Friday based off implementing our first phase of defenses.

      When that was done, I got down to the real work of doing the best I could to adapt the pre-made lists from my belly up file to our new reality. Sitting safely at my desk, even after everything that had happened tonight, it was surreal to think the reason I was analyzing the normal problems and challenges attached to any large group of people coexisting together was because of a freaking zombie virus.

      I worked on those details until my eyes blurred and wouldn’t focus. I closed them for a moment to clear my vision.

      Moaning out loud, I jerked awake from a dream. My left cheek was resting on the papers on the desk; an attractive string of drool falling from my open mouth. You would think I’d have a zombie nightmare, but instead, I had experienced the most deliciously erotic dream.

      I was still quivering and whispered, “Whoa, Nellie!”

      Sitting up, I pushed my tangled black hair away from my face with unsteady hands. When I dropped my hands, I blinked in disbelief. The man starring in my western-themed sex dream was lounging in the chair across from my desk. He was dressed in new jeans and an untucked black shirt. He smelled fresh as a daisy and was better looking than any three men combined had a right to be.

      I groaned. “Are you Satan?”

      “Not last time I checked.” Rod frowned a little and raised a helpful finger to indicate my chin. “Why were you moaning and making those little breathy sounds just now?”

      Cheeks hot, I quickly swiped the back of my hand across my mouth and chin while muttering, “Of course you’re Satan. How else could you be so happy and handsome all the time?”

      Rod nodded approval that I’d gotten all the drool and then cocked his head as a smile played across his lips. “You think I’m handsome?”

      I rolled my eyes, but he continued thoughtfully, “You know, those sounds were a lot like the sweet little moans you made in the elevator when I was...”

      “What time is it, anyway?” I interrupted loudly, turning my head as I felt the heat rise to boiling in my cheeks.

      I hadn’t bothered closing the heavy drapes in the circular seating area of the rook tower in the front of the library. It wasn’t light outside yet. I kept my eyes fixed over on those black windows like my life depended on it--anything to avoid looking at the big man I had just been riding harder in my dream than the Pony Express rode across Apache territory.

      “It’s time to tell you that it was decided last night I should be your bodyguard.”

      I laid my head back down on the desk and groaned louder.

      “Hey, don’t blame me, it was decided by unanimous vote when we were out on the supply run.” Rod drawled musingly, “I suppose it does make a certain sense, Mary-Acadia. This is your property we’re defending, and from what Liz and Jane told me about the farm, I imagine you’ll need to be all over the place giving orders. You shouldn’t ever be alone.” He shrugged and added modestly, “It’s certainly true I’m the strongest, toughest, fastest man around.”

      Lulled by the cadence of Rod’s deep, honeyed voice and my lingering delirium from the sex dream, I was almost able to forget the condescending import of his words. Almost.

      I muttered against the papers where my head rested, “Based on the three minutes I remember from the elevator, you’re the fastest man, all right.”

      “Based on the two and a half minutes I remember so fondly, you were faster.” My head shot up and he sighed loudly at my glare. “Acadia, I love that you’re such a competitive woman, but have some pity for a guy--I’m dog tired.” Rod rubbed a hand over his face and then eyed me a moment longer. “Okay, you bossy piece, have it your way.” He half rose from his chair to extend his hand across the desk. “Let’s go. I can see we won’t get anything more accomplished today until we go to your bedroom and settle the matter with an encore.”

      Determined not to laugh, I regarded his wiggling fingers like they were poisonous snakes. Hitting the keyboard, I glanced at the clock on the computer. 6:45 AM.

      “You’ve known me for what… nine hours, Rod Ramaldi? Out of those nine hours, we’ve probably spent a total of two hours in the same vicinity together.” I crossed my arms. “Please tell me, what have I done in that time to give you such a low opinion of my intelligence?”

      Rod’s dancing eyes widened. “Low opinion?” He grinned and leaned forward to brace his arms on the desk. “Why, I think you’re as brilliant as your silver eyes, Mary-Acadia.”

      I didn’t look at the muscular arms that moments ago had been tightly wrapped around my naked body, urging me on while I performed fancy pony sex tricks.

      “Do you?” I replied coolly, not backing away from his looming presence. “Then you’ll understand why I don’t need your help as a bodyguard, or any other kind of help to do with your body. Sean is my business partner.” I waved a drool-soaked paper in his grinning face while I mocked his drawl, “It only makes sense that my cousin be with me at all times--just like I have printed here on the team schedules.” I tossed the paper down and leaned forward. “Not someone who is leaving tomorrow. Or did your unanimous voters forget that little detail?”

      “No, ma’am, they did not.” Rod’s eyes lowered to my mouth and his voice was husky. “In fact, they unanimously voted I should stay on the farm and not leave.”

      My breath caught at those words, but a rattling of dishes at the library door had me sitting back abruptly in my chair. Deb popped her head in. She frowned unhappily at seeing Rod, but composed her face quickly and came over to place a steaming cup of coffee at my elbow.

      She kept her eyes on me and smiled brightly. “I thought you might appreciate a cup before everyone gets up,” She added stiffly, “or before your uncle and Rod drink the whole pot.”

      “Hey, thanks, I really do appreciate the coffee.” I appreciated her timely interruption even more and toasted her with the little silver cream urn. “Is Coop up already, too?”

      “Up?” Deb repeated. She tilted her head at Rod. “Didn’t he tell you? Those two didn’t go to bed. They woke up Sean, Bobby, and Salty and have been out disguising the 180th Street turnoff and bulldozing troughs in the fields along Highway 52.” She leaned over and dabbed at a drop of coffee on the saucer with a napkin. “Coop and Salty left a few minutes ago to buy more guns.”

      “What?” My gaze snapped to Rod. Taking in his shrug and wide smile at my shock, my brain stuttered a second again at the beautiful perfection of his damn teeth, but then I exclaimed, “That’s fantastic! I can’t wait to see what you’ve done.”

      “I’m interested in seeing our handiwork in the daytime, since we worked primarily by headlights.” He flexed his large hands, lips curving slyly. “You might want to reconsider my bodyguard offer. Poor Sean’s got terrible blisters.”

      I shook my head, looking away to not smile in return at his relentlessness.

      Deb snapped, “Sean works hard using his brain every day. He doesn’t get paid obscene amounts of money to run around throwing a little ball.”

      Rod’s smile didn’t falter. “Yeah, I feel bad for Sean, as well.”

      I was a little worried at how beet red Deb’s face was when she turned to me, but she spoke evenly, “Kate Martin called. She and Bruce will be here early this morning with two of their sons. The twins are out of state, so it will take longer for them to get here.”

      “That’s great news.” All of the Martins knew their asses from the end of a gun, so Coop would approve.

      I gulped some coffee and stood up, eager to escape. I almost dropped the cup when I saw Rod’s eyes drift down my body and pause at the crotch of my tight leggings, as if the man could somehow detect that my panties were soaked from my scorching dream on the high plains.

      “Breakfast is in fifteen minutes.”

      Startled at Deb’s voice, I slammed down the coffee. As I practically ran from the room, she called after me, “Are we all going over to work on the road after that?”

      I didn’t stop, but called back, “Not everyone. There’s a work schedule on the desk.”

      As I left the library, I forced my mind to focus on all the jobs ahead of us today. There were several different plans in the works at the same time, but our top priority was to make it nearly impossible for anyone to get onto King Farm land from the west off Hwy 52, whether on foot or in a vehicle. I said nearly impossible because no defense plan was ever completely invincible, but if crazies or uninfected people did get onto my land, we would do our best to make them wish they hadn’t.

      If you picture a rectangle five vertical miles by nine horizontal miles, that is the approximate shape of the 4,800 acres of King Farm. 180th Street ran roughly across the middle of the rectangle.

      The western border of the farm is the five vertical miles of land running north and south along Hwy 52. Of the traffic coming to the farm or quarry, almost one hundred percent came from that direction. In our collective opinion, it’s the most vulnerable access point to the property.

      The priority plan was to remove access to 180th Street from outsiders and to obliterate any indicators that turnoffs to this road ever existed. The plan also included deep, continuous trenches be dug up and down the plowed fields at wide-spaced intervals. The soil and rocks dug from the deep trenches would be used to create tall berms to hinder any forward progress of trespassing bad guys--dead or alive. If they made it past the first trench and berm, the undisturbed field in between the trenches would be strung out with large coils of a triple concertina fence, a razor-sharp barbed wire.

      Our goal this morning was to get at least the first trench dug along the five mile western border in the fields along Hwy 52. Over the next few days, we’d continue to dig the trench around the perimeter of the entire property, but that roughly twenty-eight miles of trench would take much more time than we had today.

      I was jubilant the men had started on the project over the last couple of hours, since it never crossed my mind to begin before daylight. Out in the main hall, I impulsively thumbed a quick thank you text to Uncle Coop for that brilliant move. My phone showed I had about twenty new text messages. I scrolled quickly. Most were from vendors commenting in approval on our move to cancel the Fall Festival.

      I’d left the library and was on my way upstairs when I was dismayed to realize three things that stopped me in my tracks. My gun was still on the desk, Rex hadn’t followed me from the library, and last night was the first time I’d fallen asleep since Lawson died without first whispering that I loved and missed him.

      Turning back to the library, I heard Deb’s raised voice before I reached the open door. Shocked, I peered cautiously around the door. Rod was still sitting in his chair, his shining blonde head bent over Rex’s pointed snout resting on his thigh. The Australian Shepherd was ecstatically smiling as Rod’s hand rhythmically stroked up and down his back. I couldn’t see Rod’s expression, but he couldn’t be as happy as my dog. Not when the man had Deb standing over his chair and ripping into him.

      “… is fragile and doesn’t need someone like you playing with her feelings. She is still very much in love with her husband, Lawson, who was a wonderful man. You could never replace him, but your type of man can be very flattering to somebody vulnerable and lonely. You’re much too young for her, anyway, so why don’t you leave her alone.” Hands balled in fists, Deb sneered, “Go screw around with someone else like that little whore Barbara, or better yet, take your buddies and leave this farm today!”

      I guess Rod was fibbing when he said it was by unanimous vote that he was invited to stay here and be my bodyguard. I was amazed at Deb’s mean tone. I may not want Rod pursuing me, but Deb’s interference in my life behind my back was not cool, no matter how good her intentions.

      Without looking up from my dog, Rod said lightly, “Are we talking about the same Acadia? The Acadia that I know isn’t a fragile woman, but bold and determined.” There was cool amusement in his voice. “Your friend may surprise you, Deb.”

      Even from across the room, I could see Deb was shaking in her anger. “Oh, you can be as arrogant as you want, but I think I know Acadia a little better than some football player she picked up at a bar last night.”

      Rod lifted his head and I was surprised he didn’t appear insulted. Instead, he looked up into Deb’s angry eyes and asked quietly, “Are we really talking about Acadia here, or are we talking about your feelings, Deb?”

      She reared back in shock, and then recovered to point at herself with both hands against her chest. “My feelings! What do you mean by that?”

      Rod patted Rex on the head a final time and then slowly stood up while Deb took a quick step back.

      Rod shook his head, a sympathetic smile on his handsome face. “You don’t have to be scared, Deb. It’s only obvious to me because I’m an interested, objective party, but I don’t think anybody else suspects your secret, especially not Acadia.”

      Deb was shaking, but she scoffed, “I’m not scared of you. What secret?” Her voice was high. “I don’t have any secrets, and certainly none that you would know!”

      Rod shrugged expansively. “My mistake then.”

      “No!” Deb’s high voice rose to shrill, her fists smacking the outside of her thighs. “I demand you tell me what you meant by saying that!”

      After a slight hesitation, Rod replied gently, “You’re still in love with Lawson King, too, and you still miss him. You can’t let go, and for some reason, you don’t want Acadia letting go either.”

      Deb covered her face with both hands and burst into noisy tears. Struck dumb by what Rod had revealed, I couldn’t move for a moment. I numbly watched Rod lightly embrace my crying friend while patting her heaving shoulders and murmuring that everything would be all right.

      I wasn’t so sure it would be. Soundlessly walking away, I started running once I hit the stairs. Safe in my room, I went through my morning rituals on auto pilot while my mind raced in a fury of conflicted emotions. I was reeling that my friend had been in love with, was still in love with, my husband, and that I had never suspected.

      For how long had this been going on? Did Lawson know? Did he take advantage of that love or encourage Deb to love him? Was this why Deb never dated other men?

      For the first time, I couldn’t recall every moment I spent with Law with any clarity. For the first time, I questioned if he had been faithful to me during our entire marriage. Angrily, I wanted to punch Deb for planting those hateful thoughts about the man I never had reason to doubt or question. I wanted to scream out in agony how unfair it was that Law wasn’t here to answer my dumb questions with reassurances of his love, and that he never would be again.

      I couldn’t help now remembering little pieces of conversation here and there I had assumed were innocent nothings between friends. Law was always complimenting Deb’s organizational skills, or her taste in clothing--she wore pretty dresses and heels every Sunday to church. They rode horses together alone around the property because I wasn’t a horse lover and they both were. Deb baked Law special treats all the time. She kept his clothes in order. All those things were innocent on the face of it, but knowing Deb was in love with Lawson turned the memories into something ugly and suspicious. Even if he never physically touched Deb, they pointed out it was as if Lawson had two doting wives in his life at all times.

      Angrily, I side braided my hair and then threaded on a belt holster to carry the Glock on my hip. I stashed the loaded extra magazines in the side pocket of my cargo pants and threw on a button down shirt, leaving it open over my tucked in T-shirt.

      My problem with Deb was not going to be resolved in the next five minutes. I needed time to calm down before I did something rash, like accusing Deb of being a no-good slut and throwing her ass out on the road as zombie bait. I knew she was the furthest thing from a slut, but I was so pissed that she dared to love my husband, my man! Who did she think she was? Who did she think I was that she could do this to me, to our friendship?

      My phone signaled Uncle Coop’s ringtone of “Boom Boom” by John Lee Hooker. I glanced angrily at the screen and snorted. Didn’t that figure. It hadn’t been Coop’s brilliant idea to get started bulldozing in the dark, but Rod’s.

      I hadn’t locked the bedroom door. Liz and Jane knocked, but ignored my shout of, “Go away!” as naturally not meant to include them.

      They were dressed similarly in jeans, running shoes, T-shirts, and unzipped hooded sweatshirts, although Liz had her eyeliner on and was wearing all her jewelry. Their hair was up in high ponytails and they carried their backpacks holding their guns.

      Jane led the way, announcing, “Good morning! I’m still freaking out here, but reporting for duty.”

      “Great.” I still paced. “Get everybody on your lists here today.” I pointed at their feet. “And start wearing boots.”

      Jane and Liz exchanged quick looks, but Jane responded, “Uh, okay, sure. My parents and my sister Cassie have the RV packed and ready. Dad’s been glued to the news since I called them last night. The reports in The Cities are getting scarier. He said there’s been some graphic footage of people attacking each other.” Her voice got anxious. “Dad said they’re going to stop a few places and he promised me that he would carry his gun at all times. They’ll get here around noon. Do you think they’ll be okay?”

      Jane’s family was coming from Red Wing, a town thirty miles to the southeast on the Mississippi River. They should be safe doing errands, especially if her dad had a gun.

      Like Jane, her mother and her sister were pretty, social women; perfectly suited to running their jointly owned clothes boutique. Her dad, a retired school principal, was intelligent, capable, and very kind. He had always reminded me of Gregory Peck as Atticus Finch. I had a crush on him when I was fifteen. Not that I ever told Jane that I had serious daydreams of seducing her father.

      “Yeah, as long as they’re careful and stay away from any crowds,” I muttered distractedly. Unable to hold back, I demanded, “Did you know about Deb?”

      Closing the bedroom door behind them, Liz eyed me. “I know thirty years worth about Deb, so you’ll have to be a tad more specific.”

      Hands on hips, I glared at them both. “Did either of you know that Deb was in love with Law?”

      “Oh, that,” Liz said flatly while Jane’s face flushed and her hands fluttered in agitation.

      Aghast, I stopped and confronted my oldest friends. “You both knew and never said anything?”

      Jane reached for me, but I resumed my furious pacing, not wanting comfort. “Oh, honey, it wasn’t like that.” She looked helplessly at Liz for assistance.

      Liz sat on the end of my bed. “We knew she had a crush on Law, but we never said anything about it because it seemed harmless.”

      The word ‘crush’ rang in my ears since I’d just remembered my own. But there was a big difference between my teenage crush and a grown woman, who was supposedly my friend, falling apart because she was in love with my deceased husband.

      Jane nodded rapidly. “I thought you knew and didn’t think it was a big deal. I mean, you and Law were always so tight, and you never seemed jealous when those two went off to do things together or when Law…”

      Jane’s words died off with a squeak when I whirled on her. “Or when Law what?”

      She held up her hands, fumbling over her words. “I only meant that he’d compliment Deb on her cooking or…”

      Liz rolled her eyes and interrupted, “Oh for Christ’s sake, Jane that meant absolutely nothing. Law complimented us all the time.”

      Jane’s cheeks flooded with color and she stiffened. “I know he did, Liz. That was why I said Acadia never seemed to care!” She turned to me, saying earnestly, “I never once thought there was anything between Deb and Law, other than friendship and maybe a little pity on his side. Deb was always so eager to please Law, yet so shy around most men. I think Law felt bad she didn’t go out more or have a boyfriend.”

      I grunted at that, and then complained bitterly, “Yeah, and why weren’t the two of you ganging up on her little shy ass to go out and socialize like you’ve been after my fat ass? I’ve only been single two years; Deb’s been single most of her life!”

      “Quit grunting, you sound more like your uncle every day,” Liz griped. She patted the bed next to her. “Speaking for myself, I’d never call you a fat ass...”

      “Me neither,” Jane piped in. “It’s true your butt is pretty round compared to how slender you are…”

      “Yeah, you’ve definitely got some meat back there, but…” At my exasperated warning look, Liz stopped fooling around and got serious. “Okay, the truth is that Deb is more your friend than mine. We don’t really have a lot in common anymore besides you and going to school together all those years ago.”

      Liz’s comment surprised me enough that I plopped down gracelessly on the spot she’d patted on the bed.

      Jane sat down instantly on my other side. “I like Deb, but I agree with Liz.”

      “Wow,’ I said softly, looking from one friend to another and then down at my clasped hands. “Isn’t this morning full of surprises?” I laughed a little shakily. “Here I used to think I was so good at reading people, too. I’m sorry for being crabby and taking my bad mood out on you guys.”

      Liz put an arm around my slumped shoulders. “Why were you asking about Deb, anyway, Acadia? What’s happened?”

      I filled them in on what I’d overheard in the library. Liz and Jane reassured me they firmly believed there had been no affair between Law and Deb.

      Sighing, I believed they were right about a physical affair. Law was no cheater. But what about an emotional affair, or whatever it was called, when two people were very intimate in every way except sex?

      My phone buzzed. It was a text from Deb and I read it out loud. Breakfast was ready, but she was headed to the Red Rose Barn to begin work organizing the new supplies.

      I looked up. “Dammit, I’m relieved to not have to see her yet, but I don’t want Deb out there in the barn alone.”

      Jane and Liz quickly offered to round up Quinn and Barbara, eat breakfast on the run, and join Deb in a few minutes in the barn.

      “Thanks.” I wanted to dig deeper into the subject of my friend’s opinions on emotional affairs, but it would have to wait. “I don’t have any idea what I want to say to Deb, if anything, but I know it’s probably best to wait until I don’t want to beat her up.”

      “Probably,” Jane agreed, as she smiled in sympathy. “Regardless, I still think Deb had a hell of a nerve to actually bitch out Rod for liking you.”

      “Speaking of nerve,” I said, “that reminds me. Have I thanked you two for forcing me to get out there and socialize on the night of a zombie outbreak?”

      Liz’s many rings sparkled when she waved breezily. “Acadia, if you did anything near what I’ve been imagining you did with Rod “The Ram” Ramaldi, that’s all the thanks I need.”

      I rolled my eyes while Jane laughed and hugged me while saying over my shoulder, “Liz, maybe that’s thanks enough for you, but I want every juicy detail.” Her brown eyes were sparkling when she pulled back to look me in the face. “Acadia Christine Evans King, did Rod actually touch,” Jane dramatically lowered her voice to a throaty whisper, “your musn’t-touch-it last night?”

      Before I could answer, Jane leaned forward again and said across me to Liz, “And how weird is that to be asking Acadia, instead of her asking us?”

      I sighed. “Tell me about it.”

      “No, you tell us about it,” Liz countered with her wicked, arch smile. “I need to live vicariously because any of the men I’ve dated recently can’t even get it up.” Jane laughed and Liz griped, “Hey, it’s true and I am on the verge of getting a complex here.”

      “Why should I when you struck your big noses into my business and tried to convince Rod to stay here to be my bodyguard?” Bewildered, I asked, “Why would you do that to me, anyway, knowing how I feel about Law?”

      Liz and Jane exchanged another of those quick looks that were beginning to irritate me.

      “You know I’m sitting right here and can see you guys do that, right?”

      Liz threw up her hands and laughed. “I know I wasn’t sticking my big nose anywhere. I was checking to see if Jane’s face looked guilty because she’d been plotting against you.”

      “No, I wasn’t, I promise!” Jane exclaimed, giving Liz a dirty look. She patted my knee. “You kept your word and went out last night on a date, although how you hooked up with Rod Ramaldi on a dating site is a story I want to hear. I know you’re not ready for anything more with a man, Acadia.” Her eyes clouded over with worry while I squirmed a little. “Rod did ask me a lot of general questions about the farm and your life here, though. But answering his questions wasn’t meddling, was it?”

      I shrugged. “No, I guess not.”

      Liz elbowed me. “I think Rod is crushing on your ass. He fished for info from me, too.” She raised her straight brows, dark blue eyes shrewd. “Rod doesn’t strike me as the type to bald-face lie. Did he come right out and say that Jane and I asked him to stay to be your bodyguard?”

      “Well no,” I admitted slowly, “he said it was by unanimous vote.”

      Liz relaxed and grinned broadly. “If there was a vote taken, I would have voted ‘Hell, yes!’, but Rod was just teasing, you ring ding.” She shook her head. “You’re so out of touch with flirting that you couldn’t tell the difference.”

      “I’ve got to admit I like the idea of those football guys staying here for safety purposes,” Jane coyly fluttered her lashes, “if for nothing else.”

      I shook my head, but was relieved they weren’t trying to partner me with Rod because I desperately wanted their counsel. “You’ll be happy to hear I’m not completely out of touch with flirting, since I did let Rod touch my mustn’t-touch-it…” I got no further before Jane and Liz erupted in loud whoops, high-fiving across me with solid slaps. “Wait! Stop! Will you two shut up? You’ve got to help me with Rod because I don’t know what to do now. It was supposed to be only that once, but he won’t leave me alone or stop touching me.”

      “Why that dirty, rotten bastard!” Liz cried out.

      “I say we string him up and cut his testes off,” Jane declared right after Liz.

      My best friends burst into delighted laughter and high-fived again in front of my fuming face.
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        “Cupid is a knavish lad, thus to make females mad.” -William Shakespeare

      

      The girls scrambled to follow me downstairs, heckling me all the way for details. Ray Dean was in the main hall below, overheard them, and loudly demanded to know why I musn’t be touched. My new champion was getting worked up that I must have been infected while he’d slept. I grinned at my friend’s blank faces and left them to explain their way out of that one to Ray Dean.

      Hurrying off, I went to retrieve my gun from in the library, but it was no longer on the desk. Gritting my teeth, I marched into the kitchen.

      Rod was sitting at the hearth again, munching off a plate of food from the buffet breakfast Deb had left spread out on the island. Oh, and my ex-dog, Rex was leaning against Rod’s knee while being fed choice tidbits.

      Coop and Salty had left to meet the gun dealers, but everybody else, including Gary, were gathered around the TV. Their faces were intent on the latest newscast while they ate a hurried breakfast. I caught glimpses of police cars outside a hospital and what looked like a riot taking place. I didn’t need to hear the reporter’s excited words to tell the gruesome story.

      I was irritated that all I had done since last night was not look at certain people for certain reasons, but I still pretended not to notice Ray Dean’s animated leer and loud whispers to T-bone, or Rod’s contemplative stare as I approached him.

      I stopped and held my hand out.

      Rod handed over my holstered gun with a shake of his head and somehow, despite being six-foot-five inches of rugged male, pursed his lips and managed to look prissy. “And where was your partner Sean while you were off scampering about the house without your weapon, hmm, Mary-Acadia?”

      Hearing his name, Sean’s head popped up from his cereal bowl in confused alarm. “Whatever Acadia says I did, I deny it!”

      “Football, don’t feed my dog from your plate.” I walked away without another word, not responding to Rod’s soft chuckle and low, “Yes, ma’am.”

      Suddenly ravenous, I passed out the work schedules for the day while scarfing down sausage links, a wedge of a cheesy egg dish, a lemon poppy seed muffin, Greek yogurt with sliced strawberries, and a tall glass of OJ.

      Bobby clicked the TV to mute. Talking around a full mouth, I went over what the defense team had decided last night and our jobs for the day.

      Everybody was asked to call the people approved on their lists. Anybody coming to the farm needed to arrive no later than 6:00 PM today, but I urged them to come sooner. I stressed that their chances to reach the farm safely dwindled the longer they waited. At 9:00 PM, we’d all congregate in the Red Rose Barn for our first community meeting. Everyone could officially meet each other at that time.

      Sean sent me a grumpy look, but verified he and Coop had received many callbacks and confirmations from my mass email. We could expect some people to begin arriving this morning.

      I did not look at Rod when I stated that Sean had my list of deliveries expected on the farm today. Sean often worked with Uncle Coop on repairs and knew how to weld. Sean and Quinn would be available to direct deliveries while Sean also worked on building steel window and door coverings for King House.

      Liz and Jane grabbed food and left for the barn. They would help Deb organize the supplies purchased last night until the quarry trucks arrived at 8:30 AM for the next supply runs.

      Liz gave me a reassuring squeeze in the mudroom, promising to make sure nobody was alone in the future. She ruined the moment by adding, “Except for you and your young stud over there. Him you should get alone every chance you get today.”

      At my scowl, she whispered urgently, “My God, Acadia, this could be our last day alive! It’s not like you have to exchange rings. If you don’t want to get nailed against a barn wall, send him my way.”

      “Or mine,” Jane called back from just outside the open back door.

      “Yuk! Muth-er!”

      “You weren’t supposed to hear that, Quinn!”

      Quinn made sure her mother wasn’t looking and mouthed to me, “Or mine.”

      I shook my head at her big grin.

      Following Quinn out, Sean stopped by me with a smirk. “Since we’re talking about our last day alive, I guess I’d let him do me doggy-style. Woof, woof.”

      I swore and crossed my arms to avoid bloodshed. “All of you, just go get busy.”

      Liz laughed. “Hey, that was my next line.”

      They finally left me in peace, although I now had an unsavory image in my mind of them all vying over a resplendently nude Rod in a giant bed. The image was complete with draped mosquito netting. Rod was inspecting the shape of all their asses while he murmured for them to take their time--there was plenty of him to go around.

      My mood was dark, when a few minutes later, the rest of us started walking as a group out to the parking area to our trucks. The last to leave the kitchen, I told Rex to guard the house and turned to see Bobby had lagged behind.

      Bobby’s black hair was short and his beard closely groomed. He was intelligent, good looking, in shape, and had a friendly, if somewhat serious, personality. I’ve never seen him anything but quietly confident around the ladies. He and Sean were best friends, but Bobby was straight and dated often. I’ve met several of his girlfriends over the years, but he must be a hard man to pin down because no woman had lasted longer than a few months. Maybe there was something in the water at King’s Farm that kept the males single for considerably longer than average.

      Bobby cleared his throat. “I didn’t write their names on my list, but there are seven single guys from the quarry that we should ask to come here. All can shoot and they have other skills we could use.”

      I thought a second and then looked up at Bobby’s patiently watchful face. “I’m going to be straight with you, Bobby. There is no place on King Farm for men who are fan boys of the Robert Winters style of management.”

      He nodded in understanding. “I hear you loud and clear, Acadia. These men,” his lips quirked a little, “are definitely fan boys of the Bobby Winters management style.”

      I smiled. “Then as long as we’re clear, ask them. What do you know of your father’s plans?”

      I didn’t usually put Bobby on the spot with personal questions about his dad, mainly because I didn’t give a damn, but these were not usual times and Robert’s a viper nourished at my bosom.

      He answered easily, “The only thing he’s mentioned to me is staying at his house.”

      “And are you?” I inquired.

      Bobby chuckled, but looked off into the distance over the yard. “Let me rephrase. My Dad is staying at his house, I was not invited.”

      I raised my brows. “Ah, punishment for being the disloyal son last night after you arranged drivers for me?”

      Bobby met my eyes and agreed dryly, “That, and for being born.”

      I smiled in empathy. “Hey, I’m punished for existing, so does that makes us special?”

      “I’ve always thought so.”

      We both laughed, although I felt bad for Bobby. This was his own dad we were talking about who treated him like dirt, instead of a cherished son. I knew any hurt and confusion Bobby felt as he grew into manhood had long ago turned into a distant, cold disrespect, but still, Robert was such a weasel prick.

      I gave Bobby a hard hug. “I have always been proud to claim you and Sean as my little brothers.”

      My most recent addition to the ‘little brother” category flashed across my brain, and in the most inappropriate way a sister could ever think of a brother. I was pretty sure Rod was incredibly endowed in the penis department. An OCD part of me wished I could simply verify this fact with the girls without them drawing any unwanted conclusions, or making them go nuts with lust. I slapped my forehead to dispel that train of thought.

      Seeing that I’d startled Bobby, I quickly hugged him again and added, “I’d be really upset if you decided not to stay with us here, no matter what that idiot dad of yours wants.”

      He chuckled and hugged me back. “No need to smack yourself, I’m staying here.” He muttered near my ear, “My dad is even dumber than you think, but thankfully it won’t matter anymore.” Bobby dropped his arms, but smiled down into my face. “I’ve always thought of you as my family, Acadia, and I love you, too.”

      To lighten the suddenly serious mood, I teased, “Now don’t go putting words in my mouth. Who said anything about me loving you and Sean?” I didn’t follow up on Bobby’s obscure comment about Robert, since I knew he’d been smearing my name. “But hey, I’m glad you’re staying. If we live through today, I have plans to form a council at tonight’s meeting to run things on the farm. I want you on it.”

      He stopped laughing and said, “If we live long enough, I’d be interested in hearing more about this council. Are you going to be the leader?”

      “Of the council? Oh heck no.” I put my arm through his as we walked to catch up with others. “I know my limitations. I’m terrible at politics.”

      Bobby gave me a sideways look, but said nothing. I grinned up at him and patted his arm a final time before we parted. Rod was standing in a circle with Ray Dean, T-bone, and Barbara. As those three were talking and gesticulating at what they were seeing outside, Rod had been quietly observing me with Bobby. He didn’t smile when he caught my eye, but turned his head to listen to Barbara.

      Good. I hoped he thought I was flirting with Bobby.

      It wasn’t completely light out yet, but it was predicted to be another warm, beautiful autumn day. We all agreed to split up and meet again in a few minutes at Hwy 52.

      After hearing Deb call Barbara a whore, I thought it best to keep the younger girl with me. The football gang hadn’t seen King Farm in the daylight and they would get the quickie tour on the way to Hwy 52. That was the reason I’d reassigned Sean to stay back on the farm, instead of being my partner like I’d told Rod.

      The rest of the men went to gather tools, although Gary stayed with us. I hadn’t had a chance to speak to him yet, but smiled in his direction. His smile was wan in return, but I could hardly blame the guy. I was barely capable of functioning the morning after Law died.

      Barbara came up beside me and did a little pirouette of a jump. She did a full circle while taking in the outside of King House from where we stood in the car park area.

      The shopping group had all scored some new clothes last night. Barbara was wearing tight jeans and lightweight jacket over a scooped necked shirt that showed plenty of cleavage. She did wear lots of black eye makeup and her wavy blonde hair may come from a bottle, but Deb calling Barbara a whore was way too harsh. Many girls had the same look as Barbara and going to a bar hardly made the girl a whore.

      Barbara’s smile was full of relief. “I see now what Quinn meant when she said King House was safe. Except for the kitchen wing, you’d need a step ladder to reach the first floor windows and the basement windows are so tiny only a baby zombie could slide through!”

      I chuckled, even as I cringed at the idea of an ankle-biter zombie slithering around the cellar. “Yeah, the kitchen wing was an addition about ten years ago. The basement under the original house is huge, but more like an old-fashioned root cellar. I use a lot of the space down there, and in the underground passage connecting to Red Rose Barn, as storage for supplies.”

      T-bone smoothed his thin mustache with a finger and thumb while he looked from the house to the back view of Red Rose Barn. “Underground passage? Was that built for the underground railroad back in Civil War days?”

      “No, the farm was homestead during the Civil War, but this house wasn’t built until the 1890’s. Primarily it was used to get back and forth to the Red Rose Barn during heavy snowfalls. Can you imagine what a bitch it was getting around during a Minnesota winter back in those days?” T-bone, the Georgia boy, was evidently not a happy transplant because he groaned at the thought. “But the King’s were a crafty bunch. The underground passage was kept a family secret in the case of an emergency.”

      Ray Dean asked eagerly, “Can we go down there?”

      “Sure, I’ll give you the inside tour tonight, after we’re done working outside today.”

      Rod had been standing back and checking things out, but listening attentively. “You mentioned the festivals and renting out the barn for special events like weddings, but do you have other businesses as well, Acadia?”

      The first rays of the morning sun poked through the light cloud cover. Against the black background of his shirt, Rod’s long hair created a glittering gold nimbus that caused me to put up a hand to shade my eyes. No matter my careful squinting, I could not detect one dark root along the bright blonde of his middle part.

      “You got somethin’ wrong with your eye?” Ray-Dean asked, as he elbowed T-bone. “Because if you do, you mustn’t-touch-it!”

      The linebacker’s low chuckles were nasty while Gary and Quinn looked at them in bafflement; not getting what was so funny.

      As usual, I ignored the sniggering, dirty duo. I didn’t need my girlfriend’s help after all. I had come up with a way on my own to get Rod out of my head and to put him off from harassing me. No man with an ounce of pride could want a woman who disdained him publically in front of other men.

      I haughtily answered Rod’s question in a way that if he thought me being bitchy was cute, he’d soon think me drop dead gorgeous. “What possible difference does it make now if I had other businesses? Come on, everybody, I don’t know about Rod, but I don’t have time to stand around flapping my lips like a bunch of gossiping girls.”

      Without looking back, I kept walking towards the Cadillac.

      Ray Dean rushed to whisper loudly to his friends, “She’s probably a little tuckered out. Don’t take her mean, bitchy ways to heart none because I haven’t and now we’re real good friends.”

      Barbara protested faintly, “She’s not mean exactly…”

      T-bone’s admiring growl overrode her, “Woman’s one of the biggest bitches I’ve ever met.”

      Rod’s soft snicker made me walk faster.

      Yeah, with friends around like Ray Dean undoing my good work, who the heck needed enemies?

      I noticed the brothers coming out of their bunkhouse carrying shovels and weapons over their shoulders. Hugh had an axe, Ian a machete, and Kevin had a long spear of heavy iron, as well as something brown clamped under one arm.

      “Yo’, Football!”

      I heard Rod’s laugh behind me at that name. “Yeah, Little Canada?”

      Kevin’s grin grew a mile wide. “Heard a rumor you’re staying on the farm with us. That’s awesome, man.” Kevin threw something and yelled, “This is for you, so you don’t get rusty!”

      Rod reached up and caught the overthrown football with one hand. “Dude, I’m touched.”

      Hugh dropped his shovel and axe. “Kevin, you little buttwipe, that’s my Brett Favre signed football!”

      That was some sort of man signal. As they walked to their respective trucks, the guys all shouted friendly insults while they tossed the football around to everybody but Hugh.

      Gary came up to my side, and after I introduced him to Barbara, he asked for a minute of privacy with me. Barbara didn’t hesitate to join the men.

      I didn’t bother asking him how he was doing. His wife had died and life sucked. “What’s on your mind, Gary?”

      Gary’s pale blue eyes were clear this morning, but there were dark circles of fatigue underneath attesting to a sleepless night.

      “I’ve thought over what I should do. If I’m welcome, I’d like to stay here with your group on King Farm.”

      I glanced up from giving his shotgun a dirty look. “That’s great. You’d be welcome anyway, but we can really use your skills as a doctor.”

      He nodded, two vertical frown lines appearing between his blonde brows. “Seeing the news, the hospitals are war zones. Your group will be trying to save many uninfected people over the next few days. If I can help you and be of use...”

      Not answering immediately, I wasn’t sure where Gary got his idea that was our mission. After the people we had invited arrived on the farm by this evening, I had no intentions of opening the gates to prevent the exact opposite of what he said. King Farm was going off the radar, not turning into a beacon for hungry refugees.

      I hadn’t randomly picked out of thin air the number of people ideally needed to have on King Farm. It was after studying endless books of survival that I had applied that information to decide one hundred people, consisting mainly of healthy adult men and women, would be the initial number to defend the farm and to build a community in the event of a disaster of this magnitude.

      The odds were, a larger group than that would get us all killed in the beginning phase of trying to survive. A larger group would attract too much attention from not only the infected, but from the have-nots. More than one hundred people would be too hard to defend, too hard to feed and house, too hard to outfit with weapons and train, and be too unwieldy to mobilize for escape.

      On the flip side, if your group was too small, you risked getting attacked and easily overtaken for your supplies and weapons. If that didn’t happen immediately, a small group was good for being on the move, but would soon be exhausted trying to provide the manpower needed to do all the work necessary to defend and build a safe community. Exhausted people defending your back got you killed.

      Between our calls to family, friends, and the mass email I sent, and allowing for attrition, we had already asked over one hundred people to King Farm.

      One of the lessons every book I read on survival couldn’t stress enough was how to calculate the food needed for the size of your group to survive. You must have a food and water supply on hand that could be rationed over a minimum of three years without being resupplied. There were several good reasons for that ironclad rule, but the top two were you could not depend on food that may or may not be able to be scavenged later, or food you planned to grow in a future garden.

      For sure the apocalypse was no place for the tender-hearted. I hadn’t done my extensive research, pored over my lists, and built up my supplies for years just to fuck it all up when faced with reality.

      Gary, brooding over his own thoughts, took my silence for acquiescence and went on, “I’d like to have the use of a car this morning for a couple of hours. When I return, I can start setting up a medical clinic and an area for quarantine.”

      I crossed my arms and observed Gary’s face carefully; aware he was smart enough to dangle that treat in front of me to accomplish his own ends. The moment we met last night in the parking ramp, it was plain to see that Gary was a man used to being in charge. I have no problem with alpha males, as long as they have rational brains. Whether Gary could be content in charge of only his medical world, or if he needed to control the rest of the world, still remained to be seen.

      I worded my response carefully. “Would you be willing to give your promise that you’re not going back to your house today? I’m truly sorry about Karen. If it was only the threat of zombies, I’d go with you, like I came over last night when you called for help. But we can’t afford you’ll get detained by a vigilante neighbor or arrested--anything stupidly crazy that could get you infected. We don’t know each other very well, Gary, so I won’t pretend it’s because I care so deeply about you personally.” Gary’s head shot up in surprise. I shrugged lightly and smiled. “I’m sure I’ll come to love all your sterling qualities as a man soon enough, but like you said, the hospitals are war zones right now. Your talents are much too valuable to us, so please don’t go getting yourself killed.”

      He grimaced faintly even as he agreed. “You have my word. It’s painful, but upon reflection, I do understand that I can’t go home today. I’ve been in contact with some of my surgical team. There’s a nurse who’s moved up here from Houston to keep working with me. I’d like to bring them to King Farm.”

      “Them?”

      “Yes, Kim’s a single parent of a child.”

      I wanted children on the farm about as much as I wanted Rod to stay, but the pros of a nurse far outweighed the cons. I handed over the Dodge truck keys to Gary.

      “Knock yourself out,” I said with a somewhat sadistic smile as Gary visibly cringed at the thought of driving my truck. “Hey Doc, maybe next time you’ll remember to close the door when you run off to save the day.” I wasn’t above dangling my own bait to guilt him into keeping his word. “I was almost killed by that stinker.”

      I graciously accepted Gary’s stricken apology at this revelation. “Can you give me a list of medical supplies for your clinic that we can get on our supply run today?”

      Gary looked down at his feet in concentrated thought, and then glanced up with a decisive air. “I know of a medical supply company in Apple Valley. It’ll be easier if Kim and I stop there on the way back here.” He lifted one shoulder. “Otherwise, grab everything off the shelves in the drug aisle. It will all be useful.”

      I stared after the Dodge when he drove off, my instincts on alert at something I’d seen in Gary’s resolute expression, but I shrugged it off. Either he kept his word or he didn’t. Not much more I could do about it but hope he’d get back in one piece. I couldn’t spare anybody to ride with him and King Farm wasn’t a prison.

      It was tricky avoiding eye contact with Rod when he threw me the keys to the SUV, but I managed. Of course he sat shotgun, but I spoke to the rear view mirror while I played tour guide. Even a man as accomplished in the arts of seduction as Rod would fail if I refused to give face time to his killer grin and bedroom eyes.

      I drove them quickly through the farmyard, pointing out the buildings and their functions. Barbara was leaning up between the front seats, taking everything in with wide eyes and a zillion questions about the animals. She was beside herself when I mentioned the miniature pony, fainting goats, and a recent litter of piglets. I think Babs’ future job on the farm was established.

      At the end of the farmyard road, before it looped to the left, was a gate that opened to a short lane to Salty’s old stone house. His front garden was ablaze with fall flowers.

      At the sight, Barbara cried out, “Oh my God, what a darling house!”

      Situated on the edge of the woods and a small, pristine lake that was the backdrop of the grounds of King House, the stone house was straight out of Hansel and Gretel.

      To the west of Salty’s house and the farmyard, were several acres of organic fruit orchards and kitchen gardens. I’d been growing food and preserving for enough years that we were pretty self-sustainable at this point. The excess of the kitchen gardens and orchard that we didn’t consume at King House, I divided between canning for the future and selling at local farmers markets and co-operatives under the label of “Acadia Blooms”. Encouraging Barbara’s chatter, I swung the SUV left and we drove down the road that led into the open pastures. The road then curved to follow the front side of many of the outbuildings we had just passed behind.

      I stopped in front of the Red Rose Barn and the abutting Silo, both built out of the same quartzite block as King House. With its professional catering kitchen, open banquet hall, dance floor, and upraised stage, Red Rose Barn seated two hundred for dinner. It would now be a perfect mess hall and meeting place for everybody on the farm to congregate, but there was a hollow pit in my stomach realizing the businesses I worked so hard for many years to establish didn’t matter anymore.

      The Silo next to the big barn had been converted inside to become a luxuriously unique getaway often rented by newlyweds for the night of their receptions. One of the things I dreaded most about all the people coming to the farm to live was the anticipated lack of privacy in the big house. When Law was alive, I had enjoyed being off on my own quite a bit, but I’d become even more solitary over the last two years. I was saving The Silo as my own future living quarters to get a few hours of complete privacy a day.

      The grounds in front of the Red Rose Barn and The Silo were landscaped in wide flagstone paths that rambled through gardens of sculptures, ornamental trees, fountains, flowers, and shrubs that all led eventually to an ornate white pavilion in the center.

      Barbara was struck silent for a moment as her head swiveled, and then she gasped out, “Wow, Acadia, this is incredible!”

      Ray Dean leaned forward behind me and whistled. “It sure is!”

      I stuck a finger in my ear and wiggled it while saying, “Yeah, we get a lot of wedding parties here.”

      “Well, it’s real pretty.” A giant hand came over the front seat and he pointed to an open sided shed. “That looks like one of them little buses they have at Disneyworld.”

      “It is.” As I drove away from the barn, I laid it on thick for Rod’s benefit. “But I’m sure you guys don’t want to hear the story of how I got the bus because it’s to-die-for romantic.”

      On cue, Barbara squealed, “I do, I do! Tell us!”

      “Okay then, if you’re sure,” I replied reluctantly, slowly driving down the pasture road past the Red Rose Barn gardens. “Some women get diamonds or a new sports car for their fortieth birthday, but Lawson knew that wasn’t me.” I laughed wickedly. “Instead, he blindfolded me and took me for a ride down the paths until we reached the lake.” I closed my eyes briefly and said in a whisper, “He took the blindfold off, and at first, all I saw was a table set for two next to the water. There were flickering candles, flowers, and crystal flutes of chilled champagne.” Out of my peripheral vision, I could see Rod was looking out his window, but Ray Dean and T-bone were both sitting forward now. I went on dreamily, “Oh man, the lobster was so sweet and delicious. Mmm, Law remembered all my favorites down to the chocolates.” I smiled over my shoulder at Barbara, who was hanging on my every word. “I can still smell the scent of those of lush, fragrant flowers on the summer’s breeze.”

      Ray Dean snorted loudly. “Huh, I bet you smelled a hell of a lot more than just those flowers.” He waved a hand under his nose. “Them lobsters can stink up a place faster than T-bone here after hoggin’ down a bowl of Brussels sprouts.”

      T-bone snarled a protest, but Barbara headed him off by smacking Ray Dean in the back of the head. “Be quiet, you!” She turned back to me and said eagerly, “Go on, what did your husband do then?”

      I didn’t acknowledge Rod’s chuckle at Ray Dean’s comments by even a blink. “Thinking the romantic dinner was my gift, I rushed into my husband’s arms, but Law only laughed and spun me around. That’s when I saw my real present. It was tied in a giant ribbon.” I sighed again, sincerely recalling how wonderfully magical that night had been. “Ray Dean, that little Disney bus is called an Electro Transit Buddy and it holds up to fifteen passengers. It runs off two 48 volt battery packs and can last up to fifty miles per charge. Law knew how impatient I could be about,” I laughed a little sheepishly, “well, just about everything. He thoughtfully bought me two chargers, so I’d never have to wait. My perfect birthday present can travel at speeds up to thirty-five miles per hour.”

      “I don’t get why it’s so perfect,” Ray Dean responded, perplexed. “Hey, nothin’ against your dead hubby and all, may he rest in peace,” he made a convoluted sign on his chest, “but why would you be needin’ to drive somethin’ that carries fifteen people? You don’t even have no rug rats. And it only goes a puny thirty-five? Sheeit, my truck can do over a buck twenty faster than you can say,” Ray Dean paused before leering suggestively, “mustn’t-touch-it!”

      My headrest shook as Ray Dean held on with both hands while he and T-bone laughed uproariously and Barbara repeatedly demanded to know what was so funny. I held onto the steering wheel tightly with both hands. It was either that, or take off my boot and start whaling on the whole back seat with the steel-toed end.

      Rod’s chuckles were no longer soft, but rich and loud and long.

      I stomped on the gas, but didn’t get far before Ray Dean leaned forward again. Still chuckling, he pointed past Rod’s face. “Hey, what are all them roofs I see over there past the flowers?”

      “None of your damn business, you damned buffoon,” I ground out; not taking my eyes off the road to explain that was Pioneer Village, or pointing out the original King log cabin from 1862, or telling them anything about any of the other couple of dozen historical buildings and homes that generations of the King family had purchased and transported to King Farm over the last hundred years, or showing them the grounds where the Fall Festival took place. “Tour time is over.”

      Rod’s crack of laughter almost drowned out Ray Dean’s shocked, plaintive cry, “Sheeit, what did I do? I just asked about some roofs. Hey, T-bone, why is Acadia here cursin’ and callin’ me names?”

      “Why you askin’ me what Acadia is thinking? Do I look like I’m her fuckin’ BFF that I understand why a woman like that does what she does? Hmm, Ray Dean, do I?” T-bone slapped his John Deere cap over his braids, shoved on his dark shades, and looked out his window while muttering vague imprecations about cracker asses ruining his tour time.

      Rod was still smiling when I snapped on the radio and turned up the volume to drown out Ray Dean’s forlorn bleatings to Barbara to explain why their tour time was over.

      In seconds, we were all riveted to the disturbing news reports.

      The local top officials were demanding the Governor call in the Calvary to help contain the outbreaks that were growing progressively larger and more out of control all over Edina, Minneapolis, and St Paul. It was reported that around the hospitals, masses of violent infected people were on the loose in the streets.

      If that wasn’t bad enough, outbreaks of the virus were being reported in Fort Lauderdale, Miami, and New York City, too. I realized the first two were the cruise ship ports from Haiti, but NYC?

      I whipped out my phone. “Hey, Ian. Remember that list of layover cities I asked you to note on flights from Port Au Prince to Minneapolis? Was New York City one of them?” I put aside my vow and turned in my seat to look at Rod while I listened to Ian. “Okay, thanks.”

      Rod reached over and turned down the volume. “Was it?”

      “Yes, a Delta plane stopped in New York before arriving here at 8:45 PM that night. The couple of other flights from Haiti arrived much earlier that day.” As I spoke, Rod frowned. “Why? Do you think that means the virus originated in Haiti?”

      “We can’t know that,” Rod replied thoughtfully, “but based on the timing of how long it took Karen to turn and when that group turned in the hotel bar, it probably means it’s where those people got infected.”

      Barbara asked anxiously, “Should we tell somebody?”

      Rod and I were still staring at each other, but I think we were both imagining how it would go down if we told somebody in a position of power what we believed.

      I answered slowly, “That is the 64,000 dollar question, isn’t it?”

      Rod’s voice was reflective. “What if it would help with a vaccine or a cure?”

      I replied, “The government probably already knows this, but if they don’t…”

      Rod ran a finger over his lip. “…we have to assume our call could be traced…”

      “…and they’d think we are terrorists that know something and they would send a goon squad here to round us up for questioning,” I finished, and nodded in agreement.

      Rod raised his dark brows. “The 64,000 dollar question and the goon squad, Acadia? Are you dating yourself again, like with that Lavern and Shirley crack?”

      “Goon squad, men in black, torture team--call them what you will, but if they send anybody out sniffing around here to find us, our ass is grass.” He opened his mouth and I waved him off, “Oh, shut up, all right? I’m older than you and hang out with old people, so what of it!”

      He smiled broadly and patted my thigh. “Now there’s the big sister I know and…”

      Barbara broke in with a squeak, “I vote we don’t tell.”

      “Me too,” Ray Dean hurriedly agreed.

      Rod turned and asked, “T-bone?”

      T-bone crossed his arms and eloquently answered, “Fuck the Man.”

      Rod smiled while he squeezed my upper thigh. “Mary-Acadia?”

      My mouth twisted as I removed his hand like I was being forced to handle a cockroach. “Yeah, fuck men.”

      Barbara burst out laughing while Ray Dean sat up and exclaimed, “See! There she goes again, being mean for no good reason!”

      I was never so happy to reach my destination. Pulling the SUV off the side of the road near Bobby’s truck, the three in the back seat exited into the sunshine while still bickering over the difference between being blunt and being mean. I wasn’t quick enough and Rod stayed me with a hand on my arm, a serious expression of concern on his face.

      “What’s wrong, Acadia? I thought we were friends?”

      I shook off his hand. “Gee, Football, why do I hear that sentence not ending on the word friends, as if what you’re really saying is friends with benefits?”

      Rod stroked his bottom lip. “Mmm, if I had to guess, I’d say it’s because you’re an optimistic, dirty-minded woman who wants to fuck me again?”

      While I unsnapped my seat belt, threw open my door, and jumped down, Rod’s low voice tormented me, “I’m stumped then, Boudicca. Should I have said, ‘I don’t know, Monty Hall, but I’ll trade my John Deere hat for a look behind door number three for the answer?’ His voice was alight with suppressed laughter when he called out across the seat after me, “Would my talking lingo from that decade make it easier for you to admit you want to be friends with benefits?”

      I was never so happy to slam a truck door shut.
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        “Hence that general is skilful in attack whose opponent does not know what to defend; and he is skilful in defense whose opponent does not know what to attack.” -Sun Tzu

      

      Bobby and Ian waved. They were driving the bulldozer south along the grass line at the edge of the fields. After I could see straight again, the first thing I noticed were the stacks of Jersey barriers the guys had stolen last night from a construction site down the highway. Near the woods on our side of the fence, the cement barriers were concealed from casual sight for our use later today.

      “Nice ride!” Kevin called out, coming up from the side of the road on the highway where he and Hugh were already working. Hugh had been operating the front-end loader tractor like a pro and was just finishing moving a pile of rocks and soil onto the turn off lane. He turned the tractor off and hopped down when he saw us arrive. “Is the Cadillac yours, Rod?”

      “Nope,” Rod answered cheerfully, exaggeratingly closing his door quietly with a reproving shake of his head at me for slamming doors. “Acadia was on a roll last night. ‘Borrowing’ the shuttle bus from the hotel wasn’t enough; she made us jack this baby, too.” He added with a sigh of pity, “This was after she ruined her own truck because someone crapped in their pants all over the backseat.”

      “What?” Kevin and Hugh exclaimed in disbelief and looked at me. They were grinning already because there’s nothing that makes men laugh harder than talking about feces, in any form.

      I managed to not respond to Rod’s blatant misrepresentation of the facts only by taking Barbara’s arm and walking away. Not lying down on the side of the road and kicking my feet while I laughed until I sobbed was much harder. I’ve never experienced the desire to cry in frustration and belly laugh at the same time. It was a terrible feeling. It was even more terrible how being around Rod caused such mixed emotions inside me. I almost regretted learning I wasn’t comfortable having casual, no-strings sex. It didn’t matter, though, because I absolutely could not afford to be this distracted by a man on a constant basis.

      Rod passed around the extra shovels to T-bone and Ray Dean while he regaled the men with our exploits from last night. As they all got to work spreading the large pile of dirt and rocks over the northbound turnoff lane onto 180th Street, Babs and I went to inspect the changes being done to disguise the road.

      We could still hear their delighted guffaws when Rod got to the part of the “bomb dumper” Santa zombie.

      Barbara giggled at the story, but followed me onto the edge of Hwy 52 where I turned back to face 180th Street while I scanned the area.

      As the brothers eagerly threw out ideas of what vehicles they’d boost when they got a chance, I silently apologized to their mother. A few hours into the apocalypse and they were already thinking like a gang of little thugs.

      Barbara looked where I did, but then she shrugged. “I don’t get it. What have they done?”

      A shallow ditch edged the shoulder of Hwy 52 all along my property line. Once past the ditch, there was a wide grassy strip, a six-foot chain link fence, and a thickly overgrown windbreak of woods about fifty feet deep.

      I pointed out to Barbara that, other than the entrance road of 180th Street itself, the fence and woods was all that currently prevented access from the highway to the acres of open, plowed fields of King Farm.

      No border could ever be completely impenetrable because where there’s a will there’s a way, but in the three other directions, my property lines were much less vulnerable based on their topography alone. The northern border was primarily a limestone bluff overlooking railroad tracks, the eastern and southern borders were deep ravines above the Vermillion River.

      My attention was caught by the men’s conversation again. I overheard T-bone say, “Huh. Sounds like a lot of heavy duty training is gonna be happenin’ around here.”

      Rod replied, “Yeah, there’s definitely work to be done, but defending ourselves by forming a tribe like Acadia’s planning is a smart move for a helluva lot of reasons.”

      “A tribe, hmm? I like that,” T-bone snickered, as his shovel noisily scraped up a load of rocks. “So Little Canada wasn’t talkin’ shit, you are stayin’ here, Ram?”

      I could feel Rod’s eyes on my face, but I stayed focused on Barbara’s face, although I listened intently for his answer.

      “Yeah, T, it seems like the right move for now.”

      I said loudly to Barbara, “You’d have to know what was here before to notice what is gone now.”

      I indicated where the street signs and poles had already been removed from the roadside and also on the highway. “The guys are finishing up covering the northbound turn off lane now, but Rod and a few of the others already did the southbound lane on the highway while we were sleeping.”

      “Really?” Barbara murmured. She dug her toe in the gravel and twirled a little side to side with her arms behind her back, the embodiment of female helplessness. She called out in her sweet, soft voice, “Oh Rod, thanks so much for working all night. You are so amazing!”

      Rod looked up and grinned. “I like to think so, Bambi, but alas, it wasn’t just me.”

      Barbara giggled. Ray Dean demanded to know why nobody had woken up him and T-bone, since they were the strongest men on the farm. Soon Kevin and Hugh joined in giving Rod hell for being a glory hog.

      I managed to keep a straight face, but redirected Barbara’s straying attention. I described how once the cement barriers were lined up to block across the entrance to 180th and continued down the shoulders of the highway, this stretch of the Hwy 52 would look the same as any other.

      I gestured towards the six-foot chain link fence that currently ended on either side of 180th. “A retractable gate will be installed up there across the road, and another gate on our eastern border above the bridge that crosses the river.” The fence was about thirty feet up from the shoulder of the highway where we stood. “From this distance, it will look like a continuous fence, especially once we throw a load of dirt and pine needles over the road itself beyond the cement barriers.”

      Nodding, Barbara shaded her eyes from the rising sun. “But I can see the road up further before it curves over that small rise and disappears. Won’t people be able to see the road past the gate because of the break in the trees?”

      I smiled and patted her shoulder. “Babs, you’re a keeper.” She grinned back while I outlined more of our strategy. “That would be true, but see those huge mounds of dirt up there by the road? Tonight, some of that dirt excavated from digging the trenches in the fields will be piled to make two tall berms on the road. Each berm will be built to cross the road halfway and at an interval of around fifty feet apart.” I put my hands up, as if framing a picture. “We’ll stick some small trees, logs, and boulders on top of them and they’ll look like small hills that have been around forever. The cool thing is we’ll still be able to maneuver big trucks around the berms to come and go as we need onto the highway after a few days.” I lifted a shoulder. “Our trucks won’t be able to go fast, and we’ll have to manually move the cement barriers aside, but any bad guys attempting to crash our party will be easier to stop.”

      Barbara clapped her hands. “They’d crash into the berms. Awesome! We can have lookout posts on them, too, can’t we?”

      “Yep, we sure can. There are several other good places for lookout posts, too. Here, turn this way for a second.” I smiled at her excitement.

      We turned to face the highway, the morning sun pleasantly warm on our bare heads. Hwy 52 was a rural four-lane highway in this area. The median strip was comprised of grass and cable or Jersey barriers.

      “We’ll leave the meridian crossing that leads to 180th open for now, since a lot of traffic will be coming and going today on the farm. Tonight when it’s dark, we’ll put up the cement barriers and permanently close everything off.”

      “What if we want to drive somewhere tomorrow? How will the cars get back across the highway?”

      “Leaving the farm tomorrow would be suicide and definitely not in my plans, but if we had to,” I answered wryly, “I doubt we’ll get a ticket for driving on the wrong side of the road.”

      Barbara was surprised. I watched several emotions flash across her face while she thought over what I said. When she lifted her eyes, they were wide in sudden comprehension and genuine fright. “My God, Acadia, this virus sickness isn’t going to just blow over, is it? Everything is going to change.” Her voice rose to incredulous. “Are we…doomed?”

      Could Bab’s defining moment be from seeing the reality of the defenses being constructed and the realization that in ten short hours we would seal ourselves off from the outside world?

      I didn’t know what had clicked in her head, but I gave her my honest opinion. “Barring a miracle, I’d say the human race is pretty screwed.”

      We were both silent after that--Barbara wiped her eyes while I watched a cavalcade of trucks approach from the north.

      Barbara sniffed and motioned over to the men. “Did you think of all the defense plans on those lists?”

      “I had lots of help over the years. We have Ian to thank for the trenches in the fields. In the grand scheme, we want to get at least one deep trench dug around the whole perimeter of the property in the next day or two. It was his idea to trap anybody that makes it past the fence in the trenches.” I added absently, “We can burn them.”

      “What!” Barbara blurted on a horrified laugh.

      “The zombies, I mean.” I clenched a fist and said, “Yes!” as several trucks turned across the meridian to drive up 180th Street and park on the side of the road.

      A critical piece of the road defense plan for immediate safety was the two, retractable gates--one for each end of 180th.

      My first wheelin’ dealin’ phone call last night had been to the daughter of the owners of Midwest Fence, Jeanne Ballard. We’ve known each other since Kindergarten, and she ran Midwest Fence commercial sales.

      At double their going price on materials and labor, Jeanne had been thrilled to agree to install sliding road gates, add two feet of razor wire to the top of the existing chain link fence along Hwy 52, and supply pallets of concertina wire.

      Jeanne didn’t question my request to beef up security, since she had advised me to do this after we had a bout with some vandalism last August during Pioneer Days. She assumed my urgent request was in last minute preparation for the Fall Festival crowds. I didn’t disabuse of her that notion, although I later suggested she watch the news about the virus in The Cities.

      Until people actually arrived today and delivered their goods or did the work we agreed upon during my many calls last night, I wasn’t allowing myself to count on anything. Seeing Jeanne hop out of the lead truck, I said a quick prayer of thanks.

      Barbara went to help the guys while I walked up the road to meet Jeanne. Another truck turned in and slowed down beside me.

      The window rolled down. “Hi, Acadia! My dad said I was to tell you thanks for the order. He was able to find those fifty pound bags of corn kernels, too.”

      Jimmy was seventeen and his dad, Jim Sr., owned the Peterson Feed store in Hastings. I probably cleared him out of inventory with my supplementary feed and vitamin order for the animals. Hay wouldn’t be an issue for a while, since Salty had just finished a fourth cutting a couple of weeks ago.

      “Hi, Jimmy. Go ahead and unload in the shed like always.” I reached up and handed him a couple of folded bills. “This is for you, but be sure to tell your dad that I appreciate the short notice delivery and the corn.”

      “Will do, and thanks!” Jimmy pocketed the money with a grin. “He thinks you spoil those goats, but I love those little dudes!”

      Stepping back, I smiled. “And they love their popcorn!”

      I tried to call Sean, but got a message to try again. After a couple of more attempts, my call went through. I let him know Jimmy was on his way, but also asked that the girls be told to get a few hand held radios ready for our use. Who knew how long our cell phones would operate reliably.

      I met Jeanne and her crew chief. Jeanne verified what I wanted done and her chief went to direct the work crews. Four of the trucks quickly dispersed, as the fifth crew got busy installing the fence gate. One of the truck crews went to offload the pallets of concertina wire in Coop’s shed, another headed to the other end of my property to install the second gate, and the last two crews took off down the grass strip to begin attaching the razor wire to the fence.

      The minute we were alone, Jeanne confided, “When this job is finished, we are closing up shop until this virus thing is under control. Most of my family is on their way up north and I’m leaving soon.” Her gaze roamed over the land for a minute, then came back to my face. “Because I’ve known you all my life, I’m not even going to ask what you’re doing putting up gates on a county road.”

      “Good, then I won’t have to lie.” We laughed and I thanked her profusely for sending such a large crew. Jeanne said it was the least she could do for giving her family a heads up last night, wished me good luck, and left.

      I had only walked a few steps when a tanker drove in. It was followed by another truck with a residential propane tank strapped to its flatbed. I waved at both the drivers as they passed; feeling like it was Christmas for me today. That was our propane refill and an extra tank. Sean had a copy of the list of who was expected today, so I didn’t bother with another call knowing he’d be around the yard with Jimmy unloading feed there.

      Reaching the side of the road, I asked Barbara to come with me to check out the trench when I heard the approaching thunder of motorcycles.

      Seeing the man on the lead chopper, my astonishment quickly turned into irritation. My next thought was relief that at least I was out here by the highway, instead of Tryg Johnson and his band of buttholes bikers driving merrily across my land to the house.

      Without looking, I handed Barbara the SUV keys and murmured out the side of my mouth, “Go to the truck right now.”

      After our ordeal last night, she didn’t dither, but immediately left to walk back up the road at a fast pace. Off behind the approaching bikers, I saw Rod and the other men pause in their shoveling.

      The fifteen or so bikers turned in, and after their leader coasted to a stop near me, the rest rumbled into a semi-circle around us. This was my property and I wasn’t about to be intimidated, so I walked the last few steps toward Tryg while his gang all watched.

      If I remembered correctly, Tryg was pushing forty-five. Objectively, he looked good for a man his age--for a psychopathic outlaw biker.

      Like most of the bikers, Tryg Johnson was wearing a version of an open leather jacket with the Iron Fists patch and a few others I didn’t recognize. His tank top was adorned with several chains around his neck, tight jeans, and boots--all in black, of course.

      I hadn’t really noticed the last time I saw him, but Tryg was still lean and mean. Unlike most of the other bikers surrounding him today, I though snidely, as they sat back and gave me a bold once over when I walked closer. As my cool stare traveled over Tryg’s motley crew, one older, big man with a black beard streaked with silver stuck out. He was slowly licking his red lips.

      Out of nowhere, a long-forgotten memory of my dead father came to the surface. My dad had taken Sean and me out for a burger at a dive bar. As we were leaving, around twenty bikers had roared up.

      Seven-year-old Sean had looked around in wonder and asked, “Why are so many nice grandpas riding big motorcycles?”

      The bikers had laughed, but my dad hustled us to his truck. I could hear his harsh answer from back then as if he was standing behind me right now. “Those aren’t nice grandpas, but very bad men grown old. Don’t you two ever talk to men like that or forget it!”

      I had forgotten my father’s advice for two months when I was a teen, but never again.

      Tryg didn’t wear a helmet and under the bandana tied around his head, his curling dark blonde hair was long and tangled. He had a goatee, but up close, his skin was weathered from years of riding, drinking, and hard living. He took off his dark sunglasses and smiled. That was when any illusion of good looks ended for me.

      There was something bent very wrong in Tryg. If you watched him long enough, it showed itself in a frenzied light that flared behind his intense eyes. Tryg was a man always looking for a fight, and if there wasn’t a fight, he’d cause one. With my new passion for teeth, I noticed his hadn’t fared his lifestyle too well, either.

      “Hello, Acadia. Are you surprised to see me?” Tryg’s voice wasn’t low or menacing, but friendly and upbeat. It made his unexpected lashes of viciousness so much more frightening to the unwary.

      “Not so much as I would have been if you hadn’t drunk dialed me last night, Tryg.” I had gotten close enough that my words could only be overheard by one of the closest bikers and I kept my expression light.

      I nodded to the man that had really changed. Rail thin as a skeleton and twitchy, Tryg’s best friend from boyhood must sample the product. I’d heard that gangs kicked out any members using the needle, but Tryg’s chapter apparently skipped that rule. “Joey.”

      Joey glanced furtively towards Tryg while he scratched his skinny arm and then his bearded cheek. He nodded back with a nervous, close-mouthed smile. “Hi, Acadia.”

      Tryg laughed a little, but even though he sounded jovial the flat expression in his eyes never changed. “Yeah, me and the boys got lit last night. I must have pressed the wrong number or something.” He sat back, cocked his head, and eyed me up and down with a low whistle. “Hot damn, Acadia! I swear you get better lookin’ every time I see you. Doesn’t she, Joey?”

      Joey’s head bobbed up and down quickly, but his jumpy gaze didn’t meet mine.

      Tryg’s boot shot out and kicked Joey’s leg. “Hey, Joey, be polite and tell the lady how fine she looks! Damn, do I have to tell you how to behave every minute?”

      He turned to me with an apologetic shrug, as Joey winced, smiled, and mumbled how hot I looked. The forced compliments would have been funny, if Joey wasn’t more pathetic than a whipped dog and his few teeth weren’t blackened nubs.

      The way we were positioned on the road, the motorcycles all faced me and the guys were behind the bikers on the grassy shoulder near the turnoff lane. They were too far to hear me speaking to Tryg over the auger noisily digging post holes for the new gate, but I saw Ray Dean make a move to come my way. I relaxed when Rod reached out and stopped him. All the guys started shoveling again at Rod’s lead, if a little slower than before.

      A few of the gang had turned and were looking curiously at the football players. In their hats, sunglasses, and Walmart clothes, they still looked larger than life. They would always get second glances for their size alone, but nobody expected to see three pro football players spreading rock on the side of road. I didn’t think anybody would be begging for an autograph.

      Tryg motioned his chin towards the work crew from Midwest Fence up on the road behind me.

      He spoke casually, but his electric blue eyes were intent on my face. “I guess you’re getting ready for the Fall Festival?”

      I shrugged dismissively and answered just as casually, “We’re always busy getting ready for something around the farm. Why are you here, Tryg?”

      He looked at me a beat longer with no expression and then slowly smiled, putting his sunglasses back on. “No reason. Just being neighborly, Acadia.”

      I did not like the looks of his smile, as if Tryg knew a secret I didn’t. It made my hackles rise, but I kept my tone even. “Neighborly? I thought you were in St Paul?”

      “Kept tabs on me now, huh?” After he spoke, Tryg’s glance around at his men was that of a strutting cock on the walk. As much as I longed to laugh in his face, I wanted him gone more, so I didn’t respond. His smile dropped. “Used to be, but I moved the club down here around Coates awhile back.”

      Jesus, my depressed state of mind alarmed me in a way it never had before. I had a sudden flash of objectivity at how deeply isolated I’d been in the fog of my own miserable world to have not paid any attention to the gossip that must have caused. Coates was a teeny town a few miles north that straddled Highway 52. If you thought of blinking, you missed Coates. Nobody could do anything in a burg that size without the world knowing.

      It was a curious move for an outlaw biker club. I had the safety of every person on King Farm to consider now. I no longer had the luxury of dwelling in isolation over Law’s death and ignoring the outside world. Anything curious or out of place needed an explanation.

      “Well, my gosh, there goes the neighborhood!” I laughed lightly, as if I was teasing. “Isn’t Coates pretty far out from all the action for a man of your,” I paused to find the right word, “business inclinations?”

      Tryg revved his engine, which was a signal for the other bikers to do the same. Over the noise, he tipped his sunglasses down and said, “Maybe I’ve changed my ways, Acadia.”

      He reached out a hand wearing a large silver ring in the shape of a fist and stroked my hair. My first instinct was to pull my gun, but my second was to not react. I kept my cool and merely raised an eyebrow.

      “I always loved your hair. It reminds me of Cher.” Tryg released my braid and took off without another word.

      Tryg was a lucky man that I couldn’t turn back time, either, or else I’d go with my first instinct and shoot him. The other bikers yelled and spun gravel to follow their psychopathic leader down the highway. As I watched them roar off, I thought that if Tryg Johnson had changed his ways, I’d be a monkey’s frickin’ uncle. Maybe Tryg wasn’t dealing drugs like Lars but he was an evil dude, and now the head case was practically on my doorstep.

      A bank of clouds passed overhead and I rubbed my arms at the sudden chill. Recalling the chance meeting I had with Tryg at the Farmer’s Market last month, his impromptu visit today was even more disquieting.

      Tryg had approached me and told me of Lars death. He appeared so sincerely sad that when he asked me a few questions about how I’d dealt with Law’s death, I swallowed my dislike and attempted to answer him with honesty. Then Tryg’s questions had veered abruptly towards the personal, all while those cold blue eyes of his stayed glued to my face. Did I think a man could change? Did I believe in second chances? Did I believe in destiny? I got weirded out, came up with an excuse, and left.

      The auger had stopped and Rod’s question interrupted my thoughts. “Who was that?”

      T-bone kept shoveling, but all the other men had stopped working and were waiting for my answer with inquiring, concerned faces.

      “Who that was,” I snottily curled my lip, “is none of your concern, Football.”
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        “The most valuable of all talents is never using two words when one will do.” -Thomas Jefferson

      

      After putting Rod in his place so neatly, I started back to the Cadillac. I appreciated that he’d kept the guys from tangling with the bikers, but I could not give him an inch.

      I waited for a comeback from Rod, but it was Ray Dean who called out, “Acadia King, that ain’t a very nice way to talk to your bodyguard!”

      I swung around. Ray Dean had his hands on his hips, but Rod was leaning on his shovel with both hands. He was staring at my ass again and smiling. So much for crushing Rod with my put down; did the man have no pride?

      “Maybe I’d care if I had a bodyguard, but I don’t! Anyway, who appointed you the politeness police, Ray Dean?” I then threw up my hands and threw the cat amongst the pigeons. “And why is T-bone the only one doing all the work?”

      I twirled around and grinned when T-bone immediately started harassing Ray Dean, Rod, and the brothers for being lazy white boys and not pullin’ their loads.

      Barbara got out of the Cadillac and came to meet me, face full of questions and worry.

      This time I quietly answered, “Tryg’s a guy I went out with for less than a couple of months way back in high school when I was very young and very stupid. He’s now the president, or whatever they’re called, of a biker gang called the Iron Fists.”

      Barbara grimaced in surprise. “No offense, but he seemed scary.”

      “None taken. He’s no friend of mine and he’s very scary.”

      “Do you think they’ll come back here?”

      I met her anxious eyes and told her the truth. “Him, or men like him, are going to be a big problem in the not too distant future.”

      She pushed back her blonde hair and visibly swallowed. “Will you teach me how to shoot a gun?”

      “Your first gun lesson will be today after the supply runs.” I smiled reassuringly, and then looked down at my phone to check the time while saying, “You’ll be the new Annie Oakley.” It was almost 8:00 AM. “Let’s go have a look at the trench really quick before I have to leave on the supply run.”

      Barbara was still frowning. “I don’t have sunglasses, especially not that expensive brand, but we can probably buy some today, can’t we?”

      Nonplussed, I said, “Ah, sure.”

      Her blue eyes got round and voice rose tremulously in distress, “But what if the stores don’t have them? I can still learn how to shoot today without them, can’t I?”

      My mind raced over our conversation to see what I’d missed that would cause her to start freaking out about sunglasses. I said aloud, “I was talking about Annie Oakley, a famous woman sharpshooter.”

      “Oh!” Barbara’s shoulders slumped in relief. “Thank God! You were mumbling and I thought I heard you say I needed new Oakley’s to shoot a gun!”

      I shook my head, suddenly not so sure about the gun lessons as we parted to get into the SUV. Buckling in, I glanced over when Barbara giggled.

      She looked up from her seat belt. “Honestly, I’ve never heard of Annie Oakley, so it probably wouldn’t have mattered even if you hadn’t mumbled.”

      Chuckling, I started to turn the key, but hesitated. Barbara was a sweet girl, and she’d never seemed younger to me or more vulnerable. It had to be tough to be on your own, to throw your lot in with a bunch of strangers under such terrifying conditions. I may have chosen to be alone, but I was actually surrounded by people who knew me and cared about me. So far, this younger woman had been helpful and done amazingly well.

      I reached across for her hand and squeezed it gently. “I invited you to stay on King Farm and you decided to stay. That makes us family now, Babs. So as your new family, I’m giving you my word that I will do everything in my power to protect you. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      “Yes, I do.”

      “Good! The way I see it, the best protection I can give you is the ability to protect yourself. God willing, we will all be spending a lot of our time becoming a team of sharpshooting, guerilla fighting badasses.”

      “Thank you so much!” Barbara used her free hand to swipe at her cheek, but her grin was saucy. “Do I get to call you Mommy?”

      “Please do. And then I will get to slap you for being my smart-mouthed daughter, just like in a real family.”

      Tears still leaked, but Babs laughed and exclaimed that I was totally mean like Ray Dean said. I dug in the outside pocket of my cargo pants and handed over the travel pack of Kleenex I always carried because, on a farm this size, a bathroom wasn’t always handy.

      “Geez, Cupcake, not only do you booze it up with football jocks, you sure do cry a lot. We’ll have to think of a way to turn that faucet into your secret weapon.”

      “I hate that I cry so much, but I can’t help it!” Barbara cried out, but gratefully accepted the tissues. “I’ve never thought of turning crying into a secret weapon.” Her glassy blue eyes were innocent. “Do you think I should practice crying to lure men like Bobby or Hugh into my arms and then I could pretend to shoot them?”

      I started the SUV and hit the button to roll down my window. “Hmm, lure, cuddle, and kill. That’s the oldest kind of secret weapon. Let me know how that works for you and the zombies.”

      “Muth-er!” Barbara complained, and I laughed because she nailed Quinn’s whine.

      Four motor homes followed by a car turned from the highway onto 180th. The lead RV was the Martin’s. They slowed down and I saw Rod’s wide grin before he made a motion towards us in the Cadillac.

      “Him and that damn grin of his,” I muttered in disgust.

      Barbara’s eyes were on Rod, too, and her sigh was wistful. “Irresistible. You have all the luck, Acadia.”

      I couldn’t very well lie; since she’d been at the bar and witnessed me pick up Rod. “Oh, that was nothing,” But I certainly didn’t have to bare my soul. “I mean, he’s kind of cute and all, but it was a bar thing that doesn’t matter now.”

      Her head whipped around. “What?” She was scandalized at my heresy. “Did you just call Rod Ramaldi ‘kind of cute’? He was announced last week as People Magazine’s Sexiest Man Alive! He’s rich and famous--my God, I almost came the first time he smiled at me last night! That man is totally fuckable from every angle.”

      “Barb-ra!” I intoned sternly, making light, but actually a little shocked at her frankness.

      She laughed, and it wasn’t a girlish sound. Nor was the detached expression in her big, blue eyes that of a sweet, vulnerable young woman when she looked me over in speculative appraisal. “Ray Dean told me all the guys think Rod is God’s gift when it comes to football, but he’s got a reputation for being really strange where women are concerned.”

      “Strange how?” I asked, eagerly. I couldn’t wait to hear about Rod’s fatal flaw. I only hoped it was some freakish fetish that grossed me out.

      Her voice lowered conspiratorially. “I guess super models, famous actresses, and even a princess have tried to get Rod to go to bed with them. Ray Dean says Rod always grins and flirts because that’s what Rod does,” Barbara nodded knowingly, as if she was privy to Rod’s personality quirks after meeting him only last night, “but ultimately, Rod Ramaldi goes home alone.”

      I smirked to myself and thought that if Rod, the man who has had nothing but sex on the brain since I laid eyes on him, went home alone, it was probably because he’d already done all those women in the elevator.

      Barbara’s expression became baffled when she said, “Yet, it’s plain to us all who Rod wants. He’s been eye-fucking you since last night.” Her tone was also unflatteringly mystified that she didn’t understand why. “No offense, Acadia, because you’re pretty attractive and…nice, but Quinn told me that you’re forty-five or something insane like that!”

      “Hey! What …” I spluttered, sitting up straight.

      Barbara kept going, “I don’t get it. I mean, can you even still have kids safely because my mom had a lot of problems in her late thirties having babies.” She whistled soundlessly. “She was so fat and swollen during that last pregnancy, I was seriously afraid she’d burst like a water balloon!” Barbara shuddered, but giggled a little, too. “Oh well, I guess that’s what we women have to do to keep a man happy--pop out a baby or two, even if it kills us!”

      Not sure where to begin being offended, Barbara’s dirty, little laugh distracted me from the list. “If I didn’t like you so much, I’d strip and give Rod a lap dance he’d never forget to get him interested in me!” She flounced back in her seat. “You are so lucky and I am so jealous!”

      Now it was my turn to whip my head around, but the other way. I looked out my open window and welcomed the Martin’s. I hardly knew what was said before I sent them on to King House to get situated.

      I was flustered by Barbara’s words. Was I disappointed or happy to hear that Ray Dean’s version of being strange about other women meant that Rod had some discrimination? Part of me agreed with Barbara’s jealous bewilderment. Rod should be lusting after a fertile young woman like Barbara, not a dried-up, old lady in her forties. What was wrong with him?

      My mind flickered to when Barbara ran up the aisle after Betsy to throw herself at James Franco’s evil twin. Okay, Rod seemed to be somewhat intelligent, so maybe he deserved someone a little more mature than Babs, plus Deb may be right--she was a little whore. I thought only strippers knew how to do lap dances! Was lap dancing what young women learned how to do these days to get men while old married women like me were out toiling in their gardens and up to their elbows in dirt? Or had Deb lap danced for Lawson in the kitchen late at night when I was asleep to get his interest, too?

      I smacked my forehead to quit thinking like such a bitch just because I could picture the young, dewy fresh Barbara and her big boobs undulating over that damn grinning Sexiest Man Alive! What did I care what princesses the man screwed? Why was I wasting a minute of my time even thinking about him? And if I found out Deb had ever lap danced for Lawson, that holier-than-thou whore would be the first person thrown in the deep trench and set on fire!

      The lead driver of the next three motor homes pulled up and called out a friendly greeting. His smile faltered when I demanded that he tell me who the fuck he was and to state his business on my property--pronto! The other two drivers leaned out their windows while he stuttered over his report that Robert Winters had sent them to deliver the RVs and the car trailing them was their ride back home.

      I smiled grimly that Robert was working that promised bonus like the greedy bastard he was, and shouted out to the motor home drivers to put them in park and exit the RVs.

      Rod jogged up to my window with Ray Dean and T-bone huffing and puffing right behind him.

      Rod peered in and raised his brows. “Ladies, is there a problem?”

      Barbara giggled, but not taking my eyes off the drivers, I brusquely explained in a low voice, “I don’t know these guys, but you can’t trust a weasel prick, so we’re searching these motor homes.”

      Rod immediately took control of the situation. He smiled and made a “come here” gesture with his hand to the first driver who was nervously watching us from the step of the motor home. “Ray Dean and T-bone, will you escort these three gentlemen over to their car while we search the RVs?”

      The big men nodded and walked away with the skinny, young driver. He almost fell into the deep ditch in his effort to detour widely around me.

      As he opened my truck door and I climbed down, Rod’s voice quivered with humor, “He seemed harmless, so what did that little weasel prick say to get you all fired up, Mary-Acadia? Did he wish you a good morning? Compliment your pretty eyes?”

      Barbara giggled again and I felt bad I’d scared the kid. “Nothing so terrible. I meant Robert is a weasel prick.”

      Rod laughed. “Ah, now that makes more sense.”

      I started for the steps of the first motor home, but Rod stopped me with a hand on the shoulder. “Tut, tut--you know the drill, girl. Beauty before age.”

      “Oh, please save me, big bad alpha man.” I pretended to swoon, but he only looked amused at my taunt as he set me firmly behind him.

      Drawing his gun, Rod stepped up into the first motor home. I stared at the muscular butt and thighs outlined in tight jeans that were mere inches from my face. Barbara was right about Rod being totally fuckable from any angle. The man had no physical flaws.

      Without looking back, Rod murmured, “Quit looking at my ass, Boudicca. You’re hurting my feelings by treating me like a sex object all the time.”

      “The only object I’m looking at is the complete ass that is in my way and won’t stop gabbing!” I was glad he laughed and moved inside because my checks were red hot.

      Rod and I silently searched each RV for any unpleasant surprises, but they were clean. Actually, the motor homes were exceedingly spacious and luxurious. I could live in one no problem. I could also see how useful they would be out on the roads, once they were armored up with a little welding by Coop and Sean for more protection against the crazies or any bad guys.

      We sent the drivers home. T-bone sent me a long-suffering glare at my request before stalking over to the lead motor home painted in a swirling design of browns and beiges. I had asked that he turn it around and park it off to the side of my uncle Coop’s driveway to face the road. Later tonight, the RV could be driven out across the road and used as a second barrier past the new gate. It would work splendidly as a base for the people on gate guard duty, as well as for the people that worked on building the berms further up the road.

      We all met over on the side of the road by Bobby’s truck. Staring out across the open fields to the south, I couldn’t see Bobby and Ian, but I could faintly hear the stop and start rumble of the bulldozer’s engine. Shovels and weapons were propped against the side of the truck while the men grabbed cold waters from a cooler in the back. Kevin started casually throwing the football back and forth with Rod while I went over the logistics of our new plan.

      No plan made was ever perfect. Details crop up that have to be handled on the spot. I hadn’t considered the drivers of Robert’s motor homes, but we all agreed it was smarter to stop those drivers here on the road like we had, rather than allow them to approach King House.

      Ray Dean, Hugh, and Kevin would continue to work while they also watched over the road and the Midwest Fence crew. Rod and T-bone were going on the supply run, so they would drive the other two motor homes. Rod and Barbara would drive one to King House, and T-bone would drive the third motor home to the eastern border of 180th Street. I would follow T-bone in the SUV.

      After searching the RVs, I didn’t have time now to see the trench, but this new plan would allow me to check on the progress of the second gate installation and then give T-bone a lift back to King House.

      When I finished laying out our duties, everyone nodded but Rod.

      He twirled the football on a finger and said, “I’ll be the one driving to the eastern border of the farm and T-bone will drive straight to the house.”

      It was said casually but in that ‘don’t mess with me’ voice he’d used outside my bedroom door last night.

      T-bone lifted his hands in the air while sending Barbara a suggestive smile. “You don’t hear me arguing, my brother.”

      Barbara smiled flirtatiously back, but I felt the slight nudge of her elbow in my side and heard her whisper, “See? You lucky mother!”

      I only shook my head as another car zoomed up the road and came to a lurching stop beside our group. Hugh and Kevin called out to the younger guy in the passenger seat. His name was Chip, and I recognized him as an employee at the quarry. They must be the two guys Robert had arranged to drive the big trucks for our supply runs this morning.

      Chip looked a little green around the gills, and my adrenaline spiked until I recalled they had been out at a bachelor party last night.

      Opening his door, Chip said with a sickly smile, “Dudes, share some of that water! I can’t take aspirin without water and I’m dying here!” He looked back at the driver. “Johnny, let’s get out for a minute before you blow chunks in the car!”

      Kevin laughed and called Chip a sissy boy while Hugh reached into the cooler. I told the group I was taking off. I didn’t acknowledge Rod’s declaration to take T-bone’s place, but walked around the back end of the car to go over to the Cadillac.

      The driver’s door was open and my smiled disappeared into disgust at the sound of the man named Johnny puking off to the side. He stood up and he took a few wobbly steps, but bent over again.

      I was turning to get far out of puking range when I heard Rod’s harsh command, “Acadia, duck!”

      It was the same tone he’d used at the bar last night, and instantly responding to the authority in Rod’s voice saved my life when the crazy attacked. I dove to the side.

      Not learning my lesson as a young girl when I got brained by hail during the tornado, I put my life right back in danger when I did the same thing again today --I dove to the ground, but as my body went flying, I twisted to look up behind me.

      My head was jerked painfully upwards by a fisted hand that caught the flying end of my braid. From my awkward position, I screamed when the man that used to be Johnny snapped his jaws full of teeth and just missed my shoulder. In pain, I yelled nonstop while I dug my boots into the graveled road and tried to pull away. The crazy could scalp me and have my braid, at least I’d be alive. Plus, my hair grows really quick.

      A brown blur whizzed incredibly fast between us. It drilled the crazy directly in the face with a loud “Whap!” The infected man was hit so hard by the football that his nose exploded. My upturned face was pelted with blood that rained down, as if I had indeed relived that storm of my youth.

      I squeezed my eyes and mouth tightly shut. Inside my head, I screamed and cursed so loudly for being such an idiot that I didn’t at first hear all the screaming and cursing around me. Scooting to back away from where I last saw the crazy man, I felt hands grab me under the armpits. Before I could panic, the hands pulled me away and it was Rod’s soothing voice that ordered me not to talk, open my eyes, or touch my face. I was barely breathing through my nose, so he didn’t have to tell me twice.

      All I had were impressions. I heard one of those terrible predator howls and the hair rose on my arms because it came from so near. The cry was abruptly cut off and then all I heard were swear words, grunts, and slapping, wet sounds. For some crazy reason, I thought of “Lord of the Flies” as I pictured Kevin and Hugh stabbing the infected man with their weapons over and over. I think I heard Barbara’s high-pitched screaming, too. Not in tearful terror, but in bloodthirsty excitement.

      Ray Dean shouted, “This dude stinks bad! Real bad! Woo-doggie! Yo’, T-bone! You smellin’ what I’m smellin’ here?”

      “It would be hard not to, Ray Dean, since I’m standin’ right here next to you!”

      I was swept up off the ground and Rod’s voice spoke above my head. He sounded as he always did, in control and on the edge of a laugh. “I’m taking her to that farmhouse for a shower. You guys take care of everything here. Wrap up the poor bastard in that tarp, but for God’s sake, don’t touch him.”

      Everybody yelled out repeated reassurances to Rod that they’d handle it, and to me that I was going to be okay, but I could hear the fear underlying their voices. Ray Dean didn’t make any dirty innuendos at Rod’s shower comment, so I knew it was bad. I must have blood all over my face.

      Kevin and Hugh were talking quickly to Chip, explaining why they’d just pulverized his friend. Chip confessed Johnny had gotten into a tussle with some other drunk in a parking lot when they’d left a strip club late last night in Minneapolis. Johnny had complained the fucker had bit his hand, but they all laughed it off since they were so blitzed.

      Then we were running and I didn’t hear anymore of Chip’s story. I was cradled against Rod’s chest while he gave me hell, but his voice was still threaded with amusement.

      “You have got to be the stupidest brilliant woman I have ever met! You ducked on command like we’d practiced the move on the field together for hours. It was the most beautiful dive I’d ever seen, but then you went and ruined it by rolling like a fucking alligator hugging its prey in the water!”

      I listened resentfully while I felt sorry for myself and thought that Ray Dean was right and Barbara was wrong. Rod was definitely strange where women were concerned, and he certainly didn’t want me--not if he could be even a tiny bit amused at a time like this. What would it take to get Rod to take a situation seriously and not tease me? My God, I was doused with crazy sauce like I’d been marinated for a zombie BBQ and he was giving me crap about alligators!

      “My God, woman! If you live through this, I swear I’ll be tempted to put you down just to put myself out of the misery that I know will dog my ass every moment of every day because you are so goddamned reckless!”

      He paused in his rant and I was told to “Hold on” while Rod opened the SUV and guided me onto the back seat. As if I had a choice whether to wait or not, as if I asked him to be my bodyguard that watched me every moment of every day.

      It was unbelievably hard to keep my eyes and mouth screwed shut, but even tougher not to touch my own face. I read somewhere that the average person touches their face two to four times per minute. Try having blood dripping down everywhere on top of that. It was itchy. Ray Dean was right; it stunk something fierce, too.

      I heard the driver door open, the truck bounced, and then Rod sped off.

      He shouted back at me, “Nod yes if that house has a shower.”

      I nodded.

      “Other than the blood, are you hurt?”

      I shook my head no, although my right elbow and hip hurt where I landed on the road. My clothes had protected me from scrapes, though, so it was no big deal. My head felt tender where my braid had almost been yanked out by the roots, but I didn’t think the crazy drew blood.

      “Okay, good.”

      I felt the SUV stop. My door opened and Rod scooped me up. He ran with me again and then I was jostled when he took the front porch stairs.

      He paused at the door and I heard the door knob jiggle. There was a key hidden under the bench, but Rod didn’t respond to my tapping on his arm. I felt his muscles coil and then the door went flying open from his kick.

      “Upstairs?” Rod asked in a normal tone, at least no longer ranting.

      I nodded again. My head was bounced against his shoulder as he bounded up the stairs. He apologized when my dangling legs got slammed against the wall at the sharp turn in the narrow staircase. I winced at the pain, but figured what did Rod care if he knee-capped me, since I’d probably be dead soon anyway.

      The bathroom was at the top of the stairs. I didn’t need eyes to see every inch of the room. There was an ancient claw foot tub near the window. A small fiberglass shower enclosure was in the corner, and it was probably the last “modern” convenience added to the farmhouse. I always wondered how Uncle Coop managed to turn around in that shower. I had felt claustrophobic in the small space when I was a teen.

      Rod set me down in the room and I stood with my arms hanging loosely while I heard the old pipes creak as he wrenched on the water in the shower. I heard him search through drawers and open and slam cupboard doors.

      He yelled out, “Eureka!”

      He grabbed my arm and started to lead me to the water, fully clothed. I held up a hand in protest. I made a shooing gesture for him to leave the room, but Rod only laughed grimly in return and stated flatly, “I’m not leaving this bathroom, so don’t waste time arguing. Now get in the damn shower!”

      I smacked a hand in his general direction, pointed to my holster and shrugged off my unbuttoned over shirt. I unclasped my belt, slid it off, and handed my gun to Rod.

      He murmured, “You’re right, you need to get these clothes off. They’re bloody and will have to be burned, but hurry up!”

      When I leaned down to untie my boots, Rod pushed my hands aside. He loosened and pulled off my boots while I undid my cargo pants that held my phone, extra magazines, and assorted other important items in the pockets. I patted the pockets to get Rod’s attention.

      He said impatiently, “Okay, I’ll empty the pockets.”

      I let my pants fall, stepping out of the legs. I stood there a moment, wearing only my panties and the short, white T that I’d worn underneath the buttoned-down shirt.

      I needed to wash all the blood off my body, not wear a nasty, infected shirt in the shower to preserve my modesty. I carefully pulled the shirt over my head without touching my face.

      Rod took it from me and I waited for him to lead me to the shower, chilled and exposed in only my panties, since I hadn’t worn a bra.

      “Please tell me because I can’t wait another second to know, did you get any blood in your mouth or eyes, Acadia?” Rod’s deep voice was serious as church.

      I had been granted my wish that Rod not be amused for once, so I shouldn’t complain that it was out of sympathy I may be dead soon. I was grateful to have to keep my eyes squeezed shut rather than meet the pity in those golden depths.

      I could only put out my hands and shrug in reply. I thought I’d reflexively closed my eyes and mouth in time, but I couldn’t be positive.

      Rod blew out a curse at my inconclusive response, but his hand was warm and gentle on my elbow as he led me over to the waiting shower. “I didn’t want to chance pouring water over your face out on the road.” He murmured, “Lift your foot up here over the ledge. We’ll clean you off methodically.”

      I lifted my foot and stepped in cautiously. He said, “Tilt your head down and use this washcloth to wipe off the blood around your nose. That’s right, good girl. A little more to the left.” He took the washcloth from my hand. “Okay, I’m going to use the sprayer and get all the blood off the bottom of your face first, so hold this clean cloth over your nose and don’t open your mouth.”

      I nodded and he chatted casually while he sprayed me carefully with the hot water and gave further directions. “Here’s a bottle of hydrogen peroxide. Swirl it around and gargle, but don’t swallow,” Rod warned sternly, as if I’d chug the bottle without his guidance. “Okay, now spit it out.”

      I followed his instructions, and then he rinsed off the rest of my face and down the length of my body. After a few minutes of steady rinsing, he had me scrub my hands and then carefully wash my face with soap while he sprayed me down. He gave me another washcloth and told me to bend over and keep everything shut while he washed my hair.

      Rod hadn’t given me permission to speak yet, so I vehemently shook my head.

      He chuckled, breaking the intense, intimate atmosphere in the steaming bathroom. “Alright, talk and tell me what’s wrong.”

      I still kept my eyes squeezed shut, but squeaked out between tight lips, “Get the scissors and cut off my braid first.”

      The crazy had caught me by grabbing onto my braid and I wasn’t going to allow that to happen ever again. In fact, I might go all GI Jane and shave bald, if I survived the next few hours.

      Rod laughed, saying in protest, “But I love all that black hair. I have plans for that hair!”

      He started rapidly unbraiding my hair and his hand brushed against my erect nipple. I jumped a foot at that electrifying touch, and then slapped his hand away from my breast.

      I could hear the smile in his golden voice when he murmured, “Let me unbraid it and drape it over those sweet, little breasts. I want to see your pink nipples poking out just this once.”

      I covered my breasts with my hands and yelled, “I knew you’d have no manners and have to say something about my breasts, you damn juvenile boy!”

      “Juvenile boy?” He chuckled again, and it was the low teasing sound I had insanely thought for one instant that I actually missed when he’d been so serious. “Sure, they’re itty bitty little mouthfuls, but that’s no reason to be ashamed and hide them, Mary-Acadia.”

      I think I growled, and I was worried the virus had overtaken me already because I could clearly imagine tearing Rod from limb to limb with my bare hands.

      Rod ignored my symptoms. “Allow me to rephrase and speak like the gentleman my mother raised me to be.” His accent was that of an upper class Brit. “My dear, your breasts while small, are perfectly formed for display in polite circles. Full and round but never vulgar, they are the archetypes of breasts for our sort of people. Your nipples, however, are ripe succulent strawberries that beg to be sucked and bitten. How gauche, darling. I shall have to take them under consideration after I finish my afternoon tea, what?”

      The bastard actually tweaked me then!

      I punched the air where his bored, English voice had just been, even as a part of me questioned what kind of mother he had and wasn’t she supposed to be Italian?

      Rod easily dodged my blows and continued to spray my lower body with the hot streams of water to keep me warm, careful not to get my hair wet. “No, if I was a juvenile boy, I’d say something insultingly dorky like, “Hey, girl,” His voice was high and his tone swaggering, “I like how you don’t wax your pussy bald like so many women do these days!”

      I was so shocked, I didn’t squeak from fear this time, but astonishment. “They do that?”

      Rod’s laughter could probably be heard down on the road, but he only said, “Bend over, Boudicca. Shut your mouth and let me wash your beautiful hair, then we’ll cut it off if you want.”

      I complied, still stunned by his revelation. I kept my hands tightly crossed over my tiny road bumps while my fat, old-fashioned ass in my wet panties that inadequately covered my hairy vagina stuck up in the air defiantly.

      I joked about never getting off the farm much in the last decade or two, but now I felt older than Methuselah. I had heard of a Brazilian bikini wax, of course, but I never dreamt that meant ripping out every single pubic hair. I had imagined it meant a neat, manicured landing strip above the entrance to the main terminal, but never completely mowed bald! How could I not know this fact? What kind of man preferred a woman with not one single pubic hair? Had Lawson wished I was a baldy down there? Was Deb bald as a cue ball? My God, did every woman strip and do lap dances, too?

      I groaned out loud in frustration.

      Rod’s voice soothed, “Don’t be scared. I won’t lie to you that everything will be fine because we both know only time will tell. But I will promise that I won’t leave your side. You’re not alone in this, okay, Boudicca?”

      I groaned a little again, but this time in fear at the thought of turning into one of those crazies. I didn’t want to become infected, but my heart warmed at his words. His stupid accent thing and all the boob talk had probably been for my benefit to distract and entertain me, or so I hoped.

      Rod said, “Okay, I’m almost done.” The warm water bathed my face and when I finally opened my eyes, it was to see Rod standing without a shirt on and smiling down at my body. “Don’t be shy; drop your hands one more time for brother Rod.”

      I snarled into his smiling face, all cozy, friendly thoughts erased.

      I pushed by him, refusing to stop and stare at the sight of his tattooed muscles. I kept my back to Rod and vigorously tried to dry off with the only towel in sight--a very small one. What the heck was wrong with Uncle Coop? Did he never bathe and need man-sized towels?

      Behind me the sound of a belt buckle clunked on the tile floor and it took every bit of self-control I had to leave that bathroom without looking back. I had to get dressed. First I had to find some clothes.

      I hesitated out in the hallway. Should I help Rod get any infected blood washed off as a result from carrying me? I shook my head at that temptingly bad idea and walked quickly to Sean’s old bedroom. Sean sometimes still slept there after a night of drinking and playing cards with the guys.

      Sure enough, after rummaging through a few drawers, I found a T-shirt proclaiming it was okay to be gay. It was long enough that I could slip off my wet panties. It took a few more minutes, but I found a pair of sweats that would work once I tied off the drawstring as tight as possible.

      Rod leaned a shoulder against the doorframe. My belt and holstered gun dangled from one hand. A plastic bag holding the contents of my pants’ pockets hung from his other hand.

      He had put back on his jeans, but his shirt must be ruined. I looked quickly away after that first unavoidable, mouthwatering glimpse of all those sculpted muscles.

      I took back my belt and gun with a muttered, “Thanks for everything.”

      “Acadia, slow down a minute and listen to me.”

      I slipped the holster through my belt and strapped the belt back on around my waist. It was his serious voice, so I looked up when I was done. “Okay, I’m listening.”

      Rod left the plastic bag on the dresser and sat down on the single bed. He leaned forward with his hands clasped between his spread thighs while he regarded me in silence. Dark brows were doing that inverted V thing. Long, blonde hair hung down past slightly hunched broad shoulders and gleamed against his chest like two rivers of molten gold.

      Rod should have looked incongruous sitting on the faded Spiderman bedspread, surrounded by old posters of super heroes, but he was Thor come to life.

      Even as it was happening, I couldn’t prevent falling into the honey trap. I had allowed myself to really look at Rod for the first time since I had stared at him in the elevator going back down to the bar last night. I was hypnotized.

      He started talking and I realized I had lied to him. I heard his smooth voice, but I wasn’t listening. I couldn’t. I was enthralled, as if held spellbound, and unable to think beyond wanting to touch his chest. I wanted to smooth my hands against his golden skin. I wanted to trace and learn those muscles dusted with dark hair and then kiss and suck his flat nipples. I wanted to follow the water droplets glistening on his skin, licking and kissing all the way down to where the path of silky hair disappeared beneath the low waistband of his bulging jeans.

      Rod laughed a little.

      I snapped out of my trance and my eyes rushed up to his face.

      We stared at each other.

      There was an odd look on Rod’s face and then he cocked his head.

      “Don’t you have anything to say? Don’t leave me hanging in suspense!”

      It was embarrassing enough to be caught staring at Rod’s penis, but even though I was scrambling, I hadn’t heard one word of what he’d just been saying.

      “I’m getting worried here, Acadia.” He grinned. “At least punch me or something!”

      At the sight of that dazzling grin, I burst out, “Do you have false teeth?”

      Rod huffed on a laugh, “Uh, no. Why, would that be a problem?”

      I frowned, puzzled, but plunged ahead now that I’d already made a fool of myself. “What about your hair? Do you dye it that fake gold color?”

      “No! Hell no!” Rod exclaimed, and frowned back. “I know you’re into an organic lifestyle, but do you take it that far?”

      I didn’t see the connection between my lifestyle and whether or not he colored his hair, but I had missed everything he said earlier, so I shrugged lightly. That move usually worked to get me out of an awkward conversation these days when I hadn’t been listening.

      I was anxiously antsy and wanted to leave the bedroom in the worst way, so I asked hopefully, “Are we finished here? Can we go now? We have a supply run to make.”

      Rod stood up and put his hands on his hips. His voice wasn’t angry, but wondering. “You weren’t listening to a word I said a minute ago, were you?”

      Busted, I was about to apologize when he threw back his head and laughed. When Rod didn’t stop, but sat back on the bed and continued to laugh and laugh, I took a concerned step forward. I was worried that he was losing it from all the stress of the last twelve hours.

      After all, no matter how much Rod bugged me at times, he had put his own life on the line to carry me and help with my shower. If I was infected, he could have gotten infected, too. Rod had shown me true friendship. Not many men, unless they were beyond sexually desperate, would go that far just to see a semi-nude woman.

      Between laughs, Rod held out a hand and gestured for me to come forward. “Oh my God, this is just too perfect!” He laughed again, but quieter and shook his head. “Ah, you gotta love life’s little ironies.”

      I didn’t know why I did it, but I tentatively took Rod’s hand and let him draw me in close. Maybe it was the sensual residue of the spell he’d just cast over me moments ago, or his strange bout of laughter, but whatever the reason, I also held back from punching him when he put his hands on my hips and drew me in even closer.

      We were a breath from touching. Rod’s exotic cat eyes were glowing with an emotion I couldn’t name and his lips were quirking up in a rueful, adorable smile.

      “I finally tell the woman of my dreams that I love her and she isn’t even listening.”

      If he hadn’t been holding me up, I’d have fallen.

      “Love me?” I repeated, astounded. “You can’t love someone after only knowing them for ten hours!” I hit him upside the head with an open palm, but not too hard because I didn’t want to hurt his feelings or cause a concussion. “What’s wrong with you, are you some sort of whack job or what?”

      Rod calmly captured my flailing hands. He pulled them behind my back and held them together with one hand around my wrists.

      He lifted his brows. “Hmm, also not the reaction I was looking for when said woman finally listened.” He kissed me on my cheek while murmuring, “You’re right, though, Boudicca. I didn’t love you after knowing you for only ten hours.”

      My relief Rod was not insane was short-lived when he smiled down at me. “It took me only ten minutes, but I waited this long so you wouldn’t think me impulsive.”

      I snorted, but moved my head away when his lips touched mine. Undeterred, Rod pushed aside my damp hair and nuzzled my exposed neck. Shivers raced up and down my body while I tried to reach him with commonsense. We had to work and live together in tight quarters. I wanted us to remain friends.

      “Rod, this is horniness you feel because I haven’t chased you like all the women you meet. You don’t know me well enough to love me. Love takes time to build up and is based on liking…and mutual respect.” I turned my head the other way to avoid his lips that made me lose my train of thought. “You shouldn’t kiss me there. What if we missed a spot of blood?”

      He made a consoling noise, but didn’t stop sucking lightly on my neck and nipping my earlobe or maybe it was the other way around. Things were hazy. My back was arched and my succulent strawberries were being rubbed against his bare chest now, the flimsy T-shirt the only barrier separating our damp skin.

      My breath was a little fast when I attempted to explain why love was a dumb idea. “I do like you, but this is bad timing. My God, think, man! I could be infected and dead in a few hours, our lives are completely screwed up right now, and you’re much too young for me.”

      Rod’s mouth moved against my throat. “Mmm, said my illogical beloved that married a man twenty-five years older when she was only eighteen.” He leaned back and arched a brow. “Wouldn’t the psychiatrists have a field day with that one?”

      I tried to pull my hands loose, but Rod’s hand tightened around my wrist.

      “I’m flattered you think you love me, but I still love Lawson,” I stated firmly to convince Rod, not responding to his taunt about my marriage. “Please let me go, Rod.”

      I stared fixedly at the super hero posters pinned to the wall over Rod’s broad shoulder to avoid staring at the fascinating, intricate black ink curving around the flexed bicep of his arm. Incredible muscles surrounded me everywhere. Rod was a big man, but up close, I was rocked by his powerful strength and sexuality. I swore every pore in his body oozed sex appeal.

      “Of course you still love your husband, loyal Boudicca.” Rod’s hand caressed up and down my side. “I would never try and take that from you, but your husband is gone and we’re alive.” He gave me a little shake, but his voice was tender. “Look at me, Acadia.”

      I slowly met his eyes, level with mine now that he was seated on the bed. “I don’t think I love you, I do love you. Horniness? Everything about you makes me horny, but after fuc…,’ Rod grinned at me after he hesitated and I could see the arrogant  amusement in his eyes when he went on carefully, “after being a single man for many, many years, I know the difference. I don’t care if you’re older. What are you, thirty-eight or so?” He lifted a broad shoulder. “What does six or seven years matter?”

      Unaccountably irritated at the reminder of Rod’s vast experience with women, I was about to correct his wrong assumption of my age when both of our cell phones rang and my Uncle Coop’s voice bellowed up the stairs, “Where is my niece and who the hell kicked in my door!”

      I pulled away from Rod and grabbed the bag off the dresser.

      Behind me, the golden-voiced pied piper commanded softly, “Acadia, say you love me.”

      “I can’t! I still love my husband! You don’t know me at all! I’m too messed up inside!”

      The frantic words sounded desperate even to me.

      “Acadia, say you love me.”

      Taking a deep breath, I squared my shoulders and looked Rod in the eye.

      “No.”
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        “Tread softly and carry a big stick; you’ll go far.” -Theodore Roosevelt

      

      We were in the city of Lakeville, twenty-six miles due south of Minneapolis on I-35W.

      I imagined the day had started as a typical Thursday morning. Families prepared for work and school, made lunches and walked their dogs. Many people probably only heard about the virus spreading across the Twin Cities when they had their first cup of coffee and flipped on the TV or scrolled on their phones. They had slept through the scattered news reports during the night and were slow to react this morning. Some people would not believe they were in any immediate danger, or some may recognize the danger, but not know what to do.

      Liz was driving the Cadillac and I kept my eyes moving over all the traffic around us, especially behind us. Interstate 35W was straight ahead. Past the tall cement guardrails, I could see long lines of traffic. North and south, the pace was stop and go. It was hard to say if the traffic was caused by people fleeing or the constant road construction Minnesotans have to deal with on any major interstate until the snow flies. South of Lakeville, 35W had been down to one lane in either direction for months and was always backed up.

      Hwy 50, the road we traveled across Dakota County, didn’t seem much busier than normal, despite the news reports from Minneapolis getting worse by the hour. More reports of the virus were springing up in other cities. The message was still to stay home and stay safe. A couple of local TV stations were now playing loops of emergency broadcast information, as were a few radio stations. Our phones had service, but texts had to be re-sent with more frequency, incoming messages were often delayed, and outgoing calls were getting circuits busy signals.

      Liz tailed the big quarry truck as Bobby drove out of the parking lot at Gander Mountain. A couple more families had arrived on the farm while I was with Rod getting decontaminated in Coop’s shower. I was able to jiggle the work schedule to have Bobby replace the infected Johnny to drive the truck.

      The road curved as we drove under the 35W overpass. I caught a glimpse of Rod’s blonde hair in the front seat of the quarry truck ahead of us. He was riding shotgun. I was happy for the reprieve from Rod’s presence, if not for the reason that it happened.

      Our supply run to Gander Mountain in Lakeville had been wildly successful. We had arrived at their doors not long after they opened at 9:00 AM. I thought the place would be packed, but we were able to park in spaces right in the front. We left Bobby and one of the Martin’s sons, Danny, to guard the truck and Cadillac.

      Liz went right to the firearms counter to validate her state permit and photo I.D. Once her federal background check was completed by the gun clerk, we could load up every rifle, shotgun, and handgun the brothers had ordered online last night from the store’s in-stock inventory. I wanted to use Liz’s permit instead of mine because if the gun purchase were to be traced for any reasons, it was her home address on the sale and not King House.

      T-bone, Rod, Liz, and I then proceeded to check off my lists and buy out the firearms super center with amazingly little competition and a lot of cheerful assistance from the store manager and his team.

      Rather than leave the goods stacked in the store, we had agreed in advance to purchase our merchandise every time our four carts were filled and then load up the truck before shopping for the next load. My three fellow shoppers said this worked slick and took the attention off the massive amounts of merchandise we were buying. The men rotated the watch on the truck, and after we loaded the guns and ammunition, we shopped in every other department at Gander Mountain for over three nonstop hours.

      Liz and I were at the back of the quarry truck, handing up the last bags to Danny from her cart. Rod and T-bone were finishing up their last sale at the checkout counter, backslapping with the young manager who had gotten up the nerve to ask the men if they were Rod Ramaldi and T. Bookerson Brown.

      A white truck, a Chevy Silverado, slowly drove by us. The windows were tinted, but not so dark I couldn’t see the four men inside. Two men in their late twenties dressed in black MultiCam and dark sunglasses rode in the open bed in back. Their hands weren’t visible, but their heads were pointed in our direction while they coasted at a snail’s pace past our truck.

      The Chevy pulled in across the wide aisle opposite us and parked. The men in the back stayed put, sunglasses on us.

      Could be they were fascinated by Liz’s beauty, or maybe it was my new do. Liz had facetiously named it ‘Apocalyptic Angst’ when she first saw my choppy, short haircut. I had quickly hacked off my new, wet braid up in my bedroom before we left on the supply run. But no, as desirable as Liz and I were, my instincts said the men in black camouflage were scoping out the goods in the quarry truck.

      I moved my cart casually to the left, so that Bobby would see me in the truck’s side view mirror from his spot behind the wheel. He nodded slightly; he was watching the men in the Silverado, too.

      There had been plenty of other customers inside Gander Mountain during the time we’d shopped. We had exchanged brief, wary looks and tight smiles with those people, but it was quickly obvious we were all focused on getting what we needed and getting out. The four men inside the truck had not opened their doors yet.

      Perhaps they were innocently discussing their shopping lists, but I was going to be proactive. It was a well-known fact men hated shopping. I didn’t want them to get any stupid ideas that they could skip their shopping experience entirely and simply hijack our full truck.

      I kept my back to the white truck and said urgently, “Don’t look behind us, but we may have unwanted company. Liz, pass Danny your last bag and then return your cart to the store. Get Rod and T-bone out here.”

      Liz had already handed the shopping bag to Danny and wheeled her cart away towards the store front doors before I was done talking.

      I yelled after her, “You are worth your weight in gold, girl, and can be my bestie anytime!”

      Her return laugh was carried away on the beautiful breeze.

      I pulled my cart over and let it roll almost behind me. With the cart full of shopping bags as a barrier, I drew my gun while waving my right arm, as if gesturing animatedly while saying to Danny, “Okay, crouch down like you’re looking for a place to stuff that bag. Now move deeper into the truck out of the light and find some cover. Have your gun ready if those men come this way. If they point their guns, shoot first and ask questions later, alright?”

      I didn’t know him well, but Kate Martin’s tall, husky son had inherited her brains, as well as her apple-cheeked looks, because he did as I asked without any show of fear or hesitation.

      Instead Danny laughed loudly and said, “Hold your horses, let me find a place for this bag before you hand up the rest.”

      He disappeared into the big truck and I pretended to adjust the bags in the cart. Without looking directly at them, I could see the men in the back of the truck hadn’t moved, but were still observing me and the quarry truck.

      I pantomimed digging with my right hand frantically through the bags like I’d lost something. For me, it was one very tense minute later until Rod and T-bone pushed full carts out of the double doors. If they hadn’t pushed the carts with one hand, I might have thought they led a fun parade. They were surrounded by the store manager, four men employees, and Liz. All of them were laughing and talking.

      Rod insisted the store manager and the employees didn’t need to help unload, so they continued to stand around and shoot the breeze with Rod and T-bone while we all quickly packed up the truck.

      I grinned and shot Rod a half-appalled look when I realized he’d cleverly positioned the Gander Mountain people between us and the Chevy. I knew he saw me, but Rod’s eyes didn’t meet mine with the usual shared humorous sparkle. Since his declaration of love, Rod had been quiet and not saying much to me.

      We were almost finished when Liz went over and got behind the wheel of the Cadillac. She backed out and came up alongside the employees, forcing them to step closer to the back of the quarry truck. The SUV provided another barrier that totally blocked us from the view of the men in the Silverado. The second Liz stopped, T-bone hopped up into the back of the truck beside Danny and then Rod slammed the doors shut.

      Looking over his shoulder, Rod said in a clipped voice, “Acadia, get in the SUV and let me know if their truck follows us.” He grinned and touched his hat to the store manager and his employees. “I owe you guys. Don’t forget what I told you.”

      They assured him they wouldn’t, said their excited goodbyes, and took off back into the store. I slipped into the back seat of the SUV while I wondered what Rod had told them they shouldn’t forget. He disappeared around the side of the quarry truck. A second later, Bobby started the truck and pulled out.

      I looked over my shoulder, my eyes glued to the white truck getting smaller behind us. It was in the same spot when we left Gander Mountain’s parking lot and still hadn’t moved when we turned into the curve of the frontage road leading back to Hwy 50.

      Once we were out of sight, I relaxed a little. When we passed under the bridge below 35W and drove through the congestion at the next few traffic lights with no problems, I relaxed even more. I texted Rod, but got the message to retry. I called him and got a busy signal.

      “My phone’s not working.”

      “Mine wasn’t either a few minutes ago.”

      Liz and I both let out loud, impatient breaths at the same time and then we laughed together.

      “Please tell me that you aren’t feeling any symptoms?” Her voice was level, but her glance in the rearview mirror was anxious.

      Rod and Danny had ridden with us in the SUV to Gander Mountain, so this was the first time Liz and I had a chance to talk privately.

      “I’m not.” I was feeling the lack of sleep, but not feverish or ill. It had been over four hours since my blood bath, and I was allowing myself to be optimistic I’d be fine. Oh my God, Liz and I were alone. If I turned while she was driving…“You don’t have to be nervous, I’d tell you the second I even suspected I had a headache.”

      Liz scoffed, “Like I was worried you wouldn’t.” She bit her lip, and concentrated on her driving. “If anything, I’m selfishly worried how bored I’ll be on the farm if you turn into a crazy and I have to cut your head off.”

      I smiled. After my narrow escape from getting bitten, I didn’t want to leave anything important unsaid, so I copied Bobby. “I love you, too, Lizzie Borden.”

      My tough friend blushed slightly while she kept her eyes on the road and sniggered, “Oh hell, I suppose you want to take a selfie of us now?”

      I laughed, and then turned around to watch the busy traffic for signs of the truck. My thoughts went back to Rod, as they had a dozen times since my uncle interrupted us in the bedroom. I was still blown away that Rod thought he loved me.

      I was on edge that Rod would continue to press me after I told him no in the bedroom, but he hadn’t. He asked me only one, very odd question on the drive back to King House.

      “Acadia, do you have Cheyenne blood running through your veins?”

      “Gee, I wonder who told you that--Jane or Liz?”

      Rod’s face showed a flash of surprise at my accusation, but he simply shook his head and smiled in satisfaction. As if I’d answered all his questions, he murmured, “Contrary warrior.”

      I was sure he meant that in a general term, much like he called me Boudicca. But my great grandfather had been a full-blooded Cheyenne warrior. It was a racy family story how he had captured my great-great grandmother when she was fifteen during a raid on a white settlement out west in Montana territory, impregnated her, which I always assumed was the familial scrapbook revisionism of rape, and then they’d fallen madly in love, which left me not knowing what to assume about my family other than, ‘You had to be there.’

      I did, however, have a clearer understanding of the word criticism. An old Indian proverb hung on my vanity mirror for years that quoted, “Never criticize a man until you’ve walked a mile in his moccasins.” My ancestors were married for seventy years and died within a week of each other. They left their tribe and family to be together, and settled in Minnesota on the land my great-great grandmother had inherited and where Uncle Coop now lived.

      Since his odd question, Rod hadn’t spoken to me unless it was about defenses or the supply run, but that didn’t mean he ignored me.

      At King House, everybody’s worried eyes were on me as the countdown began to determine if I was infected or not. The worry turned to nervous concern after I chopped off my hair. I was happy to change clothes--I put on a sturdy sports bra this time, and quickly leave the farm.

      Rod’s eyes were on me for a different reason. He no longer teased and played, but stared at me with a brooding hunger that he didn’t bother to conceal. I was anxious, confused, and tired enough without being dazed by constant sexual arousal, too. I was very happy Rod wasn’t riding back with us in the Cadillac.

      I could think clearly away from his disruptive presence and I could talk to Liz. “Did Rod ever ask you if I was Cheyenne?”

      “Out of left field, but okay,” Liz drawled. “No, why?”

      “Something he said. It must have been Jane, although I guess it could have been anybody,” I mused aloud as I ran my fingers through short layers, unable to get used to the light, free feeling of no long hair to my waist for the first time in twenty years.

      “He’s got an MSF degree.”

      “Out of left field, but no shit?” I shook my head, my smile chagrined.

      I thought of all the times in the last fourteen hours I had assumed he was just your average famous football superstar. A handsome hottie, a thousand times yes, but serious brains, too? It hardly seemed fair.

      “No shit.” Liz winked at me in the rearview mirror. “The boy’s a total stud. Did you know he has an investment company? He helps other football players manage their money so they don’t lose it all and have nothing when their careers are over. Kind of like Tiger Woods, but without the ick factor.”

      “Liz,” I laughed, “I don’t know anything about Rod. I don’t watch football or read celebrity crap, so I know nothing about Rod Ramaldi, his life before ten o’clock last night, or his ick factor.”

      Liz shook her head and made a rude buzzing noise, like this was a game show and I was an ignorant contestant. “Not true! You and your musn’t-touch-it must sure know a big,” she paused and leered in the mirror, “something about Mr. Rod “Ram” Ramaldi?”

      “Oh great, and here I was happy to get away from that subject for a while!” I muttered, getting up on my knees to look behind us again while Liz laughed and retorted we would never get off that subject as long as she was alive.

      Seeing no white truck or nothing else alarming around us, other than a few abandoned cars on the side of the road, I launched into catching Liz up on Tryg Johnson and his stop by the farm earlier.

      Her full lips tightened into an angry scowl. “Man, I do not like hearing that at all. What the hell is that scum up to? I cannot believe he managed to stay out of prison all these years.”

      I agreed that was some kind of minor miracle. We continued to talk as we drove past Lake Marion. I hadn’t caught a glimpse of the white Silverado, but I thought I saw a man thrashing down on the sandy beach.

      Not knowing what we’d run into out on the roads, our group had agreed we would not stop to investigate anything unless it impeded our ability to drive. I didn’t mention the thrashing man to Liz.

      The quarry truck abruptly slowed down as we approached the huge intersection of Hwy 50 and Dodd Road. Liz swerved out a little on the left shoulder to see what was ahead. Across Dodd there was an accident in the oncoming Hwy 50 left lane. A minivan was crumpled up like an accordion against the orange pole of the traffic light. The pole was still swaying.

      People in the lane behind the van had stopped their car. They approached the van to help, so the accident must have occurred only seconds ago. More people were running toward the van from a nearby gas station.

      Overhead, the traffic light flashed red, and had reverted the intersection to a four-way stop. As we inched closer to our turn to cross Dodd, I opened my window and hung my head out to look over the minivan. Even halfway crushed, no doors or windows were open on the van. The front windshield was intact, but sagged inward under the fractures of a thousand tiny cracks.

      Bobby’s turn came. Horns blared angrily when Liz hugged the quarry truck’s butt across the intersection, but I told her she was now worth double her weight in gold. I didn’t take my eyes off the minivan as we slowly crept towards it, unable to quell the sudden nerves in my stomach.

      People were running in between the slow-moving traffic in the intersection towards the accident and I called out, “Be careful! There’s no other car, so the driver could be infected with that virus!”

      That slowed some of them. We were level with the van when a fist punched through the windshield from the inside. A bloody arm and then a head worked the small hole larger, not caring about the glass tearing at its skin. I raised my gun. I didn’t know if this was a crazy, or if I was seeing my first zombie come completely back to life, but when it emitted that insane howl, Liz screamed back in terror.

      “It’s the monsters!” Liz yelled, and stomped on the gas to catch up with the quarry truck a few feet ahead. She then stomped on the brakes when she almost climbed right up its back end.

      I cursed silently, my aim thrown off when Liz hit the gas. It was my own fault for not warning Liz that I was taking a shot. I partially raised the window and yelled for Liz to do the same, but kept my gun ready. We were past the van, but traffic was too slow for me to take for granted we were safe. There could be more zombies climbing out of that van in no time and lurching, or running, this way through the intersection.

      Liz hit the button on her window as she shouted, “Come on, Bobby, hurry! Oh my God, I have never heard such a scary sound--I think I pissed my pants! Was that an eye I saw dangling? Did you see that dented head?”

      “Oh, I saw it, alright.”

      A few more seconds and we started to pick up speed again. I slumped back, exhausted by the latest surge of adrenaline and the need to be diligent. I rubbed my tired eyes briefly, but then forced myself to straighten up again. Terror and alertness was how life was going to be from now on.

      “You okay to drive, Liz?”

      “Yeah, I think so.” She visibly shuddered and her heart-shaped face was pale.

      “Be sure, don’t think. There’s no shame in being shook up. I don’t want to have a wreck with those things running around, do you?”

      “Oh, fuck no!” Liz agreed wholeheartedly. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly, hands loosening up on her death grip on the steering wheel, but eyes straight ahead on Bobby’s bumper. “Okay, I’m sure I can drive.”

      “Good. Now tell me what you think about emotional love affairs.”

      What Liz thought about emotional love affairs took us the rest of the way across Lakeville, through Farmington, and all the way east to Hwy 52. I had forgotten that her second husband was a workaholic, big name trial lawyer who spent more time with his paralegal than Liz. Even though Liz didn’t divorce him for being physically unfaithful, she swore he may as well have been. His inability to be as intimate with his own wife compared to his employee ruined their marriage anyway. That divorce had been killer for Liz, so she had a lot to vent on the subject.

      I was fascinated by her retelling due to Deb’s outburst, but I could only listen with half an ear. My stomach was jumped up with nerves again. My eyes strained to see far behind us.

      Crossing the overpass, we turned and followed the quarry truck down the northbound entrance ramp onto Hwy 52. The southbound lane had a fair amount of traffic, but it moved at a steadier pace than I-35W. A few miles down the road we crossed the highway bridge over the Vermillion River.

      After the bridge, the highway inclined gradually and I asked Liz to pull off on the shoulder once we reached the top. Our 180th Street turn off was only a couple miles ahead and there were no other cars on this side of the road. It was a perfect spot to scout any traffic coming up from behind us long before they could see the Cadillac.

      I didn’t like the jittery feeling I had in my gut. I didn’t know how to trail a car without my own truck being spotted, but those guys in the camouflage might be that good. I wanted to verify for sure the white Silverado had not followed us home. Liz thought it was a great idea. I sent a text to Rod again to let him know we’d be right behind them in a few minutes. Surprisingly, it went through.

      His text came back immediately. Why?

      Liz laughed at my sigh, but I sent another text that briefly explained.

      I heard nothing back, but the quarry truck did not slow down.

      Liz and I got out of the truck and trotted a few yards back to the top of the hill. We kneeled in the ditch, guns drawn to avoid any nasty surprises.

      “This would be a super time to have a pair of those binoculars we just loaded onto the truck,” Liz commented idly and offered me a piece of gum.

      I agreed, popping it in my mouth with a grunt of thanks, but not taking my eyes off the road in the distance. We’d need to carry backpacks with supplies for survival anytime we left the farm in the future.

      A couple cars and trucks passed us before Liz exclaimed softly, “Look! Is that a white truck? It is! How did they find us?”

      “Damned if I know, but come on!” We both got up and ran back to the SUV. I jumped into the front seat while she pulled onto the highway and accelerated. “Are you up for leading them away from the farm and losing them in Coates?”

      Liz looked over at me with raised brows and then we both laughed. “Okay, point taken. We can at least drive down the street in Coates and hide behind the tavern, or wait,” I brightened, “that trucking company lot with all the old trailers would be the perfect place.”

      She nodded, “Better than the tavern. Should I slow down?”

      “Get in the right lane behind that delivery truck first. It’ll look like we’re still trailing Bobby.”

      Liz drove up to the delivery truck and we tailgated the poor driver for the next few miles. We couldn’t believe our good luck when he signaled to turn off on the Coates exit. Liz turned on our blinker, as well. She glanced in the rear view mirror. “Can barely see it, but there’s a vehicle back there.”

      “Okay,” I leaned forward in anticipation. “Let’s see where this guy is going.”

      The delivery truck exited the highway, but he continued east. We parted ways with a little honk of thanks and drove down the frontage road that paralleled the highway into the tiny town of Coates.

      “Population 162, plus a few dirty dozen bikers,” Liz murmured.

      “That’s right, they’re holed up somewhere around here, aren’t they?”

      “We should drive around real quick and see if we notice anything out of the ordinary,” Liz suggested. “You know, like a few dozen motorcycles parked somewhere?”

      “Probably not a good idea if we want to ditch that truck,” I responded vaguely.

      I noticed a large, orange school bus on the side of the frontage road about a block ahead. The overhead yield lights were blinking. I couldn’t imagine what school actually held classes today.

      “See that bus over there? Just before we reach the bus, the House of Coates tavern will be on the right. I think it’s the only place where you can turn. There should be another street behind the tavern where you can take a left and it will lead down to that trucking company.”

      Liz took a right on the narrow side street where I’d indicated. As we passed the House of Coates back parking lot, I scanned the area for a possible second hiding spot to conceal the SUV, if necessary.

      Without turning, I reached a hand over to Liz. “Slow down! Look over there--is that the weasel prick?”

      She slowed and ducked down to see across me out my window. “Geez, it is!” Her voice rose in suspicion. “What’s that asshole doing in a back alley talking to a biker so secret-like?”

      I was shocked to recognize the big, black beard biker that had licked his red lips at me this morning. I saw him take an envelope from Robert and tuck it away.

      “Good question, but I bet the answer is bad. Robert just paid him off for something. Quick, drive over there and pull in.” I slipped down in my seat after I pointed to a driveway screened by a tall hedge. “We can follow that biker to find out where Tryg’s gang is hanging out.”

      Liz grinned back and hit the gas. “What about the white truck?”

      I laughed a little grimly. “You’re just full of good questions. Give me a minute to think it over.”

      Liz pulled into the driveway and we both turned to watch the street. “Works for me, but the men are going to kill us for being gone so long.”

      “Oh, no! I forgot!” I got out my phone. “Darn, no signal.”

      Liz checked hers, but had no signal either. Her blue eyes met mine. “Nothing we can do about that for now, but I think we really need to follow that biker dude.”

      I grinned. “You’re having fun, aren’t you?”

      Liz snickered. “Once I got past pissing my pants at seeing that zombie, maybe a little.”

      The motorcycle rumbled out of the back lot of the House of Coates. Black beard didn’t take a left to the frontage road, but hung right and then left again. He went roaring off down the side street we had planned to follow before we saw the two men.

      Robert’s truck followed the biker quickly out of the lot, but he did go left. I wondered if he was heading back to King Farm.

      Liz didn’t wait, but shot out of the driveway after the biker. We could see him up about a half a block. There was no sign of the white Silverado.

      We went one more block after the biker and then he disappeared from sight. “Uh, Liz. Unless their clubhouse is actually one of these little houses, I think the only other building up here is that old trucking company.”

      “Maybe you and Tryg are soul mates,” she teased dryly.

      I made a face. “Maybe you need that dirty little mouth washed out with soap.”

      My mind ran through several scenarios. “What do think if we find a long driveway and park in back of a house? You can wait there and I’ll run up this last block. I want a look at that building and then we can trade the Cadillac for a new ride back to the farm.”

      Liz was startled, but then she smiled. “And that solves ditching the white truck, too--I love it! I’m coming with you, though, so don’t bother to argue. We need to stick together and it was my idea to find the bikers.”

      I didn’t argue. Liz was very stubborn once her mind was made up, and truth be told, I was happy she wanted to stick together. We locked up and ran down the street, staying low by the parked cars. At the decrepit chain link fence surrounding the grounds of the building, we hunched down behind an overgrown yew. A rusty sign that read “Johnson Bros Trucking” scraped on the metal fence in the breeze. Liz and I raised our brows together after reading the sign. Maybe Lars had actually owned the trucking business and now Tryg had taken possession.

      Liz complained in a low voice, “I guess we could have asked anybody in Coates where the bikers were. This isn’t exactly a hideout.”

      I nodded in agreement. “Take a minute and slowly look around, then we’ll go.”

      Liz nodded back, an excited sparkle in her eyes. She didn’t just look, but got out her phone and took shots. I always forgot my phone had a camera and got mine out, too.

      Off to the side were several, rundown semi-trailers parked on cement pads that had weeds growing tall through the cracks. From our vantage point through the gaping holes in the chain link, we could see the front of the one-story, brown cement block building.

      The front doors of the trucking company were propped open. Dozens of motorcycles were parked in an orderly fashion in the open, graveled area before the doors. I quickly counted forty-one. I did not see Tryg’s motorcycle in the open spot closest to the door. I remembered how much pride he took being able to park next to his dad’s chopper the time I went to the old clubhouse. I checked the rows of bikes several times to be sure, but I believed Tryg’s wasn’t there. Loud voices and music drifted out from the open doors of the building; it sounded like the party had started without him.

      I carefully noted other details. The chain link fence gates hung wide open on bent posts with no locks in sight. There were seven rectangular windows on each side of the doors of the long building. The roof was flat, but there was a ladder…

      I heard Liz utter a shriek of surprised pain next to me, but before I could react, my breath was choked off when a large arm wrapped around my throat and squeezed. My gum popped out of my mouth. I was yanked up to my feet. I desperately clawed at that arm, my vision fading as I tried to get air.
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        “The edge…there is no honest way to explain it because the only people who really know where it is are the ones who have gone over.” -Hunter Thompson

      

      The sun was setting when I drowsily opened my eyes. I was annoyed to be woken up from my dreams by a loud scream of pain. I shivered and wanted to sleep forever, but I couldn’t. I had too much to do because the zombies were coming…

      A voice whispered in the dark, “Hey, good lookin’, wake up. I’ve let you sleep long enough while your friend’s had all the fun.”

      My mind shouted, ‘What the fuck?’

      A light clicked on and I raised a defensive hand at the sudden glare, even as my fuzzy brain fought to process why I was lying on a small bed in a cement room and why it was almost dark outside the window.

      I groggily looked down. Reacting in panic, I smashed a fist into Tryg’s head and bolted upright. A rough hand on my shoulder slammed me flat back down again.

      Tryg was in my face, his crazy blue eyes were an inch from mine when he snarled, “You ever raise a hand to me again, and I’ll give you a whuppin’ so bad, your own mother won’t know you!”

      I jumped when another long scream sounded, followed by muffled curses. It was Liz’s voice, but I didn’t know who was cursing. My leg had jerked involuntarily when I jumped, but it didn’t go far. My ankles were bound somehow to the iron footboard.

      I dropped my eyes from Tryg’s furious glare and tried to not go berserk at what was happening to my friend, but to think, to get a grip. If it was getting dark, we had been missing from the farm for hours and nobody had rescued us yet. We were on our own.

      I clasped my hands, looked up and implored, “I’m so sorry I hit you! I didn’t know where I was or that it was you. Tryg, help me! Where are my clothes? Your men have tied me up not knowing what we mean to each other.”

      Tryg stared into my upturned face while I visualized it was Rod that was over me and had tied me in my bra and panties to a bed, anything so that I could look back into Tryg’s eyes with sincerity.

      ‘Think like a sheep, look like a sheep, be a sheep,’ I repeated the refrain over and over in my head while my lips smiled hesitantly and I relaxed my body on the bed.

      Tryg sat back. I watched while he looked around the room and ran a hand over his goatee.

      His gaze fell back on my body. There was no response on his face by even a blink when Liz cried out again, and then I heard her jeering, angry voice screaming out something unintelligible.

      I swallowed painfully and said softly, “Tryg, look at me! Honey, I was coming to find you, to be with you!”

      Tryg looked at me then and I saw the flash of furious anger in his eyes before I felt the hard slap across my face.

      My head snapped to the side and my eyes filled with tears. I had never been slapped so hard, and never on the face. My God, it hurt! My face was numb, yet on fire.

      “Don’t you dare try to play me!” he thundered, pointing a finger in my face when I hurriedly turned back to face him.

      “I wasn’t! I’m not! Why would I?” I responded quickly, as I thought ‘act like a sheep, talk like a sheep, be the sheep’. “Tryg, why else would I be here? Liz and I came to party with you guys, to get to know you again!” I let the tears fall. “Why are you acting this way to me? My husband’s dead and your dad won’t care anymore. I thought you’d be happy to see me, not treat me like a prisoner and give my friend to your men like some whore to use! Tryg, help me out here!”

      Tryg stood over me and watched me closely while I spoke, fists clenched and eyes cold. His chest rising and falling rapidly was the only sign of emotion I could detect. This time when he hit my face, it was with a closed fist, but I saw that flicker behind his eyes again and rolled my head with the strike. It still hurt like a motherfucker. I tasted coppery blood from where my teeth cut into my cheek at the force of his blow. I was dizzy with the pain.

      “Do you think I don’t know you came to spy on me?” His voice was matter of fact. He punched my thigh but lightly, almost playfully. It hurt tremendously.

      “Tryg, if that one biker with the red lips and the long black and silver beard told you that, he’s lying. Tryg, that man saw me on the street and came onto me!” I saw Tryg’s fist tighten and I slowly put a hand on his arm. “No, please, listen for just a minute. I swear if I’m lying you can kill me!”

      He said through tight lips, “If you’re lying, you’ll pray I kill you.”

      I nodded rapidly, but smiled bravely. The mask was firmly on now. I was the sheep. Even I would believe my own lies. I could pass a lie detector test.

      “When you stopped at the farm today, that creep licked his lips at me and mouthed that he wanted me and he laughed behind your back. He laughed, Tryg!” Indignant, I rose up on my elbows, as if not knowing I was thrusting my chest forward. I saw Tryg’s eyes fall to my sports bra, as I whispered earnestly, “That’s why I was so cold back at the farm. I couldn’t stand seeing him disrespecting you behind your back! But I did something really stupid when he saw me coming to visit you. After he put his hands on me and said he was going to fuck me harder than you ever could, well…,” I lowered my eyes and let the tears fall again. That wasn’t difficult because my cheek and thigh throbbed painfully with every breath. “I told him that I was going to tell you what he said.” I wiped my face angrily. “I told him that he was going to be in big trouble.” I laughed bitterly. “So much for soul mates, I guess the joke’s on me.” I glared up at Tryg’s stoic face defiantly. “That’s the last thing I remember before you woke me up.” Tryg started to speak, but I help up a hand. “Let me guess. He was the guy who stripped me down and tied me up like a present for you. It was his idea to throw that little welcome party for my friend, Liz, too, right?”

      There was a softening of the taut muscles in Tryg’s neck. His hand reached out, and while I didn’t flinch, Tryg didn’t hit me. Instead, he ran the back of his fingers down my swollen cheek.

      I smiled and nuzzled against his forearm.

      His eyes were hot now, the blue vibrant against his swarthy skin. “I want to believe you so much, Acadia.”

      “You can, Tryg.” I smiled again, but slowly. “You can.”

      “Okay, I will,” His hand trailed lower and hovered. He watched his hand for a moment while I thought of Rod and did not dream of revenge, not yet, because I was a sheep and I loved Tryg, “but first, I think I want to hear ol’ red lips’ side of the story. You understand, Acadia, he was Lars’ road captain. I think he’s a creep, too,” Tryg sniggered at the girly word, “but disloyal? I don’t know.”

      “Either he’s lying or I’m dying.” I opened my eyes wide. “Ask him now, so you’ll know and we can be together. Watch his eyes, Tryg. But I’m sure you don’t need me to tell you how to spot a liar.”

      Tryg’s eyes traveled up the length of my body to my face. “No, Acadia, that I don’t. What about your friend?”

      It had gotten awfully quiet beyond the closed door of this room.

      I shrugged and frowned. “Liz is going to be really pissed at being manhandled, but she’s nobody’s property. Once I explain that, maybe we can think of something together to help her get over it?” I snapped my fingers. “When you see I’m telling the truth, let her have a choice how that red-lipped creep pays for messing with us.”

      He laughed, drew a dingy sheet up over me, and then turned his head to bellow, “Leopard, you fucker, get in here!”

      Tryg looked down at me again, the coldness in his eyes back again. “Leopard said you were taking pictures of the clubhouse.”

      I laughed easily and crossed my hands behind my head. “Well, Leopard is one old dude who’s probably never heard of a selfie. No offense, but why would I want pictures of this old trucking company? I’ve driven by here practically every day my entire life, so I ought to know what the damn place looks like by now.”

      I could see by the confused flash in Tryg’s eyes that he had never heard of a selfie, either, so I added nonchalantly, “Girls are always holding up their cell phones and taking pictures of themselves to text or put on Facebook. Liz drives me crazy doing that.”

      Leopard thumped on the door once, and then opened it at Tryg’s command to enter.

      His eyes immediately went to me on the bed where I smiled from my position behind Tryg, who had fully turned to face the door.

      The big man was swaying slightly on his feet. The reek of body odor, stale tobacco, and alcohol could be smelled from ten feet away. His wife beater was pushed up over his unfastened belt buckle, as if he’d dressed in a hurry.

      I licked my lips lasciviously, as Leopard had done earlier today. I stuck two fingers in my mouth and I sucked hard. Leopard’s eyes bulged a little at my display and he smiled drunkenly. “Ah, yeah, suck me hard. I’ve been waiting for this piece of ass all day. That other one is prettier, but she’s a frigid bitch. Shoulda gotten double the money for that one!”

      Tryg’s punch in the face was lightning fast and Leopard collapsed to his knees. Tryg kicked him in the stomach, but Leopard was already knocked out and didn’t protect his middle. He fell to the floor facedown and twitched convulsively. I hoped he was choking on his own blood and vomit.

      Tryg didn’t look at me as he went over to a pile stacked on a metal table I hadn’t noticed in the corner. I saw my clothes and part of my belt, but I didn’t know if my gun was still attached. Tryg dug around and I forced myself to stay relaxed. He was searching for my phone.

      This guy was a hard nut to crack. Talk about trust issues.

      My mind was racing again, trying to think up a convincing distraction to save our lives when all hell broke loose outside the bedroom. Men were shouting and running. There were multiple gun shots. My hopes soared we’d been rescued, but then I heard the sounds that had the power to freak me out above all else; long, guttural moans and howls of homicidal rage.

      I tried to stay calm. “Tryg, untie me fast. It’s the crazies!”

      He ran over to the door just as it flew open. Joey burst in, eyes rolling in fear and yelling so quickly it all ran into one sentence, “Come quick, Tryg. We’re being attacked by those sick people from on TV! We gotta get out of here!”

      Tryg shouted, “What the hell are you talking about, you fucking retard!”

      The noise was much louder and closer with the door open. Over raging screams and gunfire, I could hear Tryg’s men shouting in fear and yelling in pain.

      Tryg’s glance bounced from me to the doorway. He ran back to the bed and whipped aside the sheet. It flew across the room. He pulled out a small key and unlocked the padlock on the leather strap around my left ankle. I kicked aside the chain that had connected it to the footboard.

      “Hurry, Tryg!” Joey fidgeted by the door, his eyes darting from my body to the fighting going on somewhere outside the room. “Come on, I’m telling you, leave the bitch or were gonna die!”

      Tryg started to unlock the second padlock, but then he paused.

      “Don’t stop. Unlock it, Tryg.” I attempted to keep my voice soft and not demanding.

      He pulled me up and kissed me hard on the lips while I groaned at the sharp pain. When he moved his head away, Tryg’s grin was maniacal. “We have some unfinished business. If you’re not lying, you’ll live until I get back.”

      “Don’t leave me locked up!” I shouted, but Tryg was already out the door behind Joey. A key turned in the door lock.

      I didn’t waste time, but screamed out, “Liz, if you can hear me, I am alive! I will get to you somehow!”

      There was too much noise and screaming outside the door to distinguish any one voice anymore, but I kept on yelling in case she could hear me. In the background, I now heard the steady, distinct boom of a big gun being fired repeatedly.

      I got off the bed and attempted to drag the bed to the table. I didn’t want to guess why, but the frame was bolted to the floor. I stretched an arm. The table was still two feet away. I knew I should try and be systematic, but wild with fear, I called out to Liz as I tossed the right side of the room for anything I could use to help me reach my stuff.

      Leopard moaned on the floor by the door, but his body was on the wrong side of the room to be of any use to me.

      Something crashed against the door and the flimsy wood shuddered under the lock. Frozen, I shut up. A moaning howl escalating to a furious shriek almost caused me to fall down in terror. You’d think there would be enough blood and guts out there for the crazies with all the drunken bikers that they wouldn’t need to search behind closed doors. Maybe yelling nonstop wasn’t such a good plan.

      I stood on top of the bed. It was then I noticed shuffled footprints stamped in blood by the door, gleaming wetly under the ceiling light. Joey’s boots had traipsed fresh blood into the room.

      “Frigging men!” I mouthed the curse, shaky with fear at the thought of what lurked out in the hallway, only a cheap door standing between us.

      Forcing myself to move, I dropped down and hopped to the floor again on my free leg. Moving as quietly as possible, I pulled the mattress off the bed and heaved it towards the door. It fell over Leopard, but propped against the door only slightly. Carefully, I did the same with the box springs. It landed further from the door, crookedly on top of the mattress. If the door opened, it could possibly work as a wedge between the door and the bed frame. If I was much luckier than I had been up until now.

      I stood still and listened over the rapid beat of my heart and the constant throb in my cheek, but didn’t hear the crazy out there anymore.

      Stooping, I concentrated on examining every inch of the metal footboard, testing the joints for a way to take it apart to slide the chain off. Without any warning noise, the bedroom door crashed open. I fell backwards onto my butt, letting out an involuntary scream. Scrambling back to get away from the door, I didn’t get far, pulled up short by the chain around my ankle.

      The mattress and box springs didn’t do a damn thing, either, except make it easier for the two men to jump into the room on top of Leopard’s body.

      Shotguns at the ready, they still wore the black camouflage, but were minus the sunglasses.

      I didn’t have the sheet handy any longer to pull up around me, so I braved it out. I stood up and put my hands on my hips while I propped up my chained foot up on the bed frame.

      They gawked at me while I demanded, “What the heck are you bozos looking at and what took you so damn long?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        An old chief was teaching his grandson about life…”A fight is going on inside me,” he said to the boy. “It is a terrible fight and it is between two wolves. One is evil--he is anger, envy, sorrow, greed, arrogance, self-pity, guilt, resentment, inferiority, lies, false-pride, superiority, self-doubt, and ego. The other is good--he is joy, peace, love, hope, serenity, humility, kindness, benevolence, empathy, generosity, truth, compassion, and faith. This is the same fight going on in you--and every other person, too.”

        The grandson thought about this for a minute and then asked, “Which wolf will win?”

        The old chief simply replied, “The one you feed.” -A Cherokee Parable

      

      The men weren’t staring any longer; the curly, dark-haired guy stood with his shotgun pointed at the door, the blonde buzz cut guy turned his head politely to the side.

      Buzz cut said sharply, “Ma’am, you need to get dressed.”

      “Gee, I wished I’d thought of that,” I snapped, and rattled the chain. “My clothes are over on that table. Who are you guys?”

      Buzz cut’s cheeks flushed dark red, but he kept his face averted when he went to get my clothes.

      “Umm, sorry, ma’am…” He started to answer me, but I cut him off when I saw his limp.

      “Why are you gimping, are you bitten?”

      Curly hair looked over his shoulder briefly to flash a grin at his flustered comrade, but immediately went back to watching the hallway.

      “No, ma’am, I…uh…,” Buzz cut stuttered as he handed me the pile of my clothes, inadvertently looking again at my body before turning quickly away.

      I snatched the clothes and rolled my eyes impatiently. “Jesus, spit it out and then get me out of here!”

      “Ah, sorry, ma’am. We’re here to help you and your friend. I’m Matt Dehn and that’s Mark Miller.” He bent over to pull on the chain and then saw the padlock at my ankle. Not meeting my eyes, he mumbled, “My leg was blown off by an IED. I wear a prosthetic leg. Mark, need your picks over here.”

      “Oh, thank you God.” I smiled wide in relief at our rescue and didn’t care that it split the cut inside my cheek again. “Where is Liz? Have you seen her?”

      Matt explained in a low voice, “Ma’am, our friends are helping your friend. We found her first.” His voice was neutral, although not unsympathetic. “She’s been beat up, but is still semi-conscious. They are getting her ready to travel because she has a broken rib. We’ll meet them here in a second to leave.”

      Mark’s voice was filled with admiration when he spoke for the first time to reassure me, “Your friend was conscious enough to order us to kill all the bastards before we left the room.”

      Nodding, I covered my eyes with my free hand and choked up. I wanted to demand we run to wherever Liz was, but schooled myself to be patient. These two guys were in charge of the plan.

      “Was she raped?” I whispered, dreading the answer.

      “No!” Matt answered hurriedly, as he moved somewhat awkwardly over the box springs to cover the door while Mark trotted over to me. “I’m sorry for not telling you that right away, ma’am.”

      “My name is Acadia King. I’m sorry, too, Matt, for the gimp comment.” I looked through the pile of my clothes and felt the reassuring bulk of my holstered gun still on the belt of my pants. I pulled my shirt over my head while saying, “I’m a little freaked out here.”

      I jumped when another rage-filled scream sounded off outside the room somewhere, followed by another, and yet another howl.

      Matt’s shoulders tensed, too, but he chuckled. “No problem, ma’am. I’m still getting used to the new leg. We know your uncle, Coop Evans, from the VA hospital.”

      Mark dropped to his haunches near my chained ankle and rested the shotgun over his bent knees. He messed with some little tools he’d grabbed off his utility belt, and a few seconds later, freed my leg.

      “Thanks, Mark,” I said gratefully, pulling on my pants as he agilely ran back across the box springs to stand near the door with Matt.

      Mark grinned back over his shoulder. This guy had no problem openly watching me dress. “Hey, I’d do anything for Coop.”

      “Yeah?” I responded automatically, hurriedly pulling on my boots, buckling my belt, and then drawing my gun. I checked it was still loaded, amazed Leopard or another biker hadn’t stolen the weapon. My phone had no signal and I shoved it in my pocket. “You’ll have to tell me what Uncle Coop did to inspire such devotion, if we live long enough. Can we go?”

      I jumped extra hard on top of the box springs on my way to the young soldiers at the door, but Leonard made no sound. I had many questions for these guys, but they could wait until we got out of here.

      The moaning howls were louder near the door. I heard violent pounding noises. What I hadn’t heard for the last few minutes were any agonizing human screams of pain. I shifted nervously from leg to leg.

      I lowered my voice and asked, “Uh, guys, what’s going on out there? Did any of the bikers escape?”

      Matt motioned to my pocket. “We haven’t had a signal for over two hours now.” He indicated left down the hallway with the barrel of his shotgun. “We’ve barricaded the door that leads into this hallway from the main room the best we could. Some of the bikers escaped, I don’t know how many. The bikers still out there are probably dead,” he hesitated and added, “or they’ve turned into those zombies.”

      This time I didn’t jump when the high-pitched frenzied shrieks started up again. “My God, it sounds like there are a lot of them out there.” I frowned and murmured, “I wonder where they all came from because Coates seemed pretty quiet when we got here this afternoon.”

      The two men exchanged a look, but it was Mark who answered, “That would be us. We let out a school bus full of zombies and led them here as a diversion to free you and your friend.”

      My mouth fell open, but then four men trotted into view from the right. Between them, they carried Liz on a makeshift stretcher of a large blanket.

      A shorter guy in his late thirties barked out, “Miller, take point. Dehn, rear.” After delivering his orders, he smiled then, and his homely, bulldog face lit up with roguish charm. “Lady, ma’am, my pleasure. Are you fit enough to relieve one of my men carrying your friend?”

      “Yes,” I answered stoutly, briefly smiling in return at the man presumably the leader of our rescue team, but my eyes went immediately to what I could see of Liz.

      Liz’s body was enveloped by the high sides of blanket. The two men in the back held the blanket slightly higher and her head was visible. Liz’s eyes were swollen slits, already bruising a dark purple, but her split, blood-crusted lips moved slightly in response to my voice. No sound emerged, but I knew what my friend wanted.

      “Can I shoot my gun right now?”

      The shorter man didn’t blink at this non sequitur. “Be my guest, ma’am, but the howlers are getting hungrier by the second and we’re their dessert course if we don’t haul ass.”

      I nodded to Mark. “Cover Liz’s ears.”

      I didn’t waste another second. I heaved off the box springs and the mattress. Without fanfare, I steadied my aim and fired three rounds into Leopard’s unconscious head. Liz wouldn’t want the bastard existing a second longer on the planet, even as zombie food.

      My own ears ringing, I turned away from body on the floor. The shorter man in charge didn’t bat an eye, but nodded to the man nearest me. The man handed off his corner of the blanket and moved back to watch our rear with Matt. I twisted the edge of the blanket until I had a good grip around my fist.

      I leaned over and whispered, “Lizzie, sweetheart, he’s dead. Now hold on, we’re going home.”

      Her lips flickered in the merest hint of a smile.

      Mark was on the move down the hall and we all trotted after him. Liz swayed between us in her hammock.

      “I hope you can forgive me for bringing us here and I’m so sorry you got hurt. I wish you could have killed him, but that’s what best friends are for, right, Lizzie?” I panted out in a low voice between short gasps as we moved fast down the corridor. “They help you when you can’t help yourself.”

      I heard crashing noises and howls behind us, but didn’t dare turn to look. Matt Dehn was right on my butt, offering soft words of encouragement while we ran.

      My thigh and face throbbed with every jarring step, and that was after only Tryg’s slap and a couple of punches. I couldn’t bear to think of the pain Liz was enduring. Filled with remorse, I wished it was me on that stretcher. Liz and I had decided together to follow the biker and find the clubhouse, but I was the instigator. I should have been more cautious. Leopard had detected us so quickly, I must have done something wrong to alert him.

      We followed Mark into a big room that was an old office. Last in, Matt closed and locked the door as a buffer. We continued through swinging double doors into a receiving bay. A couple of bald light bulbs hung from long wires high overhead and shed some light, but Mark trained a flashlight to the front to light our path.

      Mark stopped at another set of double doors and held up a hand for silence. The doors were barred closed from the inside. We all stopped near him while he silently lifted the bar and looked out into the night. I was completely disoriented in the building, but could tell from the sky outside that it was deep twilight.

      Mark made another sign and we took off again. We ran through the tall grass growing in the trucking company’s back lot to the chain link fence. I could barely hear the screams of the infected inside the building at this distance over my own heavy breathing. We slipped through a wide gap in the chain link where it had been peeled back like a sardine can. Another block away, we reached the Silverado. Liz was cocooned in the blanket and gently raised to lay across the back seat of the quad cab with her head resting on my lap.

      Liz had either fallen asleep or was unconscious. Her breaths would hitch every now and then, but she never woke up. I gently stroked her arm and watched over my friend while I simmered with rage inside. Leopard’s words that he should have charged double rang in my head while I pictured Robert as he handed over the envelope in that alley.

      The ride back to the farm was a blur. I appreciated that the driver, I think they called him Boulder, didn’t screw around. When we exited Coates, the two southbound lanes were jammed with stalled traffic.

      It was still light enough to see that infected crazies were lurching amidst the cars. Not all of them had followed the soldiers to, or stayed at, the trucking company.

      In Coates, there were a couple of open spots on the outside frontage roads for traffic to enter onto Hwy 52 and go in either direction. Otherwise, the cement jersey barriers on both edges of the two southbound lanes kept the stalled traffic trapped on the right side like rats in an open tunnel. People were abandoning their cars and fleeing from the screaming infected on foot.

      Boulder drove through a low ditch and steered the truck south down the northbound lanes. He sped off into the night, but stayed near the shoulder in the event of an oncoming car.

      Next to Boulder in the front seat was the shorter man, the leader of this six-man team. His name was Craig Thompson. In chronological order, he began quietly to relay the events that had led to our rescue while I tried to concentrate, despite my concern for Liz and my exhaustion.

      I anxiously interrupted Craig before he got started, “Do you know if Dr. Gary is on the farm?”

      “Yes, and his nurse,” Craig chuckled, “but first we met T-bone and Ray Dean.”

      I relaxed back against the seat, content now to just listen since Liz would soon be under the care of a real doctor.

      The six men had been scoping us out in the Gander Mountain parking lot earlier today, but not to hijack the truck. Coop had invited the men to join us on the farm. They decided to scout out our operation first to see if they wanted to join us or strike out on their own. They had watched us building defenses, followed us to Gander Mountain, and had decided after that to join our group. Craig had laughed shortly and admitted they had followed the same route we did home, but had not followed us, at least not until they saw our SUV tailing the delivery truck and got curious.

      Rather than drive into King Farm and find Coop, they followed Craig’s intuition and followed us. They saw our SUV and the delivery truck exit at Coates. After a cursory, quick drive through Coates didn’t locate either vehicle, they first drove west with no luck. They doubled back east and finally located the delivery truck almost all the way to Hastings at a gas station. The bewildered driver told the team about us honking and driving into Coates.

      At this point, Craig and the team decided his intuition was off today, and they drove back to King Farm to find Coop and officially join our group. When they arrived around 1:15PM, they had to agree to a mandatory quarantine for five hours.

      When the team arrived on the farm, they were greeted by T-bone and Ray Dean. The procedure was explained and they were asked to surrender their weapons. Their truck was searched and then parked off safely in the pasture. They were led to a machine shed and quarantined.

      I knew instantly what shed Craig meant when he said it was near an old stone house. That was a perfect location for the quarantine. It was divided into large stalls in the inside. You could divide people up and keep the groups small to contain the risk should someone turn infected.

      Inside, Gary had devised a simple plan. They were inspected behind a curtain for wounds. Once cleared, the time they would be considered cleared of infection and free to leave the shed was written on their forehead in hot pink permanent marker. Everyone was put to work while they waited for the five hours to pass that would free them from quarantine.

      “What work?” I smiled faintly and wondered who had thought of that efficient use of time and labor.

      “Our particular jobs were to load up one hundred and fifty backpacks based off supplies we were given and a checklist. It was a good, thorough checklist. I only had one or two suggestions for improvements.”

      I frowned at the back of Craig’s bald head.

      Craig had asked to meet with Coop, but didn’t actually see him. After the team was released from quarantine, T-bone had told them Coop had been gone from the farm all afternoon.

      Craig’s voice was still a little bemused with hero worship. “T-bone said Coop was gone with Rod Ramaldi. If you had told me yesterday that today I’d be fighting zombies and living with three pro football players, I’d have told you to go get your damn meds checked!” He shook his head, but then quickly continued, “They had been out searching the countryside all afternoon for you two. Somebody had said you were last seen around 12:30 PM being attacked by some infected people. It was on the side of the highway down south of the farm. The guy said he saw some men steal your SUV and drive off, and that you and your friend were dead, ripped to shreds. T-bone was adamant Rod didn’t believe it was true.”

      “Was the name of that somebody who reported me dead Robert?”

      Craig didn’t hesitate. “Yes.” He turned around again to meet my eyes and his were shrewd. “But then my team got to talking amongst ourselves. We had seen you up around Coates at closer to 12:45PM, plus that delivery driver confirmed it was women tailgating him. I wasn’t able to get through to Coop on my phone, so we decided to go do some investigating again, maybe help Coop out.” He chuckled mirthlessly. “Once we really started looking in Coates, we found the Cadillac parked behind that house. After being questioned by Mark, the woman in the house confessed her husband had called some biker who was paying him to be a lookout. They reported seeing you and your friend Liz going on foot down the street towards the biker’s hangout.

      “I deeply apologize we didn’t rescue sooner, but we had to come up with a plan. There were at least fifty armed people in the building. We came across that bus when we scouted around. I’ve seen some terrible sights in my day, but that was truly a bad scene on that locked bus. The windows were screwed shut on the outside...” Craig’s voice trailed off before he bucked up again. “Well, then we had to round up all those teenager zombies to follow us the block to turn loose on the bikers in the trucking company.” His voice got real quiet after that, but then he sighed. “The rest of your rescue, as they say, is history.”

      I sat silently thinking over everything Craig had related.

      Robert had been in on some plot to kill me, and Liz got included just for being with me. The payoff had to be for getting rid of me, but we’d made it easier for Leopard by showing up. Leopard must have somehow notified Robert that he had us. The timing fit because Robert made up that elaborate lie he saw us killed by zombies within a few minutes of Liz and I being captured. Robert had to be confident we weren’t coming back to King Farm to dispute his claim.

      I didn’t know for certain if Tryg was in on that plan, too, but he had punched out the wasted Leopard immediately after the man opened his mouth about getting paid. Maybe he hadn’t hit Leopard for lusting after me. I wouldn’t put it past Tryg’s ability to be cunning enough to have played me, even as I played him. Regardless of Tryg’s real intentions, he had left Liz and I to die.

      It was a horrifying mystery how it happened, but those infected kids must have been deliberately abandoned and locked in the bus to turn into crazies. I simply could not understand how nobody in Coates had stopped all afternoon to see why the full bus hadn’t moved. I’d wait for another time to ask for details how Craig’s team had baited the crazies to follow them.

      Boulder slowed down the truck when the woods that began the border of King Farm came into view. Craig and Boulder traded ideas quietly where they would choose to build guard platforms in the trees. Idly listening to them while I lightly stroked Liz’s hair off her forehead, I gave thanks at how fortunate we were their team had decided to join our group today.

      The southbound traffic that had driven out of Coates before the traffic jammed up had already passed us by. Not one oncoming car had passed us to go north while we drove down the wrong side of the highway.

      We stopped a few yards before the turn off that used to exist to drive onto 180th. Boulder flashed the truck lights a few times. The sun hadn’t set completely, but it was close. After a few moments with no response, I asked Craig to watch over Liz.

      Laying her head gently on the seat, I slipped out of the truck and ran up to the jersey barriers that were lined up smartly as far as the eye could see along the shoulder of the highway in each direction. Ahead of me, the new fence gate was closed across the road and looked like a continuation of the chain link fence, just as I told Barbara. Beyond the gate, I could see nothing but deep shadows.

      I raised my hands and called out. “It’s Acadia King! Send someone down here to verify it’s me and that I’m not here at gunpoint with the men in the Silverado. They’re the team of soldiers who went through quarantine today and who know Coop. T-bone knows who I mean. They saved me and Liz, but she needs Dr. Gary, so hurry the hell up!”

      I was screaming almost hysterically at the top of my lungs by the time I finished that last part. The gate didn’t open, but suddenly two figures vaulted over the top of the razor wire. Kevin and Hugh ran down to the barriers and they each carried a long gun hanging across their chests on slings.

      “Acadia!” They yelled in unison.

      “Thank God!” Hugh said, skittering to a halt in front of me and hugging me hard.

      “See, I told you that Rod was right!” Kevin exclaimed while he whooped in excitement and hugged me next over the barrier. I grinned tiredly at Hugh, but waved him over to the truck. “Go verify like you should. Do you have a way to call Dr. Gary to be ready for Liz? Our phones aren’t working.”

      “Ours either,” Kevin said. He held up a two-way radio. “These pieces of junk only work for a range of up to a mile or two, at most.”

      Hugh had run over to the truck, saw Craig’s team, and waved his arms frantically overhead in the all clear signal. All the men jumped down from the bed of the truck, ran over to the jersey barriers, and lifted two aside. Boulder drove the truck through and I got back in with Liz. The barriers were replaced and the men climbed back into the truck’s bed while the gates were opened.

      The large motor home started up to back off the road.

      I rolled down the window and asked Kevin and Hugh, “Who’s driving the RV?

      “Danny Martin!” They both said at once.

      “Where is Dr Gary set up?”

      Hugh responded first, “He is still using the quarantine shed last I knew. But everybody may be gathering at the Red Rose Barn for the nine o’clock meeting.” He shook his head and his eyes were suddenly very worried. “Is Liz going to be okay? There are a lot of people here freaking out about you two being dead.”

      Kevin interjected, “Freaking out? More like going fucking crazy! Coop and Rod have been gone most of the day, they just got back about fifteen minutes ago when we went on gate duty. Salty had to force Bobby and Sean not to run off, too. Salty has been trying to keep the work schedule going and keep everybody calm, but then Robert came back about an hour ago after being gone since about three o’clock. He’s been stirring everybody up like he owns the place! He’s got a group of his men here from the quarry over at Red Rose Barn. He said they’re here for the meeting, but I don’t know, Acadia. That dude is one skeevy fuck, excuse my French.”

      I smiled grimly. “Thanks, Kevin. Don’t worry guys. Keep guarding things here and I’ll be in touch in awhile.”

      They both shot me relieved smiles and ran back towards the gate. Kevin stopped and wheeled around to say, “I’m really glad you aren’t a zombie, Acadia! Let me know who we need to kill for hurting Liz!”

      “Kevin, you are my son from another mother.”

      He laughed and ran to catch up with Hugh.

      Craig said, “Acadia, why don’t we have Matt stay here with these guys as another set of eyes and ears?”

      “Craig, any other night and I’d say that’s a fine idea, but I think I want you and your team with me tonight, if that’s okay by you?”

      Craig said, “Of course. Are you expecting some trouble from this Robert guy?”

      “Oh, there’s going to be trouble.”

      A deep voice called my name in the semi-darkness. “Queen Acadia! I knew, KNEW, you was too mean to die, white girl,” T-bone growled out in satisfaction while he jogged over from the woods. “What are you plannin’ on doing about this shit?”

      “Heads are going to roll, T, heads are going to fucking roll.”

      He made a noise of approval and gold teeth gleamed in the night. His eyes widened at the sight of my swollen cheek. He clasped my hand and squeezed it gently between both of his while saying, “Between that new haircut and them bruises, you sure are a lot uglier than you were this morning, sweet thing. Mmm-hmm, if Ram don’t want your ass no more, you come see T-bone, you hear?”

      I snickered, and I heard Craig and Boulder stifle their laughs while T-bone looked around. “Where’s Liz?”

      “She’s unconscious, but lying right here. She’s been beat up, so we’re getting her to Gary for help.” I looked down for a second at our clasped hands on the window ledge. “Thanks for everything today, T.”

      T-bone peered in the truck window and swore savagely under his breath. “You need any help takin care of those heads needin’ to be rolled?”

      “I appreciate the offer, but I need to know you are out here watching over the gate and the boys. There are a lot of infected up the road a few miles in Coates, so you guys be on your toes if anybody comes near.”

      The RV had stopped and Boulder started to roll the truck forward into the open space allowed on the road.

      “All right then, girl, you got it.” T-bone nodded, and patted my hand before he stepped back. He waved us on, but then called after the truck, “You can count on T-bone!”

      I called back, “And quit talking in the third person, dammit! I told you it’s disturbing!”
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        “I believe in benevolent dictatorship provided I am the dictator.” -Richard Branson

      

      I directed Boulder through the pasture gate, bypassing the King House lane and skirting widely past the Red Rose Barn area. Off to our right, the barn was lit up and people could be seen milling around the flagstone patio outside.

      The big meeting would be starting soon.

      We pulled off and parked deep in the shadows on the side of the quarantine shed.

      I ran in ahead of the team. I interrupted Gary listening to an Asian man talking. The man’s hands moved fluently to stab the air in emphasis to his words.

      Gary saw me and a grin broke out across his tired face. “Rod and Coop found you! They swore Robert was wrong! Kim, meet Acadia King, owner of this farm. Acadia, this is the nurse I told you about, James Kim.” His smile disappeared as I walked closer. “Your face! Come with me.”

      I smiled briefly at Kim, not even feeling surprise that Kim was male and not the female nurse I expected. “Gary, don’t worry about me. Do you have a bed set up somewhere? My friend Liz has been hurt.” My voice broke a little, but I hurriedly said, “She’s been beaten and has a broken or cracked rib.”

      Matt stayed on guard outside while Craig led the team of soldiers that carried Liz into the quarantine shed. She had awakened, but was woozy.

      Dr. Gary and Kim immediately took over. I briefly touched Liz’s arm before they directed the men to carry Liz over to an area blocked off behind some hanging sheets. Craig and I followed while Gary rapped out questions and Craig described the wounds he had observed and lightly dressed. I said another prayer when Craig verified Liz said she hadn’t been raped.

      We stopped at the edge of the sheets when Kim held up his hand. His eyes were kind behind rimless glasses, but his voice was firm. “Your friend is in good hands now.”

      The men carefully laid Liz down on an examination table and walked out past us.

      Gary’s voice was gentle when he asked Liz some questions that I heard her haltingly answer through her swollen lips.

      I started forward. “I want to stay with her.”

      “No,” Kim said. “She’s lucid, so after we examine and treat her, the Doctor will be giving her pain medication that will put her out for hours.”

      Eyes level, I stared him down, torn with indecision. “Let me talk to her for one minute.”

      Kim stepped aside and I rushed over to Liz. At Gary’s nod, I picked up her hand and pressed lightly. “Liz, you are going to be fine. You met Dr. Gary this morning, remember?”

      Liz nodded slightly. Seeing her swollen, bruised eyes under the light, I choked up again, but kept control. Liz didn’t need me bawling over her.

      “Not even a rapist could get it up,” Liz whispered and then emitted this miserable little croaking sound that I realized was meant to be a chuckle.

      I burst out laughing at the reminder of our earlier conversation. “Liz, that was terrible, even from you!” I continued seriously, “Listen, there will be guards here who I trust to watch over you, and in a minute, you are going to get some really good drugs and take a long nap. Robert was behind all of this today. He’s the reason we were hurt. Right now he’s in the Red Rose Barn. I can stay here with you or I can go to the meeting at the barn. You tell me what you want me to do, Lizzie.”

      Liz’s head lolled my way and she squeezed my hand slightly in return, but her whisper was surprisingly fierce, “You go tell him hi from me.”

      I laughed on a sob, and swiftly kissed the back of her hand. “You know it. Now be good and sleep tight.”

      Liz managed to make her soft grunt of assent sound sarcastic.

      Gary and I walked a few steps away from the bed. I thanked Gary quietly and said I’d be back.

      “I don’t want to see you here for at least a few hours, unless you want medical treatment for your face?” Gary’s tone was that of the doctor in charge.

      “No, no, I’ll be fine,” I said quickly.

      Gary frowned, and I recognized that stubborn chin from the parking ramp last night. “After you go to the meeting, you need to rest, Acadia. If there is anything seriously wrong with Liz beyond what Craig said, I promise to send someone for you. Otherwise, she will be out cold for hours. I don’t want to see you in here again before 3:00AM, but preferably morning.”

      He patted my arm, and hurried back to Liz without another word.

      Kim asked Craig, “Will you leave two of your men here to watch the few people we still have in quarantine back there?”

      Craig answered, “Yeah, I think that’s what Acadia had in mind, so no problem.”

      Kim held the sheet curtain back with a pointed look at me and swept it closed when I passed by him.

      I asked, “Craig, can I take Matt and Mark with me?”

      “Sure, they can go, as long as Boulder and I can tag along, too.” Craig answered equitably, and when I smiled, he told the other two men on his team to stand guard here over Liz and the people in quarantine.

      I hurriedly thanked the two soldiers staying for all their help and we left the quarantine shed. We stayed in the shadows outside while I explained to the four men what Robert had done and what I was going to do. I walked away to give them a chance to discuss it privately, but Craig called me back almost immediately. They were unanimously in. We put our heads together and made a quick plan.

      In a single file, we walked swiftly down the road that traversed the farm yard. I wished I knew where Rod and Coop were, but did not have time to go find them. The meeting was about to start.

      At the edge of the Red Rose Barn, our small group gathered again. There was an older, grizzled man that I vaguely recognized from the quarry on guard at the back door into the barn. He stood under the light and smoked a cigarette. A pistol hung loosely from his hand.

      Craig tapped Mark on the shoulder and the young soldier immediately walked out of the shadows, his hands in his pockets while he whistled a happy tune.

      “Hey! Am I too late for the meeting? Do you have another one of those smokes I could borrow?”

      The guard didn’t lift his gun, but hid it behind his leg. “Sorry, no smokes, son, but you can go right in. The meeting is about to start.”

      “Great!” Mark enthused.

      As he drew level with the man, Mark pulled his hand from his pocket and pointed the barrel of my Glock in the man’s face. “Drop your gun.”

      The older man dropped his gun and his cigarette. “Don’t kill me! I ain’t done nothing!”

      “You called me ‘son’. I consider that reason enough to shoot you.”

      I glanced at Craig with raised brows and he lifted a shoulder with a slight smile at Mark’s ad lib.

      We walked out of the shadows. Matt picked up the gun off the ground and stepped on the lit cigarette.

      Boulder aimed his shotgun at the man while Mark stood down and handed me back my gun. He withdrew a big knife from his boot and tilted the curved blade to reflect the light.

      Hands raised, the man was unable to take his eyes off the knife in Mark’s hand. I didn’t blame him because I barely could, either. The older guy swallowed hard.

      “I’m going to ask you this question just once and you had better pray I like your answer.” Craig warned menacingly. “What is Robert planning to do in there?”

      Visibly relieved at the simple question, Robert’s man couldn’t answer fast enough. “He’s going to be informing the people that we’re taking over the farm, that’s all. Robert says it’s his farm anyway, now that his brother’s wife is dead.”

      “Oh, yeah? So why the need for a guard on the door and the gun?”

      “Robert’s the boss.” The older man shrugged. “I’m just following the orders I was given.” His expression turned sly and he chuckled ingratiatingly. “You soldier boys ought to know how that goes, eh? He told a few of us that if we helped him stop any trouble from a couple of folks that may have some other wrong ideas, he’d make us part of his ruling council.”

      “How many is a ‘few of us’?”

      “There are seven, counting me and Robert. Wait,” he scratched his head, “or is it eight counting me? I’m all mixed up here and gotta think a min…”

      “Don’t strain yourself, just listen.” I’d heard enough and stepped forward. There was not a flicker of recognition on the man’s face. My swollen cheek must be really bad, or maybe it was the haircut. “Knock on that back door. Tell the man inside the kitchen to go get Robert. Tell him there’s a blonde girl out here with really big boobs. She has something urgent she’ll tell only face to face with Robert about what Rod Ramaldi’s planning to do.”

      A little less nervous since he hadn’t been hurt yet, the man searched the area with an air of bewilderment. “Where is she?”

      Mark got in the guard’s face with the knife. “She’s back by that wall so you can’t see her, now go do what this lady said or I’ll gut you. Say exactly what she told you or I’ll gut you. If you make one wrong…”

      The older man raised his hands higher, and said with fear, not sarcasm, “I know, I know, you’ll gut me! I promise I don’t want any trouble!”

      He knocked twice, paused, and then knocked twice more on the barn door. We stood behind Mark and Boulder a few feet in back of the door.

      The door opened. “What the fuck you want now, Webster, the fun’s almost about to start. I got to pick out my girl. I owe you a pack of smokes for pointing out that young one with the long dark hair.” The invisible man’s laugh was gloatingly nasty. “That is one prime piece of…”

      Webster quickly repeated what we had told him to say. He was obviously furious the guy at the door had already got to pick out his girl, but also he knew we’d overheard. His frustrated tone was perversely the perfect blend of pissed, scared, and thwarted.

      The guy inside swore, but said he’d be right back and pulled the barn door closed.

      Mark motioned for the older man to step away from the door. Mark then grabbed his shirt and forced him to march down a few feet to face the barn. He was warned not to utter a sound.

      We all got in position. I shot Craig a tight nod that I was ready.

      Robert didn’t make us wait long. The door banged open and he strode out alone.

      His voice was briskly impatient, but didn’t disguise the excited curiosity while he looked around. “I’m here, Webster, so where’s this chick with the gigantic tits?”

      Boulder slammed the door shut and stood off to the side, ready if it opened again.

      “Hello, Robert. Sorry, it’s just me, the girl with the itty bitty titties.”

      Robert was quick, I’ll give him that. His coarse face stiffened in shocked surprise for less than one second before the wheels began to spin behind those cagey lizard eyes.

      Hands at his chest, Robert staggered back a step, as if he had seen a ghost. After that, he grinned so broadly and spread his arms wide so wide; I could almost believe he liked me a little. Almost.

      “Acadia! I don’t believe my own eyes, but you’re alive! Hurry, we have to go in and tell everybody. Bobby will be so happy! I told them you were dead, but that was obviously a big mis …”

      I raised my gun with two hands.

      Robert froze again, but he recovered quickly and laughed in disbelief. “Oh, come on now, Acadia, quit playing around. Are you mad I didn’t save you? I swear I was too far away and powerless to help you, or whoever the poor woman was.” His voice rang out in happiness, “But look, here you are, back with us safe and sound! My God, are you going to shoot me in cold blood for telling people the truth that I thought I saw you get ripped apart by those animals?” He glanced at the men for the first time, as if to say, ‘Women!’, but then he sighed towards me in fond exasperation. “If you want an apology, I totally understand. I am sorry, but it was an honest mistake. I swear the woman was your body double. What were we all to think when you didn’t come back to the farm all day? Where have you been?” He didn’t pause for my answer, but continued in a voice heavy with sympathy, “I suppose you’ve heard many of the people here tonight begged me to take over as head of our new community?” Robert eyed my gun warily, and when I made a move to lower it slightly, he joked with a friendly chuckle, “Hey, I understand you might want to shoot me over that, but can you really blame them for choosing me? They only want a stable, dependable leader, Acadia, and we all thought you were dead.”

      When I remained silent and didn’t shoot, Robert was on firmer ground.

      “I know you had talked of creating a council.” Robert couldn’t do genial for long before his superior sneer creeped back. His tone was rapidly changing from that of an affectionate relative witnessing a miracle to that of a man cajoling a dangerous idiot. “I thought that sounded very democratic of you. Why don’t we go back in there and do that right now? We’ll have people vote for a council and then we can move on and forget this ever happened--one big, happy, democratic family.” Robert’s sharp smile would certainly do a politician proud. “What do you all think? I think that sounds about as fair as we can get in these circumstances, eh men?”

      “You’re right, Robert,” I said, and watched as his eyes regarded me back in thinly veiled contempt to have won so easy. “If King Farm was a democracy; a vote would be the fair thing to do. Your first mistake was the refusal to understand King Farm has not been, nor ever will be, anything but a dictatorship. And guess what? I’m the friendly benevolent dictator,” I laughed and shrugged a shoulder, “unless someone is stupid enough to cross me.” I dropped the smile and raised the Glock. “Your second mistake was being that stupid.”

      I pulled the trigger once, then again.

      It didn’t hurt that I had quite a bit of practice shooting people in the head over the last day. The shots hit Robert since I was only three feet away; although one round penetrated close enough to his neck to be debatable as a head shot, but in this instance, dead was dead.

      I stared down at his body. “Liz says hi, you weasel prick.”

      The kitchen door bumped against Boulder’s restraining hand.

      There was a muffled noise from the shadows where Mark stood with the older guard. I said to Craig, “Let’s show Robert’s little gang the same kind of mercy.”

      I whirled when I heard Rex’s joyful bark. My dog bounded over and licked my hand. I squatted down to rub his head and ears while he whined, grinned, and twisted his body around my legs.

      Uncle Coop said, “Sometimes, Acadia, just once in a very great while, I am so happy to call you niece that I want to burst with pride.”

      I snorted into my dog’s fur.

      “I’ll help Craig and his boys take care of everything down here. Why don’t you and Rex go on inside King House and put Football out of his misery? He’s cleaning up after a little skirmish we had out on the road.” Coop shook his head. “That man sure can shoot!”

      “I should tell Bobby first.” I motioned to Robert’s body on the ground.

      Coop said, “No, let me tell him. You and Rod can join us in a while when the dust settles to talk to the crowd inside, okay? Now go on, Niece.”

      I stood up and offered my right hand. “Craig, Mark, Matt, Boulder. Welcome to King Farm. I can never repay you for rescuing us. Thank you.”

      Craig shook my hand, his bulldog face straight. “It’s good when a friendly dictator owes you a favor or two.”

      I implored, “Please keep it a secret. Nobody else knows what I am!”

      They all laughed while we shook hands and Mark teased, “I wouldn’t dream of crossing you, lady.”

      Uncle Coop and I hugged tightly as I whispered in his ear, “They think I’m joking, but get Craig and his team to swear not to tell anybody else what I said to Robert.”

      Coop stood back and squinted at me, but then grunted and waved me off. I started jogging along with Rex, not back to King House, but to the quarantine shed. I needed to verify for myself that Liz was out for the night like Gary promised.

      When I opened the shed door, Gary was just emerging from the curtained off room. I caught a glimpse of Liz lying with a blanket up under her chin.

      Gary crossed his arms in exasperation. “Liz has a cracked rib and will have to take it slow. Otherwise, her wounds look terrible, they are very painful, and she’ll be quite colorful while they heal, but she will be fine.”

      “Can I just go see her…”

      He interrupted, “She is sleeping and does not need to be disturbed. Now go.”

      “But I…”

      “Go home and rest, Acadia!” Gary said uncompromisingly, and pointed to the door.

      Like my uncle, Dr. Gary obviously got the dictatorship concept because I found myself outside the quarantine shed, too.

      Rex and I started jogging towards King House. Liz was going to be fine and my heart lightened for the first time in hours, or maybe it was years.

      Through the gray fog that has covered my life since Law died, I’ve felt a dull pain like a persistent toothache at his loss. A veil lifted sometime tonight after being punched by Tryg. I saw how my grief, while necessary for the healing process, had been left unchecked far too long. I had become dangerously fixated on the past, like Tryg was fixated on me.

      Outlaw biker psychopath aside, I didn’t want to become anything like Tryg--fixated on a love that was gone forever or had never even existed.

      I would never be my old self again. That woman had died and was buried with Law. It was past time, though, for me to figure out who the new Acadia King was going to be.

      Revenge against Tryg and the Iron Fist motorcycle gang would be at the top of that list, and zombie slayer a close second. In fact, I had to round up a group pretty soon to go clear Hwy 52 in Coates before we had a real cluster fuck at our gate. But those were necessary evils to stay alive, not a choice how to live.

      If I’d learned anything over the last day, it was that I needed balance to not cross over that edge into the dark abyss. I needed sunlight in my life. I needed fun and laughter, and I needed comfort and touch.

      Soon I was all out running, despite the throbbing in my sore cheek and thigh, and smiling at the irony. Last night, I was running as fast as I could up the stairs to get away from the man that I was now running towards. I couldn’t help be curious of what tomorrow night may bring.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      
        “I meant what I said and I said what I meant.” -Dr Seuss

      

      In the kitchen of King House, Rex and I both paused to catch our breaths. I realized I had no idea where Rod was bunking. Rex ran off into the main hall, so I followed the dog up the stairs and down the hall to my bedroom.

      Opening the door, I heard the shower running in the bathroom and smiled at my smart dog. Rex jumped up on the end of the bed and cocked his head in question towards the bathroom.

      “You’re absolutely right--I could use a shower. It just so happens, I have a little time on the work schedule.”

      I locked the bedroom door and quickly reloaded a new magazine into my gun. I stripped off my clothes without any fanfare, briefly regretted I didn’t know how to do a lap dance, and knocked loudly on the bathroom door in warning before entering.

      In the steamy room, I leaned back against the door. I stared at Rod, gloriously naked and dripping wet while he pointed a gun towards my head. His face showed no shock at seeing me appear nude in the bathroom when I was supposedly dead, only joy. His joyful expression turned to concern when his eyes finally reached my face and he saw my swollen, puffy cheek. I didn’t want to go there right now, so I picked up our debate where we’d left off this morning in Coop’s bathroom.

      “Liz and I are fine and we’ll talk about what happened later, but I am forty-two, Rod, not thirty-eight. I’ll be forty-three in April. That’s eleven years. Eleven years! Think. I will be fifty when you are thirty-nine. I will be seventy when you are still in your fifties!” A little appalled myself at that example, I was deliberately crude when I asked, “Can you imagine fucking a seventy-year-old woman when you’re fifty-nine?”

      “Whoa!” Rod set down his gun and motioned with a hand to my body. “You hide it so well, but I had no idea you were so old. That is disgusting. Out! Hit the door, woman!”

      I stood there unmoving, ready with another argument on the tip of my tongue and not prepared for his easy concession.

      Rod mocked tenderly, “Oh, Acadia, think. Did you find it disgusting to make love with a sixty-five-year old man when you were forty?” He smiled then and reached for me. “Do you think I haven’t been with more women in the last ten or fifteen years than, hmm, let’s see, what is an expression an old lady like you might appreciate…more than Carter has pills?” Step by step, he pulled me closer while he murmured, “Do you think I might have enough experience under my belt, so to speak, that I understand the difference between fleeting lust and love?”

      I laughed and frowned at the same time.

      He grinned at my response as his large hands ran slowly up and down my back, but then lowered to my ass to squeeze and fondle. “We’ll take our new love one fuck at a time.” His lips teased mine with a soft, gentle kiss, and then another. “We’ll take vows. You’ll discipline me when I act too boyish and I promise to let you know if the thought of making love with you ever makes me nauseous.”

      Rod was right, he did have serious skills. The man delighted all my senses. Together, his words and touches filled me with desire, but I needed to be truthful. I put a finger against his lips and met golden-brown eyes that danced in return.

      My voice was husky when I said, “I want to have a life, but I don’t know if I can ever love you.”

      Rod groaned on a laugh and hugged me close. His arousal pressed along the length of my stomach. I could hardly pay attention to hear his words, and I didn’t even care he was amused by my honesty.

      “As you said, Acadia, your love will build with time…”

      He kissed me softly again, carefully deepening the kiss when I groaned a little at the touch of his tongue licking mine. Too soon, Rod leaned back and nipped my bottom lip.

      “And with liking, too, didn’t you say?” His hands skimmed down the back of my thighs and swiftly stroked back up to squeeze the Charmin again a little more thoroughly. He said against my lips, “Do you like this, Acadia? Or do you like my fingers here doing that?”

      He kissed me gently before I could answer; little soft kisses over my lips and upturned face that wouldn’t hurt my sore cheek. I didn’t care about my throbbing cheek, either. Not when measured against the hard throbbing his big hands were building inside me and the throbbing my hands were building on something big and hard outside of him. Capturing his lips in a passionate kiss, the next thing I knew I was sucking on his honeyed tongue and straddling one muscular thigh with both of mine.

      “And I believe you mentioned mutual respect...”

      Strong hands at my waist lifted me a few inches. I ran fingers through his long hair for the first time, since, unbelievably, I had forgotten to do that in the elevator. Rod rubbed his wet face and mouth against my gauche nipples. He sucked hard and bit soft, although he had been raised to be more polite.

      I clutched his head to my mouthfuls and felt his smile against my skin. “I’m feeling the mutual respect here. Are you feeling the mutual respect here?”

      I gasped out dazedly, “I’ve never respected you more in all the twenty-three hours I’ve known you!”

      He lowered me a few inches until we were face to face. His eyes were hot. “Then don’t worry about love. I’ll love you enough tonight for both us.”

      Rod didn’t wait for my response. No longer careful, his mouth devoured mine in a wild kiss so powerfully erotic I was dizzy in his arms with wanting. A bold stroke, playful licks, and slow, sucking caresses; our tongues plunged and mated in a sensual dance I never wanted to end. I couldn’t ever remember such kisses and was sure we had invented them tonight. But it was Rod’s murmured words of love for my silvery eyes, my awesome strength, my amazing bitchiness, and my fat outstanding ass that nearly sent me over the edge.

      I was so incredibly aroused from only Rod’s kisses; I knew I’d never need ketchup again. That was no juicy rib eye I had experienced in the elevator last night; it had barely been a hamburger slider from the happy hour menu.

      The intense sensations from Rod’s kisses, his hands, and his body, the words he said and the feelings they demanded, it was suddenly and overwhelmingly too much. Abruptly, I jerked out of Rod’s arms. I didn’t know what to do with myself. I looked frantically around the bathroom--mine and Law’s master bathroom.

      Eyes intent on my face, Rod let me go and kept his hands by his sides.

      He said calmly, “You can run, but he’s dead. I’m not.”

      My God, I barely had to glance down to see the enormous truth of that!

      “Acadia…,” it was Rod’s bossy quarterback voice.

      I hesitated with a hand on the doorknob. I rested my forehead against the cool wood of the bathroom door and sought the words to express myself.

      Sarcasm and banter were no problem for me; those shallow words flowed from my tongue with no conscious effort. It was the talk of deeper, serious feelings that I sucked at miserably. I felt the emotion of words in my heart and I heard their honesty in my head, but when I spoke those same words out loud, they were often reduced to trite drivel that made a mockery of my attempts to be serious.

      I tried though. Maybe Rod could make sense of feelings that I wasn’t sure even I understood. I swung back around.

      “If I do this with you then I won’t be Law’s wife. He’ll really be dead.”

      “He really is dead and you can love us both.”

      “But…”

      “Acadia, your husband is dead.”

      “I know, but…”

      “You are alive and I am alive.”

      “Yes, but…”

      “That’s enough talk about your husband. Get over here.”

      “I can’t…”

      “Boudicca, I believe you can and you will.” Rod leaned back in the shower and sprawled on the bench, the steaming water cascading over his golden muscles.

      I gulped.

      Okay, so he was a good-looking man that was happy to see me---there was nothing too special about that. All right, I was lying again. He was a man not only endowed with the fantastical blonde looks of a Norse god; his penis was built along mythical lines, as well.

      I’d like to blame my fright on the size of Thor’s hammer, but I was done with lying to myself. My fright came from knowing how much I wanted to break out of my depressed prison. I wanted to be the bold, strong woman Rod believed me to be.

      Rod’s eyes didn’t leave my face. He nodded slightly, as if reading my mind. He held out a hand.

      Maybe it really was that simple. If you want something that much, you simply reached out and grabbed on.

      I closed my eyes briefly to silently say, ‘I’ll always love you, but do not watch this!’ to the image of Lawson King forever stamped in my heart and mind.

      I held out my hand in return. “Okay, but don’t go all “Love Boat” on me because I am not promising anything beyond tonight, Football.”

      Dazzled by Rod’s grin, I was pulled onto his lap in the shower.

      

      
        The end…for now
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      Hello Fellow Avid Readers,

      I hope you had fun reading Acadia’s Law. I’m seriously addicted to the exciting action of apocalyptic stories, things that go bump in the night, and the sizzle of a hot romance. If you are one of those addicted readers, too, Acadia’s Revenge is available for purchase right now.

      If you enjoyed Acadia’s Law, will you please recommend my book to others with a quick review wherever you purchased your eBook? Reviews are the self-published writer’s lifeblood for spreading the word of their books, so your reviews are hugely appreciated. Plus, I read every one. The encouragement and support from reader fans is great because writing is mostly a solitary endeavor. I strive to improve my future books based on your feedback, too.

      Oh, and don’t forget to have your own bug out bag ready to go. You just never know…

      Until we meet again in my next book, happy reading!

      Tracy Ellen
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        “Prepare for the rise of a dragon shifter.” – Draco Historia

      

      When relic hunter Tyler Buck treks into the heart of Africa, he meets an intriguing woman who unleashes a stunning power within him that changes his life forever.

      Strap yourself in for a nonstop roller-coaster ride filled with high adventure, gripping combat, steamy romance, and of course, dragon shifters!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Lonely Traveler

        

      

    

    
      
        TYLER BUCK

      

      Once again, I find myself in the back room of an airport under the eyes of a suspicious screener. This time it’s the Addis Ababa Bole International Airport in Ethiopia.

      I speak in a calm voice as the screener pokes at my survey equipment. “It’s nothing dangerous. I’m a beachcomber. This gear is for finding coins in the sand.”

      Lies. I’m no beachcomber, and I’m not searching for coins.

      He looks up sharply, a pleased look in his tiny eyes. “Our land does not meet the sea. We have no beaches here for lying young men to find coins.”

      Oops, forgot they were landlocked. “Yes, but you have that big lake, I forget what it’s called.”

      “Lake Tana?”

      Never heard of it. “Yes, I’m very excited about going there.”

      He waves his finger at me. “What you find in the dirt there belongs to my country. You must surrender it before you go.”

      I nod sincerely. “Yes sir, I understand.”

      I wish I could tell him the truth, just to see his face. Hey, security bro, I’m a relic hunter who’s here to steal some dragon bones for my insanely high-paying boss, Lord Beasley.

      Security bro decides to examine my passport. “Tyler Buck? I have never heard of such a name.”

      “Imagine the teasing I got in school.”

      He looks confused.

      I try to help. “Because it rhymes with fuck.”

      He frowns, unamused. “It says you are twenty-six years old. But you look much younger.”

      “I’m one-eighth Native American. Ute tribe. Master horsemen, the Utes. Never did learn to ride, though. Anyway, that’s where I get my perfect teeth, year-round tan, and shiny hair.”

      His lips curl in disapproval as he eyes my hair. “Your hair is darker than in your passport picture.”

      “Yeah, I used to color it, back when I was doing the metrosexual thing.”

      His eyes narrow. “Are you a homosexual?”

      I’m getting tired of this shit. “Yes, I’m super gay. Can I go now? There’s a cosmo waiting for me in the airport lounge.”

      His face hardens and he reaches for a clipboard. This is going south fast. Mom always said I had a big mouth. Big enough to get me in trouble, and big enough to get me out of it.

      I slip a five-hundred-birr Sitota from a hidden pocket in my sturdy brown travel shirt. The Sitota is a gift card that looks like a debit card. Wherever I travel, I use Beasley’s money to grease the palms of the locals. I do it with gift cards, because carrying around a lot of cash is a bad idea.

      I drop the card on the table between us. “Hey, I found this five-hundred-birr gift card on the plane. I should probably turn it in. I don’t know how much a birr is, but five hundred of them seems like a lot.”

      He looks insulted. “No. It is not a lot, Mr. Buck.”

      Hardball, huh? Time to pull out the big guns. “Good thing I also found this five-thousand-birr card, redeemable at any Shoa shopping center or supermarket.”

      I pull out the second card and set it gently on the table.

      He promptly sets down his clipboard and waves me away. “Go. I will return these cards to their rightful owners.”

      I smile. Of course you will.

      I gather up my imaging gear and see myself out.

      I’m actually tempted to find the lounge. A cosmo sounds pretty good about now, but I need to stick to the schedule. Beasley gives me a long leash and I don’t want him shortening it.

      I met my patron when I first started out as a treasure hunter. After every hurricane passed through Florida, I rushed to the beaches with the other coin shooters, using my cheap rig in a hopeless attempt to find a gold doubloon washed up from one of the old Spanish wrecks offshore. Then one day, I actually found one.

      Lord Beasley, a Brit living in a Highland Beach mansion, was walking on the beach and saw the crowd gathered around me. He paid me twice what the doubloon was worth, and I’ve been working for him ever since.

      Beasley is an armchair archeologist from old money. He has a large, very illegal collection of relics stashed in his private vault somewhere in the Caymans. Each month he flies there to fondle them.

      I’m just one cog in the Beasley relic machine. He has some big academic network gathering intel for him. About one in four of his leads pans out. That’s an amazingly high percentage in this business.

      When I saw Beasley last week, he gave me my choice of three gigs to pursue. The first was a long shot, finding the tomb of one of Alexander’s generals, supposedly buried in Lebanon. The second was finding a Roman payroll stash near some ruins in Turkey. And the third was this dragon gig, which immediately captured my attention.

      Dragon lore has been around since forever. It goes all the way back to the Bible, where dragons are portrayed as creatures of evil. There’s a church in Atessa, Italy, that claims to have the rib bone of a dragon slain by one of their saints. There could be a similar situation here in Ethiopia. Beasley told me to check for dragon bones hidden in a lost Coptic shrine in the Omo River Valley. The Copts are old-school Egyptian Christians, and they love their relics.

      I’m not sure why I chose the dragon gig. The payroll stash was probably more of a sure thing, but I can always get to that later. There’s just something about dragons. I’ve always thought they were cool. A year ago, after a drunken night in Cardiff, I got a dragon tattoo on my ass. It’s hard for me to see it without a mirror. It’s got a tail that curls into a series of Celtic knots. I remember getting the tattoo, but I’m still fuzzy about why. It had something to do with the dragon on the label of the beers that plastered me.

      I feel excited as I walk through this airport, its ceiling covered with a network of thin steel girders. It’s time to find the charter company with the Cessna that will fly me to Arba Minch, a small city just east of the Omo Valley. Ethiopian Airlines actually has a daily flight to Arba Minch, but I’ve already missed it, and flying a charter is better anyway because security won’t pick through my gear.

      From Arba Minch, it’s a day’s ride by Jeep to one of the most remote areas on the planet, where I intend to find a relic that’ll make Beasley squeal like a schoolgirl.
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      The weather in Arba Minch is perfect. Dry and sunny, with the temperature around seventy. This is supposed to be typical for December. I’m tempted to sit outside for dinner, but I don’t want to share my meal with the flies. I’ll soon be roughing it, and I want one more night of civilization before heading out into the unknown. After that, I’ll be coated in a thick layer of bug repellent for the rest of the trip. I did my research and found that the tsetse flies here can give you sleeping sickness, causing anything from fever to death. Africa is an unforgiving place.

      I’m eating dinner at my hotel, the Paradise Lodge. The place has a lot of rough-hewn wood furniture and a great view of a huge lake. A bone-thin waiter brings me a meal I’ve been looking forward to since I started reading about Ethiopia. I’m an adventurous eater, and kitfo is as adventurous as it gets. It’s basically raw hamburger soaked in butter and spices, with some cheese on the side. It’s not recommended for Western stomachs, but I can eat anything short of wet dog hair.

      There’s a spoon on the plate to help get the cheese and raw meat onto the flatbread, but if you want to be cool, you don’t use the spoon. I try to use the bread as a scoop to load up some meat and cheese, but half of it goes tumbling off the plate.

      I hear laughter and see a beautiful Ethiopian girl, maybe in her late twenties, at the bar on the other side of the room. When our eyes meet she quickly turns away. She was laughing at my lame eating skills, but I don’t mind. Mom always says that making a woman laugh is the way to her heart.

      I feel a little guilty when I think about Mom. She doesn’t know what I do. I lied and told her I won the lottery. She thinks I’m living the life of a world-traveling playboy. The truth is, I’ve used most of my Beasley money to get Mom out of her shitty apartment in Pueblo and into a nice house in Colorado Springs. She deserved it after everything she’s gone through. Dad left us when I was four years old, and the struggling steel mill laid her off six times. For weeks on end we’d eat ramen noodles cooked on a hot plate. Sometimes, to fancy it up, we’d add cheese and sunflower seeds.

      The waiter interrupts my sad reminiscing with a carafe of tej, Ethiopia’s famous honey wine. It looks like peach juice. I’m actually not sure you’d call the container a carafe. It’s more like a science beaker with a fat bottom and a long neck.

      I take a drink from the bottle and the wine shoots down the long glass neck, splashing my face. Shit, I probably should have poured it into the empty glass sitting near the bottle.

      The girl laughs again as I wipe my face with a napkin. I call out to her. “I could use some help here. Stranger in a strange land.”

      Still smiling, she slides off her barstool and approaches my table. I see she has a nose ring with a thin gold chain connecting to an earring. God, that’s hot!

      I hold out my hand. “I’m Tyler.”

      She clucks her tongue. “First lesson, the man never offers his hand. Only the woman can invite a handshake.”

      I drop my hand. “See, that’s why I need you.”

      She extends her hand. “I am Ayana.”

      I shake her hand. “Pretty name, what does it mean?”

      She looks suddenly shy. “Beautiful flower.”

      I gesture for her to take a seat at the table. “I’d say your parents were very observant.”

      Is she blushing? I can’t tell with her beautiful caramel skin. She refuses my offer to sit. “And what does Tyler mean? Clever flatterer?”

      “It means lonely traveler.”

      “I don’t believe you, Tyler.”

      “It’s true, Ayana. Can you stay for a bit, show me how to drink tej?”

      “I cannot, I’m afraid.”

      “But I have all these gift cards. Can I pay with them? How much is a birr?”

      Her face hardens. “You think I am a prostitute?”

      “What? No! I’m talking about paying for the meal.”

      She laughs. “I know what you mean, Tyler. Forgive my humor.”

      “Oh man, you totally had me going there.”

      She leans in close. She’s wearing a spicy perfume that makes me want to grab her. An erection threatens as I see the cleavage down her drooping silk top.

      She whispers into my ear. “Sorry, we do not accept gift cards.”

      Ayana turns and leaves. She’s wearing a long red skirt with some sort of geometric pattern. I can’t stop watching her ass as she walks out of the restaurant.

      After she leaves, I find my hand in the kitfo, my fingers coated with butter and beef blood.
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      I’m six years old and my fingers are covered with bloody cuts. I couldn’t get the stopper out of my piggy bank, so I broke it on the concrete stairs outside of our apartment. Now I’m counting my coins as fast as I can.

      Behind me, Mom is crying and pleading with the marshals as people carry out our furniture and drop it on the sidewalk. I don’t know how much money we owe, but I might have enough to pay the rent for a couple more days.

      My tears blur the coins and I keep losing count. Some guy notices my hands and picks me up.

      “Careful, that glass is sharp.”

      I kick him in the balls and he drops me.

      I scream as I fall onto the broken shards of my piggy bank.
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      My eyes snap open and I take a deep breath. It was a dream. The same dream that’s haunted me for years. I still have scars on my hand and back from that damn piggy bank.

      I’m in my hotel room in the Paradise Lodge. After dinner, I was exhausted and went straight to bed. Moonlight pours through the window and lights up the white mosquito gauze hanging over the bed.

      Why does it smell like sex in here?

      I hear soft breathing and realize there’s someone in the bed with me!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Saint George’s Day

        

      

    

    
      
        ALEXANDER ARGYROS

      

      How long has it been since I’ve prepared for a black op? Too long, I’d say.

      I wipe the steam from the bathroom mirror, trim my gray mustache, and apply the oil-free matte that keeps my scalp from shining. Betty, in Cultural Services, thinks I look like Sir Ben Kingsley. Perhaps a younger version. He and I share the same problem, baldness caused by hypervirility.

      I gently lift my reliquary from its peg beside the mirror and hang it around my neck. The small golden tube dangling from the chain contains a bit of finger bone from Georgios of Lydda, Saint George himself, my direct ancestor. The relic protects me from dragons, but that’s not why I wear it. I wear it as a constant reminder of my duty to eradicate dragons.

      I enter the bedroom of my modest apartment and select a weapon from the gun safe. I can’t take my standard-issue .50-caliber handgun because of the Knights of Rome logo on the bottom of the magazine. If something goes awry on this mission, it’s imperative that no one discovers I’m a Knight working for the world’s most effective hunters of paranormals. So instead, I opt to wield an unregistered Glock 22.

      In my mind, I hear the call of the chronomichani. If I want to avoid dripping blood on my clothes, I should feed it before I dress.

      I open my second safe, this one well hidden behind a sliding panel in the back of my closet.

      The chronomichani, a clockwork mechanism from Greek antiquity, sits inside the safe. Its wooden container, about twice the size of a cigar box, holds a set of complex brass gears that drive pointers around several dials marking dates and zodiac symbols. To my knowledge, there was only one other like it, and it was destroyed millennia ago in a shipwreck off the island of Antikythera.

      I slide my finger into the chronomichani’s feeding slot and feel a jab as the ravenous device pierces my skin. It doesn’t speak to me as it drains my blood. It never speaks, but I can tell it’s pleased.

      My father gave me the device on his deathbed, and it soon bound itself to my soul. Father called it the infernal device, but I prefer its Greek name, chronomichani. I feel its anger as I withdraw my finger, but if I didn’t, it would drink me dry.

      After I stop bleeding, I peruse my clothing options, selecting a simple black suit, a shoulder holster, and a forged FBI badge. This should be adequate for the task ahead.

      [image: ]

      My squire, Snedeker, handcuffs a trembling professor to a stair railing. I shake my head in disgust. Snedeker has handcuffed the professor to the end of the railing, where the cuffs can simply slip off. Snedeker curses and reattaches the handcuffs, lined with soft foam so they won’t leave a mark on the professor’s wrists.

      How have I become tethered to this incompetent, monkey-faced boy? I want a real squire, like Cobo has. That Hildebrand kid is all the officers are talking about.

      The captive’s home is extravagant, well beyond what he can afford on his salary. Upstairs, Spero and Kaplan, the other two misfit rookies on my team, conduct a search for anything relevant. They’re making enough noise to wake the dead. HQ is always assigning me these lackwits because no one else can whip them into shape.

      I glare at the sniveling professor. He reminds me of the haughty academic that maligned my master’s thesis in military history. My paper was an examination of Saint George and provided well-researched evidence that dragons existed during his time. The professor savaged me publicly and tried to block my path to a PhD. But I left the school anyway when my thesis caught the attention of the Knights of Rome, and I was recruited into KoR’s elite ranks.

      The professor stares down the barrel of my gun, struggling to speak. “Is … is this a robbery? Take whatever you like. There’s no need to hurt anyone.”

      “I’ll decide who gets hurt, thank you very much.”

      Spero and Kaplan descend the stairs, looking sheepish. How irritating, they’ve found nothing of use. Spero, I can forgive, due to her delightful figure, but I make a point of frowning at Kaplan, who turns his ruddy, pockmarked face away.

      I lean over the handcuffed professor, barely raising my voice above a whisper. “Where is your computer?”

      He looks both terrified and confused. “It’s at work!”

      I sigh, holstering my Glock, and remove a case from the pocket of my suit jacket. I make a show of opening the case, revealing a loaded syringe.

      He pulls helplessly at the handcuffs. “What is that?”

      I gesture for my team to hold him down. He shrieks as I place the needle near his nostril.

      “Please calm down, Professor, I haven’t injected you. Yet. And I won’t, provided you answer a few simple questions.”

      He nods, trying not to move his neck. “Anything! I’ll answer anything!”

      “Very well. First question. How is it that an anthropology professor can afford a house like this?”

      “I do consulting work on the side.”

      “Yes, you do. Well answered. Keep telling the truth and you’ll survive this night. We know you’ve been making inquiries regarding a lost cache of dragon bones. Who hired you for the job?”

      “Lord Beasley.”

      “Who?”

      “Lord Simon Beasley. He’s a British expatriate. I think he lives somewhere in Florida. I have his number in my phone. It’s in my front shirt pocket.”

      I take the phone from his pocket with my gloved hand.

      “Last question, professor. Where are the bones located?”

      His face darkens and his eyes bulge. “I don’t know. I swear to God, I don’t. I’m a cultural anthropologist. I was hired by Beasley to research the Coptic presence in Ethiopia. He asked me to stay alert for any information about dragon bones. But I discovered nothing along those lines. Dragon bones? Can you imagine? It’s ridiculous.”

      I jab the needle up his nostril and push the plunger, injecting him with a chemical that causes a heart attack. “There’s nothing ridiculous about dragons, professor.”

      He gasps like a fish as he dies.

      I see Spero avert her eyes. She’s adorable that way.

      Once the professor stops flopping around, I return the syringe to its case and Snedeker removes the handcuffs.

      I hand the professor’s phone to Kaplan, who carries a device to clone it.

      As Kaplan works on the phone, Snedeker frowns at the body. “He peed his pants, boss. It’s supposed to be a heart attack. Do people with heart attacks pee their pants?”

      “Perhaps you should call a cardiologist.”

      “Really? You think that’s a good idea?”

      My anger flares. “Sarcasm, Snedeker!”
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      Snedeker parks the team’s black SUV in the motor pool outside Fort Adams, the regional headquarters of the Knights of Rome.

      The fort, located near Newport, Rhode Island, is a historical site open to the public. Beneath it lies the secret multilevel KoR command center. KoR is the only serious organization dedicated to eradicating paranormals, and we’ve been doing it since the reign of Roman emperor Constantine the Great, who was a contemporary of Saint George himself.

      It’s December, and as we exit the vehicle, we’re blasted by a frigid wind blowing in from over the bay. We go through security at the north visitor gate. It’s early morning now and the tourists still haven’t arrived.

      We pass a Civil War–era naval gun emplacement, stoop under a brick arch, and make our way down a corridor and a set of hidden stairs, finally arriving at a secret entrance. There are several of these entrances, but this one is closest to where we parked.

      The door handle reads my biometric signature and opens to my touch. Once inside the topmost level of the base, Level Blue, I dismiss my team and head off to file an after action report.

      Cold-faced guards with silverweave body armor and assault rifles eye me as I pass. I need to get out of this business suit and into a uniform.

      I enter my report at a console in the operations center and discover that I’ve been summoned to Preceptor Stockhausen’s office. That’s troubling. Why would the base commander want to see me? In my entire career, I’ve only had a few conversations with her, and never in her office.

      I take the elevator down to Level Red and change clothes in the locker room. It’s unthinkable to meet the Preceptor in civilian clothes. I immediately feel more comfortable when I’m in my black officer’s uniform.

      After a quick security screening, I step onto the elevator and descend to Level Black. I’ve only been there twice: once to the Hall of Records to take my vows, and once to the Hall of Regents to be knighted.

      I step off the elevator and enter the shadowy hallways of Level Black. The Knights of Rome emblem hangs across from the elevator, a gold laurel wreath on a crimson background. Even after all these years, it fills me with pride when I see it.

      Level Black is a notorious labyrinth. On my own, it would take some time to find the Preceptor’s office. Fortunately, an escort approaches and guides me there.

      I step into her office and find the Preceptor awaiting me at a glass desk.

      I’ve heard about Stockhausen’s ant map, but it’s much bigger than I imagined. The entire wall on the left side of the room is a giant ant farm that forms a map of the United States, showing KoR field offices and paranormal hotspots. The crawling ants form the borders between the states. It’s quite the bizarre spectacle.

      The Preceptor gestures to a chair across from her. “Have a seat, Sir Argyros.”

      How annoying. After my decades of work here, she still can’t pronounce my name properly. It’s Ar-yee-ROS. No point in correcting her, I suppose. She’s probably doing it intentionally.

      She taps her fingers on the desk as she stares at me with her bright blue eyes. She looks unsure of how to begin.

      “Colonel, I’m afraid I have some upsetting news. Our budget has been cut, and we’re being forced to shut down your department.”

      My heart quickens and I leap to my feet. “You can’t do that. Dragons are the single biggest threat to humanity!”

      She looks at me with what must be pity. “With respect, Colonel, there haven’t been any confirmed dragon sightings since the nineteenth century.”

      “They’ve gone into hiding, thanks to our efforts. But I warn you, they’ll reemerge if we fail to remain vigilant.”

      “Please sit down, Alexander.”

      I hear my first name so infrequently that I’ve nearly forgotten it. It takes me aback, and I sit.

      “Please, Preceptor, you have to stop this. I’m in the middle of an important investigation.”

      Her voice grows cold. “I’ve just read the report you filed. You can’t go around eliminating every academic who’s researching dragons.”

      “This is a genuine lead. I know it.”

      “How do you know it?”

      “Because I am a direct descendent of Saint George himself, and I carry his relic.”

      “His finger bone? The carbon dating was inconclusive.”

      “I’m convinced of the bone’s authenticity.”

      Stockhausen shifts to a more sympathetic tone. “I’m sure you’re right. Listen, I’m sorry to tell you this, but it’s not just your department under the budget axe. You’re in your fifties now, and we want you to take an early retirement.”

      “What? That’s outrageous! I still have nine years left!”

      “Look at it as an opportunity. Do you have any hobbies?”

      “Killing dragons.”

      “Alexander, please hear me when I say this. There are no dragons. You need a new hobby.”

      “I won’t accept early retirement.”

      “If you like, we can keep you on until April twenty-third. That’s Saint George’s day, the day you were knighted. That gives you a few months to wrap things up.”

      “I can continue with this investigation?”

      “Only if you agree to retire in April.”

      I take a moment to think it over. This is probably the best deal I’ll receive. Once they see the results of my investigation, they won’t be able to retire me.

      “Very well, Preceptor. I accept your terms, predicated, of course, on a generous severance package.”

      She nods, relieved. “I’ll do my best. You’re dismissed.”

      I leave her office, trying to calm my anger and despair. I’ve always had bad luck, and this is yet another example. But I can still salvage my career. I have the chronomichani, something KoR doesn’t know about, and I have a plan to use it.

      Now is the time for bold action. As Alexander the Great once said, there is nothing impossible to him who will try.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Dragon Blood

        

      

    

    
      
        TYLER BUCK

      

      I turn over in bed and find Ayana asleep beside me. How did she get here?

      How much of that tej did I drink? I feel really tired, but oddly, I don’t have a hangover. My only regret about tonight is that I don’t remember the sex with Ayana. I bet it was spectacular.

      I really need to piss. I slip out of bed, duck under the mosquito gauze, and relieve myself in the nearby bathroom. Once my eyes adjust to the bathroom light, I check the slim waterproof travel pouch hanging around my neck. I never take it off, even in the shower. It carries my passport, credit cards, and a bunch of the big-ticket gift cards. I’m relieved to find that nothing is missing.

      Traveling a lot has made me wary of thieves. I always leave my survey gear locked up with hotel security, but I never trust my passport with anyone.

      I leave the bathroom and head for the table next to the hotel room door. I left my wallet there, and as always, I put a single hair between the folds so I’ll know if someone messed with it. The wallet is just for show. It has a few dollars in it to keep any muggers happy. I also use it to test people. I hold the wallet up to the moonlight and see that the hair is still there.

      So Ayana isn’t a thief. That’s nice. But even if she was, it wouldn’t be a deal breaker. In Paris last year, I slept with a girl who had stolen my bait wallet five months before. Of course, she stole it again, but it was totally worth it.

      I understand thieves. Some people would call me one. I’m okay with that. My mom followed the rules all her life, and look where it got her. We lived in poverty and despair. But not anymore.

      I head back to bed, eager to wake up Ayana and do some stuff with her that I’ll actually remember.

      But the bed is empty. She must have slipped out while I was in the bathroom. Damn it to hell.
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      By morning, I’m in a Jeep with my nervous driver. He’s probably not a day over eighteen, and he’s taking me to a part of the Omo Valley the locals call the Ghostlands.

      My two security guys, both former Ethiopian soldiers, left a few hours before us to scout out the survey zone. They’ll radio my driver if they see any problems ahead.

      We pass a village with conical huts and makeshift animal corrals. Topless Mursi women with huge clay discs in their lips collect money from leering Westerners who want a picture with them. I hate those kinds of tourists. Exploiting the poverty of the natives just to impress their social media buddies. I hope they’re getting overcharged.

      A few hours later we reach the Omo River. My driver stops the Jeep and steps out to check an old bridge with steel railings and wooden planks. Some of the planks have holes, revealing the chocolate-colored water below.

      Satisfied with the bridge’s condition, the driver returns to the Jeep and we cross without a problem. It’s a little bumpy, but not the worst bridge I’ve seen.

      We soon pass another village, this one not meant for the tourists. There are no beautiful girls with painted clay discs in their lips, just tired women with babies on their hips, and brown-toothed men carrying AK-47s. There isn’t any terrorism here, but there are a lot of fights over grazing rights.

      For a few minutes, a group of boys chases after our Jeep, calling out something I don’t understand. I ask the driver to translate, but he ignores me. His English isn’t very good, so maybe he didn’t understand my question.

      The boys break away when an old man starts waving a green stick at them.

      We pass the next few hours without seeing any people at all. I also haven’t seen any animals. I read online that Ethiopia has leopards, cheetahs, lions, giraffes, hyenas, crocodiles, and monkeys. So where are they? I guess I was expecting a nonstop safari.

      I track our progress on my mobile phone’s GPS. There’s no cell signal out here, but the GPS still picks up the satellites and I cached the maps before I got here. We have trouble finding a road that leads to where we need to go, so the driver reluctantly sets an off-road course.

      In the distant north, I can see the blue mountains of Ethiopia’s highlands. That’s the source of the Omo River. The silt it picks up there turns the water brown.

      I smell something smoky and sweet and realize the small thorny bushes we’re passing are myrrh trees. There is also an occasional mushroom-shaped acacia tree, which for me is the symbol of Africa.

      We finally manage to find the survey zone, where the driver refuels the Jeep from the battered metal tanks of gas we’ve been carrying.

      I unload my survey gear, along with the camping equipment I got in Arba Minch. I also have an old rifle I bought off the driver’s boss. I’m no gun expert, but I know it’s best to have one out here.

      I don’t see any sign of my security guards, but the driver insists they are here. I ask him to stay until they show up.

      After I unload, the effing driver takes off without a word. He damned well better return in a week to pick me up. He wanted me to pay in advance for the return trip, but I refused. If I did that, I’d be stuck out here forever.

      I stop and take a moment to study my surroundings. I’m in an area of desert scrub. It reminds me a little of the high desert outside of Pueblo. A vulture glides in slow circles high above, the first sign of life I’ve seen out here.

      I survey the terrain with my treasure hunter’s eye. I can see why Beasley is interested in this spot. His satellite images no doubt picked up the large hill nearby. There are other hills in the area, but none like this one, which stands alone from the others.

      If I was going to build a Coptic shrine, it would be on top of that hill. But I know not to look there first. If there was a visible structure, Beasley would have mentioned it. I’ll need to hike around the hill and study the erosion patterns. When buildings fall apart, they tend to get washed away, so I always search the low points first. Ancient, dry riverbeds are a great place to find interesting pieces. When I caught the treasure hunting bug, I took some geology and archeology classes at the community college. I learned a lot. It’s a shame you can’t get a degree in treasure hunting.

      I get to work setting up camp and barely finish by dark. There isn’t enough wood around for a fire, so I cook dinner on a propane stove: chili from a just-add-water package.

      There’s still no sign of my security guys, and I’m worried. I keep thinking about those men with AK-47s. Did they kill my security men, or did my guys simply abandon me?

      This situation isn’t looking good, so I should report in to Lord Beasley.

      I unpack the kit with the satellite phone and am stunned to find it empty. Who took it? The driver? Someone at the hotel? I doubt it. It was probably taken at the airport. I should have done a full inventory of my equipment before I left, but I was irritated and wasn’t thinking. That was a stupid mistake.

      So here I am, in the middle of nowhere, with no security and no communications, and my driver isn’t returning for a week. Assuming, of course, that he is coming back. He didn’t look too happy to be out here.

      I try to calm myself by watching the stars. There’s no light pollution here, and the sky is so clear I can see the dust of the Milky Way.

      I’m really tired, and despite this bad situation, I have to get some sleep. As I crawl into my tent, I find myself wishing it had windows. I won’t be able to see the lions sneaking up on me, and these thin tent walls won’t do much to stop them.

      I curl up with my hands on my rifle.
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      After a mostly sleepless night, I crawl exhausted from my tent and start some oatmeal on the propane stove.

      The air is different in the morning, wetter and muskier. A haze is blocking my view of the highlands.

      I’m eager to get started on the survey. Hopefully, the work will keep me from worrying about all the ways there are to die out here.

      I gulp down my oatmeal with a cup of instant coffee. Nasty stuff, this coffee. I use a double dose and it wakes the hell out of me.

      As I prep my survey gear, I notice animal tracks in the dust outside my tent. Shit, I don’t remember seeing those when I made camp. They look like dog prints. Were the hyenas here, hunting for human flesh?

      I once had a guide who peed a circle around the tent before going to bed. Marked it as his territory. I should probably start doing that.

      After breakfast, I get all my gear together and hike toward the hill. Almost immediately I find a likely washout area and set up the ground-penetrating radar to have a quick look. If this place proves promising, I’ll build a proper search grid and walk the transects.

      My badass 3-D underground imager cost about thirty grand. Beasley picked up the tab, of course. It looks like a lawnmower on two big wheels. It runs on solar-charged batteries and shows the ground in colors, with green being regular dirt and red being objects of interest. I can send the feed in real time to my phone or a pair of goggles. All the chronological and spatial data is recorded with the imaging. I can even run time slices at different depths in the soil. Took me a month to learn how to use it, but I love this thing.

      After a few minutes, I get a hit on something with a promising shape about seven inches below the surface. I grab my shovel and dig, being careful not to strike the prospect.

      A few minutes later, I pull a long object from the sandy soil. Crap, it’s a JAFR. Just Another Fucking Rock. The shape fooled me. That happens sometimes.

      Still, I have a good feeling about this area. Without wasting any more time, I run ribbon to make a thirty-by-fifty-foot grid with corridors for the GPR. It takes me a few hours to make three passes over the grid, each at a different depth.

      It turns out to be a huge waste of time. The JAFR was the only thing here. I’m not off to a great start, and I’m second-guessing myself. Who’s to say the shrine was built on exposed ground? It could be under the hill, hidden inside a sealed-off cavern. Maybe I should have started on top of the hill.

      Suddenly, I hear hooting and laughing. I recognize that sound from a video I watched before I left Florida. Hyenas! God, they sound creepy.

      I grab the rifle and survey the scrub. I don’t see anything. Suddenly I feel a pain on the back of my neck. Adrenaline hits me as I slap my neck, crushing a giant fly. Shit, I didn’t put on repellent this morning! What if it’s a tsetse fly bite?

      As I scramble to dig the bug spray out of my pack, I can’t help feeling like I’m already getting sleeping sickness. What was I thinking, coming out here by myself? That Roman payroll cache is looking pretty good right now. New rule: I don’t go anywhere where the drivers drop you off and flee for their lives.
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      By the time I return to camp and cook some freeze-dried lasagna, it’s already late afternoon. I should hike to the top of the hill and set out another grid, but I don’t have the energy. I’ve been tired since my night with Ayana. That must have been some really wild sex I’ve forgotten. If I didn’t know better, I’d think she slipped me a roofie. But nothing was stolen, so what would be the point?

      How should I spend the last of the afternoon? I think about trying to gather wood for a proper fire, but it’s hard to come by out here, and the hyenas are probably lying in wait. I think I’ll stick with the propane stove.

      I hook up my electronics to the solar chargers and settle down in a folding canvas chair to read an e-book on my phone. It’s a book on dragon lore I didn’t have time to start before I left the States.

      The book is big, so I skip to the section on African mythology. For some reason, I don’t think of Africa as having dragons, but boy, am I wrong. The dragons here are like giant flying snakes. They have something called Aido-Hwedo. It’s a rainbow serpent that can fly between the realms of heaven and earth. He prefers cooler places, so he stays in the water. And he eats iron bars made by red monkeys. Pretty wild stuff!

      As the sun sets, I realize my bowels are moving, so I grab my rifle, toilet tissue, wet wipes, and shovel. I walk about fifty feet from the tent, where I find a good place to do my business. I dig a hole, take one last look for hyenas, and drop my pants.

      I finish up quickly. As I’m cleaning my hands with a wet wipe, I see someone grab the rifle sitting on the ground beside me.

      Panic hits me as I turn to face a black man wearing a rainbow-colored dragon mask. He stares at me with dead eyes but makes no aggressive moves.

      Many more masked figures emerge from the cover of a ravine, a mix of men and women, all wearing scary masks with a fanged rainbow serpent. The more muscular men are wearing something that looks like brass knuckles with sharp crystal claws.

      Holy shit! Please tell me I’m dreaming. I was reading that book and I fell asleep and now I’m dreaming about some crazy-assed dragon cult. It’s time to wake up, Tyler. Wake up!

      But I don’t wake up.

      One of the women approaches, speaking softly. “Don’t be afraid, Tyler.”

      The voice sounds familiar. Is that Ayana? Her body looks right, but I can’t see her face behind the mask.

      She reaches out for my hand, but I take a step back.

      She slides the mask to the top of her head. It’s Ayana all right, wearing rainbow eye shadow. She looks crazy, but hot!

      She reaches out her hand again. If this is a dream, I’m damn sure going to have some fun in it.

      I take her hand, immediately regretting it when I feel a prick on my palm. As I pull my hand away I see she’s wearing a ring with a tiny pair of gold dragon fangs on the underside. My palm feels numb. Did she poison me? What the fuck, Ayana? I thought you were cool.
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      I wake up with a pounding headache and find myself lying on a stone table in a dimly lit room. The walls are rough stone and it feels like I’m deep underground. My hands and legs are bound to the table by stone manacles. I struggle to free myself, but it’s hopeless. The stone cuffs don’t seem to have any hinges. I wonder how they got them on me.

      In a niche on the far wall I see a stunning piece of art. It’s a rainbow dragon sculpture covered with gemstones. The jewels twinkle in the flickering light of the candles all around the room. That dragon relic must be worth a fortune!

      Below the gemstone dragon, on a long mantel, is a row of mummified human heads. The ones on the far left are nearly dust, and the ones on the right look newer. A scorpion crawls through the dark hair of one of the heads.

      What the hell is going on? The Mursi aren’t headhunters. But something tells me these dragon freaks aren’t Mursi.

      I hear someone enter the room. It’s Ayana, who puts a gentle hand on my chest. “I’m so sorry about this, Tyler.”

      “Sorry! You’re sorry? That doesn’t even begin to fix this, you crazy bitch. What’s going on? Are you cutting off heads to get your jollies?”

      She winces at my harsh words. “No, Tyler, we didn’t behead them. We simply preserved their heads after they died.”

      “Look, we can talk about this, but first you have to set me free.”

      She shakes her head sadly. “I cannot. The bindings have taken hold.”

      “Get a sledgehammer and bust them open. I don’t care if you break a bone or two, just get me out of them.”

      She strokes my forehead. “Tyler, if you truly understood the gift we are bestowing, you would not want to leave.”

      “How about the gift of freedom? That’s a great gift. No one ever returns it.”

      A man in a dragon mask enters the room carrying an old-fashioned silver syringe with a huge needle. He hands the device to Ayana, who holds it down below my eye line, just like my dentist.

      “What’s in the syringe, Ayana?”

      She whispers the words with reverence. “Dragon blood.”

      I shake my head. “There’s no such thing as dragons. Somebody sold you some snake oil.”

      She looks disappointed. “Listen to me, Tyler. Nearly two thousand years ago, the Coptic Church killed a dragon and enshrined its bones nearby, in one of their foul churches, as a warning against evil. But there’s nothing evil about dragons. They are wondrous creatures. Four hundred years later, my comrades destroyed the Coptic shrine and buried those sacred bones in a place where they will never be found.”

      “What comrades? The crazies with the Halloween masks?”

      Anger flares in her eyes. “The servants of Aido-Hwedo. And we are quite sane, I assure you.”

      “Hah! You’re about to shoot me up with this shit you think is dragon blood. Tell you what, you take the first hit.”

      “I do not deserve that honor. Your mixed heritage is unique, and you can hear the call of the dragon. We have been eagerly awaiting your arrival.” She looks over at the row of human heads. “Over the centuries, these people have answered the call, but did not survive the transition. We preserved their heads to honor their attempt.”

      I make another useless effort to slip the stone cuffs. I scrape the skin off my wrists and it hurts like hell. “Ayana, I wasn’t summoned. My boss sent me. This is just a little mix-up. Let me go and we’ll call him. I’m sure he’d be willing to make a generous donation to your group.”

      I feel a prick on my arm as she slides the needle in. My voice rises two octaves. “Wait, I have gift cards!”

      Ayana pushes the plunger on the syringe, and hot lava enters my veins, burning me from the inside out. There’s no word for this kind of pain. Deafening screams explode from my mouth as the raging dragon blood invades every cell in my body.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Chronomichani

        

      

    

    
      
        ALEXANDER ARGYROS

      

      I sit in the officer’s mess, stabbing at my peas without eating them. This isn’t the first time my career has been in jeopardy, but it’s the most serious threat yet. If the Lord Beasley lead doesn’t pan out, my future looks bleak.

      I had KoR Intelligence run a check on Beasley. He’s a wealthy member of the British peerage who fell into disgrace for hoarding stolen antiquities. His Highland Beach mansion in Florida has excellent security, so this mission will be far more complicated than the last. I’m not certain my pack of lackwits is up to the task.

      Carnahan, a captain, breaks away from the other officers to join me at my lonely table in the corner of the mess. That’s very odd. His group, a pack of insolent youngsters, has mocked my baldness in the past, so I have no wish to share a meal with them.

      Carnahan eases down in the chair across from me and furrows his unibrow. “Colonel, I’m sorry to bother you. I’m not supposed to show this to anyone, but I thought you should know.”

      “Know what?”

      He leans in and lowers his voice. “There’s been a sighting.”

      “Of what?”

      “You know what.”

      Suddenly, the skin beneath my mustache itches. That always happens when I grow excited. I scratch my face and try to keep my voice calm. “A dragon?”

      He nods, almost imperceptibly.

      I refuse to get my hopes up. “There have been many sightings. None have been confirmed.”

      Carnahan nibbles on his thumbnail. “This one is different.”

      “Different? How?”

      I can barely hear his reply. “There’s a video. I stole a copy. None of us can believe it.”

      “Let me see it!”

      Carnahan nervously clutches his phone. “You have to promise—”

      “Yes, yes. I’ll tell no one. Let me see it!”

      Carnahan hesitates. “I should warn you, Colonel. It’s hard to watch. The creature is eating a child. Her head is … inside its mouth.”

      I cross myself. “Oh, dear Lord!”

      Carnahan reluctantly presses the play button and slides the phone across to me.

      I hear a girl screaming.

      My bowels clench.

      I force myself to look at the screen.

      It’s a video of a child’s amusement ride. A little girl screams with glee as she rides in a dragon car, her face framed by the creature’s open mouth.

      The whole mess hall bursts out laughing. Some of the miscreants cross themselves and shout, “Oh, dear Lord.”

      I leap to my feet, my cheeks hot. “One day, your souls will answer for these shenanigans!”

      They laugh even harder.

      I storm from the mess hall. As I leave, I hear one gasping lieutenant ask, “How did he ever make colonel?”
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      This isn’t the first time I’ve been bullied by nonbelievers. It wounds my pride, yes, but beyond that, it fills me with dread. The moment we let our guard down, the moment we think we’re safe, the dragons will return and we’ll all perish. Why am I the only one who can see that?

      I march down the hallway, headed for the janitorial console on Level Red. The room there is small, usually empty, and there are no cameras. Perfect for logging into the KoR system with stolen credentials.

      The world is closing in around me, so it’s time to use the chronomichani.

      Before I get there, Squire Snedeker intercepts me. His monkey face looks nervous.

      “Colonel Argyros, can we talk?”

      I survey the hallway, wary of pranks. “What do you want?”

      “I’m thinking of … changing things up.”

      Are the rats abandoning the ship?

      “You want a new mentor? Is that it, Snedeker?”

      “You’re great and everything, but I heard a rumor they’re closing the department.”

      “Snedeker, let me ask you something. Do I seem like the kind of man who would let bureaucracy endanger humanity?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Are you that kind of man?”

      He fidgets. “No, sir. It’s just … I guess I’m not seeing the threat, sir.”

      I grab him by the lapel of his cadet’s uniform. “Come with me.”

      I drag him into the janitorial room and have him avert his eyes while I log in to the console using the credentials of the janitor, a trusting man who never looks over his shoulder when he logs in. This is a low-level account, mostly used for ordering supplies, so I can’t access classified information. But I can connect with one of my hidden virtual drives on the server and pull up a personal copy of my favorite codex.

      “You can look now, Snedeker.”

      I open the codex and point to the screen. “What you’re seeing here is the most important book in the world, next to the Bible, of course. In the Middle Ages, an Irish monk, known only as Fintan, uncovered an Arabic translation of a manuscript written in ancient Greek. He translated it into Latin, adding his own notes and observations. It’s called Draco Historia, the history of dragons.”

      Snedeker looks properly awed as I scroll through the scanned codex. I stop at a crude illustration of a dragon, done in red and black ink.

      “As you can see, young man, dragons are real.”

      “Hey, why is Hannibal’s name in here?”

      He points to a line that reads: HANNIBAL AD PORTAS.

      “That means Hannibal at the gates. It’s a metaphor for things going badly wrong, a way of describing the dragon threat.”

      As I continue to scroll through the manuscript, something else catches Snedeker’s eye. He points to a set of runes…
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      “What are those, Colonel?”

      “Those are Fae runes, found on the wall of a cave by a Roman centurion who discovered a dragon skull there. No one knows what they mean.”

      “The Fae, really?”

      “Yes. They’ve been in league with the dragons since the beginning. Together, they conspired to wipe out man before we developed iron. They nearly succeeded.”

      I scroll to my favorite illustration, a multicolored dragon penned in gold, red, black, and blue. “This is an image of Aido-Hwedo, a rainbow dragon from the dark heart of Africa. The codex tells us to prepare for the rise of a dragon shifter sometime during this century. This is why we must be vigilant.”

      Snedeker whistles. “Amazing. You should show this to the team.”

      “I’d like to, but I can’t. I’ve reason to believe there’s a mole on the team. You’re the only person I can trust.” Because you’re too stupid to be the mole.

      His eyes widen. “A mole? Who is it? Is it Kaplan? I bet it’s Kaplan.”

      “Could be. Keep an eye on him, will you? It’s very important.”

      Snedeker speaks with renewed enthusiasm. “Yes, sir! You can count on me.”

      I clap him on the shoulder. “Very good, my boy. Now run along, before someone sees you here. We’ll have a mission briefing in the operations center at fourteen hundred hours. Make sure the team is there.”

      “I will, sir. Thank you, sir.”

      He scurries away and I log off the console. Snedeker will remain at my side, for a little longer, at least. How pathetic am I for being pleased by that?

      I rise from the console and step into the janitor’s closet. It’s time to use the chronomichani, the time travel machine that is the secret of my success.

      I know the infernal device is running low on blood. The little nips from my finger keep it active, though not fully charged. But there should be enough blood left for two more jumps. After that, it will require a more sizable feeding.

      I picture the chronomichani, sitting at home in my hidden safe. In my mind’s eye, I see its gears turning and wheels spinning. It is bound to my soul and understands my wishes, no matter how far away from it I am.

      I hold my breath, anticipating the falling sensation. It seems to get worse every time.

      My stomach lurches, and the jump is over. My body feels sore as I peek out of the closet door.

      Excellent, no one is here. I step out into the room, having just traveled two days into the future.

      I sit at the console and log in using the janitor’s credentials. Then I access the base’s general news feed. I’m shocked by what I read.

      I died in the upcoming operation! Shot in the back by Lord Beasley. Spero fought heroically to retrieve my body and was promoted.

      What nonsense. I would never show my back to an armed Beasley. I must have been shot by someone I trusted, someone on my own team. Could Spero be the mole? No, it has to be Kaplan. Spero is too lovely.

      I log out and step into the closet for the jump back to the present. Once again, the chronomichani has saved me. I still remember when Father gave it to me. He was on his deathbed, speaking in a whisper. He warned me of two things. Never use the device to change the outcome of a major world event, and never make physical contact with one of my past or future selves. I was young and, at the time, didn’t see any real use for the device. But it has served me well, despite its limitations.

      Forewarned is forearmed. My villainous little mole is in for an unpleasant surprise.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Temple of Doom

        

      

    

    
      
        TYLER BUCK

      

      I wake up in my hotel room in the Paradise Lodge. Soft candlelight flickers through the white mosquito gauze hanging over the bed. I’m in my underwear, and I’ve still got my waterproof travel pouch hanging around my neck.

      What the hell happened? Did I have a dream within a dream?

      Ayana wakes up in the bed next to me, looking sleepy and confused. “Who is Rosemarie?”

      “What? Who are you talking about?”

      She shakes her head. “I had a dream about someone named Rosemarie. It is fading now.”

      “I had a pretty weird dream myself. You tried to turn me into a dragon.”

      Ayana sits up in bed, grabs a carafe and a glass from the nightstand, and pours me a glass of tej. I see her breasts move beneath her nightgown. The thin gold chain between her nose and ear glimmers in the candlelight. She looks incredibly beautiful.

      If this turns out to be another dream, I’m going to be pissed.

      I’m thirsty and I take a big gulp of tej, but it doesn’t taste right, so I put the glass on the nightstand on my side of the bed.

      Ayana pouts. “Please drink, Tyler. Sex is more enjoyable with tej.”

      Time for more tej! As I reach for the glass, I see scrape marks on my wrists.

      It wasn’t a dream! I was pinned down on a table and the stone cuffs scraped my wrists. Then Ayana put a needle into me.

      I leap from the bed, become suddenly dizzy, and stumble to the hotel room door. I throw it open. There’s nothing but a stone wall on the other side!

      I’m not in the hotel. I’m still in Ayana’s freaky dragon dungeon!

      As I turn to confront her, Ayana embraces me. “Do not worry, Tyler. You are safe here. Please, you must drink the tej.”

      I push her away. “It tastes funny. What did you put in it?”

      “Something to calm you.”

      “I don’t want to be calm. I want to be free.”

      “You are not our prisoner. However, you must understand, you now carry the dragon blood. For your own safety and the safety of others, there are things you must learn before you leave us.”

      I start searching the room for a way out. “Why does this room look like the hotel?”

      “This is the transition room. It was designed to be familiar and comforting. Please, drink the tej. You must remain calm.”

      Why can’t I find the way out?

      “I’ve got some advice for you, Ayana. If you want someone to remain calm, don’t kidnap and torture them.”

      “I apologize for your pain, Tyler. It is a small price to pay for the gift you will soon enjoy.”

      I shout at her, “Do I look like I’m enjoying myself?”

      She winces. “Tyler, if you do not remain calm, you may accidentally shift into a dragon, or worse, travel into another time.”

      I laugh angrily. “What have you been smoking?”

      “Tyler, please. You must calm yourself.”

      I hear desperation in her voice. She’s genuinely scared.

      The truth is, I’m furious. And I have every right to be. Still, I don’t like scaring women.

      I try to speak in a calmer tone. “If you don’t want me to be angry, you need to let me go. Are you the one in charge here, the high priestess, or whatever?”

      “I am the Speaker. And of course, you will be free to go, but please, give me one day to explain the dangers. You’re a good man, Tyler, you would never forgive yourself if you hurt someone.”

      She puts her hands over her heart, pressing the thin fabric of her nightgown against her breasts.

      She’s trying to manipulate me with flattery and sex. Good call.

      “I’ll give you one hour to explain, then I’m outta here.”

      She nods, relieved. “Thank you. We must use the stairs under the bed.”

      Under the bed! The only place I didn’t look.

      After we both get dressed, I slide the bed aside and remove a wooden cover over a narrow set of stairs leading down at a steep angle.

      Ayana takes the lead, and we descend into a stone corridor lit by candles. The ventilation isn’t good here, and the air is thick and waxy-smelling.

      We pass several of Ayana’s fellow cultists, a mix of male and female Ethiopians of various ages. None of them wear the spooky dragon masks, and they all bow to me like I’m some sort of god. What happens when they find out I’m not?

      After traveling through the mazelike corridors, we stop at a small iron door. Ayana unlocks it with a key. Is this a trap? Is she going to try to lock me in there?

      I stand in the doorway while Ayana enters the tiny stone room. She uses a candle from the hall to reveal a gold jewelry box resting on a stone ledge.

      She opens the box and removes a triangular silver amulet. It’s a dragon head with a green, a blue, and a red gem set in the eyes and mouth.

      I assess it with my relic hunter’s eye. If those gems are an emerald, sapphire, and ruby, the piece could have a base value of at least $10K. More if it’s antique. Definitely something Lord Beasley would want.

      Ayana shows me the back of the amulet. “This is your training date.”

      I see a date engraved on the back: Dec. 1st, 540 CE.

      “I don’t get it.”

      She hangs the dragon amulet around my neck. “You have three mentors, all of them with the blood of Aido-Hwedo. They await you here in the temple, in the year 540 CE. One will teach you how to be a dragon. One will teach you how to be a fighter. And one will teach you how to be a time traveler. To survive, you must master each of these skills.”

      “That was almost fifteen hundred years ago. I think it’s safe to say I missed my classes.”

      Ayana shakes her head. “Your time mentor, Fenfang, travels here each month to look for you. She will take you back.”

      “Nice. Can you tell her I need to stop off at around 1200 CE to pick up some milk?”

      Ayana looks annoyed. “You mock us.”

      “What the hell does time travel have to do with dragons? It sounds like you’re making shit up.”

      She blows out the candles in the room. “All will be explained. Come, I have something else to reveal.”

      As we leave the room, I tuck the amulet under my shirt. It feels weighty. I’m bumping up my appraisal to $15K.

      We travel through another stone corridor, passing a room with a group of people eating a delicious-smelling stew. Until now, I didn’t realize how hungry I was.

      Distracted, I lose sight of Ayana for a moment, and have to hurry to catch up. A short time later she enters a small, bare room with a hole in the stone floor.

      She points to the hole. “This is the dragon vault.”

      “It looks more like a latrine.”

      She frowns. “Come look.”

      “Why, you gonna push me in?”

      She waves impatiently and I approach the hole. It’s about three feet across and eight feet deep, carved smooth from the solid rock.

      She lowers a candleholder hanging from a chain and reveals the bottom of the hole. I see an elaborate dragon carving in the stone floor, and the creature has a triangular mouth.

      Ayana points at the carving. “Your amulet fits in the mouth of the dragon. It’s the key that unlocks the vault.”

      “What’s in there?”

      “A gift from Aido-Hwedo. That is all we know.”

      “So, how exactly does that work? He flies in like Santa Claus and leaves presents?”

      “Aido-Hwedo has been dead for centuries. But his spirit lives on.”

      I take a second look at the hole. “I can probably get down there if I hang off the side and drop. Getting back up will be trickier. Got a rope?”

      “No, Tyler, you do not understand. Your amulet will not unlock the vault until you have completed your education here. When you finish each of your three trainings, a gem in the amulet will begin to glow. The vault will only open when all three gems are activated.”

      “Pretty sure you stole that from a D&D book.”

      “What is D&D?”

      “I could tell you, but you wouldn’t like it.”

      “You mock us again. Any of us would give our lives to be in your place. I cannot understand why Aido-Hwedo chose such an unworthy servant.”

      “Ayana, whatever dragon thing you did to me, I promise you, it didn’t work. I’m the same person now that I’ve always been. And when your friends with the masks figure that out, they’ll roast me on a spit. So give me my gear and let me go.”

      “Please, Tyler. I have not yet used all of my hour. You must at least meet with Fenfang.”

      Ignoring her, I turn around and leave the room. I have no idea how to get back outside, so I decide to follow any corridor that leads up.

      Ayana hovers behind me. “You cannot leave, Tyler. You have no food, no water, no weapons.”

      “If you’re so worried, give them to me. I’m leaving regardless.”

      “Tyler, I cannot allow this. Without a better understanding of your coming powers, you will kill someone. You will kill yourself.”

      “Pretty sure my chances are better out there than in here.”

      She reaches for me with her gold-fanged ring, the one with the knockout drug. I’m not falling for that twice. I dodge her and run.

      Ayana opens her mouth wide and emits an earsplitting, wavering howl. I’ve heard this before, it’s called ululation. In moments, every crazy in this temple of doom will be after me like a monkey on a cupcake.

      Adrenaline hits and I sprint like a madman.

      Ayana tries to chase me but her long red skirt is slowing her down.

      Sound doesn’t carry very well down here. After I get some distance between us, I can no longer hear her.

      Some of the people I encounter bow as I pass, but most of them look confused. One big guy with a scar on his face tries to stop me, but I knee him in the balls and keep running.

      I hit a T-intersection that has a hand-carved ivory dragon resting in a wall niche. A small flame rises from its mouth, and I realize the dragon is actually an oil lamp. Cool. But there’s no time to make an appraisal, I’ve got to keep moving.

      I decide to break my rule of always going uphill. I feel a slight breeze coming from the downhill corridor, so I head there, hoping to find an opening to the outside.

      I descend into a cavern with an underground stream. Looking closer, I see it’s more like an aqueduct.

      Behind me, I hear footsteps approaching. It sounds like several people running at full tilt.

      Shit, this looks like a dead end.

      Acting on instinct, I jump into the aqueduct.

      I float on my back with my feet in front of me, shooting down the aqueduct like I’m on a white-water ride.

      I quickly plunge into darkness and have no idea where I am or where I’m headed.

      After a minute or two, my ass scrapes on some rocks, and I see stars overhead.

      I’ve escaped!

      I crawl out of a stream and onto a muddy bank, where I catch my breath.

      I feel something big creeping along my arm and instinctively brush it off. Jesus, was that a scorpion?

      I scramble away from the stream and try to get a look at the landscape.

      It’s a clear night, and the moonlight is bright over the desert scrub.

      I can tell directions from the stars. I’m just north of the hill with the dragon loons. If I walk east from here, I should hit the Omo River in a day or two. As long as I’ve got the moon, I should travel at night and hole up during the day. The people on this side of the river are a rough crowd and just itching to squeeze the trigger on those AK-47s.

      On the other hand, if the cultists are tracking me and I stop moving, they might catch up. It’s a tough call.

      Before I leave, I return to the stream and drink as much water as I can. I’m probably giving myself parasites, but there’s no way of boiling the water. I have no outdoor gear or tools. All I have is the waterproof travel pouch around my neck, holding my passport and high-value gift cards. Thank God for that. If I can make it to Arba Minch, I’ll be able to get out of the country.

      There’s a chilly breeze blowing as I set off for the east. I’m soaked, but if I keep moving, I’ll be fine. Fortunately, I came here at the best time of the year to be running around in wet clothes.

      As I begin my hike, I pass too close to a bush and a thorn rakes the back of my hand. That’s Africa for you, even the plants want your blood.

      I hope the dragon freaks don’t try to track me. I know squat about tracking, or how to cover my trail. If I can just keep moving, maybe I can stay ahead of them.

      About an hour into the hike, I’m actually enjoying myself a little, despite the hunger pinching my gut. The first humans came from Africa, and out here, alone in the scrub with the sweet smell of myrrh, it’s easy to imagine I’m one of them. All I need now is a spear.

      Suddenly, my reverie is broken by the sound of kids laughing. What would children be doing out here in the middle of nowhere?

      Then the truth hits me with a spine-tingling jolt. It’s hyenas!

      I break into a jog, wildly spinning my head to try to see everywhere at once.

      The sound grows closer. Laughing and hooting. I think they’re tracking me.

      Can I outrun a hyena? I’m sure as hell going to try.

      I break into a sprint, knowing I can’t maintain it for long.

      The laughing grows closer. They’re almost on top of me!

      I stop, gasping for breath, and look for something I can use as a weapon.

      I see their dark forms spread in a circle around me.

      Oh fuck! Eaten by hyenas has got to be the worst way to die. I’ve read that they disembowel their prey, sometimes pulling the guts out through the anus.

      I yell at them, trying to scare them off, but they aren’t the slightest bit intimidated. They’re close enough now that I can see their stubby little tails pointed straight up.

      I can only think of one thing to do. I unzip my pants and pee a wide circle around myself. Good thing I drank all that water from the stream.

      One of the bigger beasts breaks from the pack and approaches. I can see its eyes shining in the moonlight.

      For one terrible moment, I think it’s going to step right over the line of urine. But it stops and takes a quick sniff.

      The big hyena yelps and jumps away like it’s been electrocuted. It turns and flees, taking the whole pack with it.

      Holy shit! I can’t believe that actually worked. It’s like the hyena smelled cyanide in my pee, or maybe acid pee like from those space aliens that explode from your chest.

      I run east, trying to distance myself from them before they decide to come back. It takes a while for me to calm down.

      Hours pass, and I check the stars regularly to correct my course.

      It’s almost dawn now. I’m hungry and exhausted, and continuing just isn’t an option. I need a place to hide and wait out the day. But where? Even if I managed to find a cave, would it be smart to go inside? God knows what could be curled up in there.

      Maybe I can find a ravine, or a group of big rocks to hide in.

      The sun is coming up and I’m running out of time. I feel like I’m a vampire, doomed to burst into flame if I’m struck by sunlight.

      I make out a low set of hills to the south and run toward them. A thorn rips into my leg but I don’t stop. I see big rocks strung out along the base of one of those hills. There could be shelter there.

      As I get closer, I realize the rocks are smaller than I thought. Then one of them moves!

      They’re not rocks, they’re goats, and they’re curled up sleeping. Wild goats, in Africa? How is it they’re not hyena chow?

      Then I get my answer.

      A beautiful, topless Mursi woman steps out from behind a thorny shrub. I wave to her, and she points an AK-47 at me.

      I hear a noise to my right and see a Mursi man, also with an AK-47.

      Looks like they heard me coming and set an ambush.

      I slowly raise my hands, praying they don’t shoot me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Clever Copts

        

      

    

    
      
        ALEXANDER ARGYROS

        FORTY-ONE YEARS EARLIER

      

      I’m very nervous as the judges approach. I’m a high school freshman going up against seniors and this is my first science fair.

      The desks and chairs have been moved out of the school library to make room for the exhibits. A tall jerk with red hair is taking up two spots with his pair of air hockey tables. It’s supposed to be an exploration of how surface area affects lift force, but I think he just likes to play air hockey.

      The judges, a man and woman, stand smiling at my magnificent dragon, constructed entirely of aluminum I recycled from soda cans. It took me over a year to build it.

      The woman looks down at the clipboard in her hand. “Alexander Argyros, what do you have for us today?”

      “For your consideration, I’ve completed a historical reconstruction of a typical draco that lived in the Eastern Roman Empire.”

      “Ah, so you like dragons?”

      “I loathe dragons. They’re horrible beasts.”

      The man frowns. “Then why build a dragon? What scientific principle are you exploring?”

      “It’s an archeological re-creation based on the current evidence.”

      The man looks skeptical. “What evidence? Dragons are mythological.”

      “Actually, no, dragons are mentioned in writing, as far back as the Bible, and some archeologists believe they’ve already found their bones in the fossil record, but they’ve been mistaken for dinosaurs.”

      He isn’t buying it. They both make marks on their clipboard.

      The woman gives me a parting smile. “It’s very cute, Alexander.”

      Cute! One of the most terrible creatures in history, and she thinks it’s cute?

      I call out to them, “Wait, don’t go. I haven’t shown you the most important feature.”

      I wasn’t supposed to include this in my project, but I really wanted to win.

      I step on the foot pedal beneath the desk that feeds alcohol up the dragon’s throat and into its mouth. Then I push the button that ignites the pilot light.

      Fire suddenly gushes across the library!

      Something’s gone wrong! Did someone turn up the pressure?

      I take my foot off the pedal, but the damage is already done. A shelf of library books goes up in flames, and everyone is screaming.

      I watch in shock as the fire alarm blares and the judges clear kids out of the library.

      When the police come to arrest me, I’m standing outside with everyone else, watching the entire school burn down. The police take me to juvenile detention, even though my parents haven’t arrived yet.

      I feel numb with shock, like this is happening to a different person. Several policewomen at the facility talk me through the intake process, but I barely hear them.

      I’m never thrown into a cell, but I wait on a bench for what seems like hours before my worried father arrives to rescue me. He yells something at one of the policewomen, and I feel proud of him for defending me. After all, it’s not my fault. One of the other kids tampered with my exhibit.

      Father leads me to the car. I sit beside him and he turns to me before he starts the engine.

      “I want to give you something, son. I think you’re old enough now.”

      He reaches under the collar of his shirt and removes a chain from around his neck. A golden tube dangles from the chain.

      With a solemn expression, he hangs the chain around my neck. “The tube is a reliquary. Inside is a finger bone of Saint George, the dragon-slayer, and your direct ancestor. Wear this with pride, Alexander. Never forget who you are and where you come from.”

      The finger bone of a saint?

      I stare in awe at the reliquary.
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      PRESENT DAY

      I climb out of bed, trying to cast off the memory of my burning school. After I take a shower, trim my mustache, and apply my oil-free matte, I say a prayer to Saint George and hang the reliquary around my neck. I’ll need his protection in the upcoming mission, perhaps the most dangerous of my career. After all, I am fated to die today.

      As I leave my bathroom, I feel the cry of the chronomichani. The device is weak and ravenous. I always feel a stronger bond with it after a time jump. It has a way of getting into my head.

      Last night, I had the urge to eat my dinner meat uncooked, and I’ve been fantasizing about imaginative ways to kill Carnahan, the Preceptor, and the mole in my team. Before I use the device again, I should visit Sabina, the Romani spiritist who fortifies my soul armor. If I’m not careful, the chronomichani will steer me into barbarity and madness.

      I’ve learned not to feed the device with my own blood when it gets this hungry. It’s too difficult to pull my finger from the feeding slot. I will have to find the blood of another, and a substantial amount.

      As I dress for the Lord Beasley mission, I contemplate the difficulties ahead. Once again, we’ll be posing as federal agents, and despite the increased danger of this op, I have not authorized ballistic T-shirts to be worn under our suits. I want my would-be killer to feel compelled to shoot me.

      I’ll be the only one carrying a Glock on this mission. The team will have dart guns that inject an anesthetic to knock out anyone who resists. The Preceptor made it clear she was unhappy with the professor’s death, so we must take care to ensure the survival of Beasley and his security staff.

      As I leave my apartment, I feel the starving chronomichani urging me to snatch a blood sacrifice from among the homeless. This isn’t the time for that, and I can resist the demand, but I really must have my soul armor reinforced.
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      Lord Beasley, dressed like disco-era Eurotrash, tries to look bored as he sips champagne from a crystal flute. But I have my Glock to his head, and I know he’s terrified. We disabled his security system with ease and quickly knocked out his armed butler and guard dog. Beasley knows we mean business.

      Nearby, Spero rummages through the contents of his computer. “Colonel, I’ve found an encrypted drive. It needs a password.”

      I turn to Beasley, waving my weapon in his face. “Give her the password.”

      He blanches as he eyes the gun. “That’s my assistant’s drive. I don’t know the bloody password.”

      I catch him glancing at my bald head. He’s judging me. I can tell.

      I use the butt of my gun to knock the glass from his hand, breaking one of his fingers.

      He screams in a dignified, British manner, his big ears turning red.

      “I’m not here to kill you, Lord Beasley, but I will break every bone in your body to obtain that password. You will spend the remainder of your life in traction.”

      He nods, clutching his broken finger. “The password is lcroft, all lower case.”

      I have no idea what that means, but it doesn’t seem like a very secure password.

      Spero enters the password. “I’m in.”

      From somewhere outside Beasley’s office, deep in the heart of his mansion, I hear glass shatter. Not good. Did we miss a silent alarm? Has more security arrived?

      I motion for Snedeker and Kaplan, waiting by the office door, to check it out. They nod and exit.

      Spero turns her head to me and whispers, “Colonel, you’ll want to see this.”

      She rises from the computer and I instruct her to guard Beasley. I set my Glock down on the desk next to the computer and examine the contents of a folder labeled Coptic Shrine.

      It’s exactly what I’ve been looking for! It seems Beasley hired a contractor named Tyler Buck to search for dragon bones in Ethiopia.

      Africa! The Aido-Hwedo prophecy is coming true!

      My mustache itches and my heart pounds with excitement as I copy the folder to a thumb drive.

      So far, this little play of mine has been progressing well. Now, for the final act.

      I pocket the drive and whisper to Spero. “Stay here with Beasley, I’m going to check on something.”

      Spero nods and I walk out of the office, leaving my Glock behind on the desk.

      I step into the hallway, passing the stairs, and head deeper into the second floor of the mansion. I hear the Glock discharge and feel a painful blow to my back that drives me to my knees. A second shot hits me and I fall face first to the floor. It feels like I’ve been hit by a sledgehammer. I can barely breathe.

      I see Beasley’s feet run past me as he flees to another location somewhere on the second floor. He’s probably going to call the police. It’s a futile effort. We cut the landlines on our way inside, and our SUV, parked nearby, has a jammer blocking cell and sat phone signals.

      Snedeker and Kaplan charge up the stairs and I hear Spero address them. “What was that noise downstairs?”

      Kaplan responds. “The dog was waking up, so we gave it another dose. The first dart didn’t sink in very far because of the fur.”

      Snedeker speaks in a shaky voice. “What was the gunfire? Where are Beasley and the Colonel?”

      Spero sounds close now. “Beasley got a hold of his gun. I think he killed him.”

      Snedeker wails, “Oh my God! What do we do?”

      Nice to know the boy cares, but he needs to get a grip.

      Through squinted eyes, I look down the hallway and into the office. I see my Glock lying on the floor. If Beasley shot me, why didn’t he also shoot Spero, and why didn’t he hold on to the weapon?

      It seems I’ve found my mole. I wish it hadn’t been Spero. I was looking forward to inviting her over to my apartment to dispense career advice.

      I play dead as Spero picks me up in a fireman’s carry. I know I’m very thin, but I had no idea she could lift me. Why is she doing this?

      Then I understand. She’s seen that my wounds aren’t bleeding, and that I’ll survive. She’s trying to prove her loyalty to me.

      Her voice conveys a surprising degree of authority. “Kaplan, clean up the scene. Snedeker, bring the car up to the door.”

      I let her carry me to the car before making my miraculous recovery. Her face is unreadable as I announce that my weapon was loaded with kinetic impact rounds, nonlethal bullets made of wax and sawdust. I’ll have a pair of bruises that will last for weeks, but I certainly won’t die.

      Snedeker looks as happy as a puppy with a new toy. That’s my boy. I find myself warming to him a little.

      I make a point of thanking Spero for carrying me from the mansion. I’ll also recommend a commendation for her in my after action report. Mustn’t let her know I’m onto her. I need to find out who she’s working for, and I have a special plan for that.

      I remove a backup gun from the glove compartment in the SUV. It’s loaded with .40-caliber hollow-points.

      Spero eyes me nervously. “What are you doing?”

      “We’re going back in to kill Beasley. It’s justified. He shot first.”

      In reality, I don’t want a living witness contradicting Spero’s report. She was the hero here, wrestling the gun from Beasley and carrying me to safety. I want the record to reflect my admiration of her actions.
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      I tighten my belt as our plane descends into Addis Ababa Bole. This is not my first journey to a third-world hellhole, but I’m hoping it will be my last.

      I wanted a stealth helo drop, but Stockhausen is making us fly commercial, punishment for Beasley’s death. At least KoR has arranged to get our weapons and armor through Ethiopian customs. That’s the most important thing.

      I glance over at my travel companions. Snedeker and Kaplan are asleep, but Spero is wide-eyed and nervous. She still can’t believe she got away with the attempt on my life. I doubt she’ll try again anytime soon, but just the same, I’m not going to turn my back on her.

      Before we left Boston Logan, KoR Intelligence dug up all the information available on Tyler Buck. There wasn’t a lot. He’s a treasure hunter who grew up poor and hit it big. We have a picture of him posing on a beach with a gold coin.

      After landing, we pass through customs without a hitch. We have a false paper trail showing we are military contractors working for the Pentagon, so local officials aren’t surprised by the weapons and armor, currently disassembled for safe transport.

      Before leaving Addis Ababa Bole, we search the airport for Tyler. We know from accessing travel records that he’s still in Ethiopia. If he found those dragon bones, I want them.

      There’s no sign of Tyler, so we book a charter flight to Arba Minch, the closest city to the site of the shrine. Had we arrived here a few hours earlier, we could have flown commercial to Arba Minch, but we’ve already missed the daily flight.

      Something tells me Tyler is near. Perhaps we’ll catch him in Arba Minch.
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      The airport in Arba Minch is a sad little affair, and it doesn’t take long to search. Tyler isn’t here either.

      It’s early evening and we’re all hungry and exhausted. But before we seek lodging, I insist that we rent a car and locate a guide who can take us into the bush.

      We manage to find the actual man who drove for Tyler. He claims that Tyler is still out there and is not due to be picked up for several days. Perhaps we’ll catch Tyler in the field.

      I’m eager to set off right away, but the driver’s boss refuses. Apparently, the roads are too dangerous at night, so we’ll have to wait until morning.

      We manage to find rooms at a quaint little hotel called the Paradise Lodge. They have only two rooms available, so we have to share. Normally, I’d enjoy sharing a room with Spero, but I can’t risk her cutting my throat in the night, so I put her with Kaplan and keep Snedeker with me.

      We eat dinner in the hotel restaurant. I don’t recognize the dishes on the menu, so I randomly point at something called kitfo. For some reason, the waiter seems amused by my order.

      The meal turns out to be quite bloody. The meat is so raw, I doubt they bothered to kill the cow. Still, I enjoy it immensely.
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      In the morning, our guide helps us purchase supplies for the journey. I’m certain we’re being overcharged, but it’s coming out of my KoR expense account, so I don’t object.

      There’s a delay leaving Arba Minch as our driver finds a vehicle large enough to accommodate our group, but we’re finally off by midmorning.

      Soon after we leave town, we pass a village where native women are posing topless with the tourists. Savages. Have those women no shame?

      Aside from one perilous passage over a rickety bridge, the journey is largely uneventful. We do see a number of men with AK-47s, possibly the local militia. They seem content to leave us alone. That’s a wise choice on their part, as our weapons are now reassembled and we’re wearing our body armor.

      By late afternoon, after a bumpy off-road stint, we finally arrive at the same place where the driver dropped off Tyler.

      I’m excited to see that Tyler’s tent and gear are here, though there’s no sign of the treasure hunter himself. He’s probably at the shrine.

      I order our driver to remain here as we scout the area, and I take his key to ensure that he does. He isn’t happy about that, but I don’t trust him and I can’t risk being stranded out here.

      Wearing our silverweave armor and carrying close-assault rifles, we head out for a look around. We soon find a grid laid out at the bottom of a hill. Tyler has clearly been searching this area.

      We can’t find anything resembling a Coptic shrine. Perhaps it fell into ruin and was overgrown. That doesn’t surprise me. But I’m puzzled as to why Tyler isn’t here. Did he see us coming? Is he hiding somewhere nearby?

      We spread out to do a more thorough search of the hill. Hours later, as the sun begins to set, I hear Kaplan call out. We converge on his position at the top of the hill and I see a narrow crevice. We follow it to a set of hidden stairs leading underground.

      Of course, they built the shrine underground. Those clever Copts were early Christians and were trying to avoid persecution.

      Tyler is probably inside the shrine at this very moment, unearthing the foul dragon bones. If so, the Knights of Rome have an unpleasant surprise for him.

      I motion for Kaplan to lead the way in. He looks scared enough to vomit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          Piggy Bank

        

      

    

    
      
        TYLER BUCK

      

      The armed goat herders lead me into their encampment, where I see another dozen or so Mursi. Most of them are young, but there’s also a bony old woman squatting near a low fire.

      I call out to them calmly, “Do any of you speak English?”

      Most ignore me. A few look annoyed. No one responds.

      One of the men uses his rifle to push me over with the goats, then he forces me to my knees. Shit, is he going to kill me?

      A goat sniffs my shoe, then tries to take a bite from it. I jerk my foot away and appeal to my captors. “I need help. I can pay.”

      I pull out the travel pouch hanging around my neck and remove a five-thousand-birr gift card. I hand it to the jagged-toothed man standing over me. He cautiously takes it from my hand and examines it. He’s holding it upside down. Not a good sign.

      He drops the card to the ground and kicks dirt over it.

      So much for the power of the gift cards. I guess that makes sense. How would they redeem them out here?

      I’m relieved when the jagged-tooth man backs away. I don’t think they plan to shoot me.

      Two teen boys extract milk from one of the goats into an iron pot, then take the pot to the old woman, who mixes in water and flour to make a soup. As it cooks over the fire, it smells like pasta, and it sets my hunger raging. I don’t think I’ve ever gone this long without food.

      Time passes. I watch them eat and my hunger grows.

      About an hour after sunrise, I hear the sound of a Jeep! I jump to my feet for a better look, but the man with the rifle gestures for me to get back on the ground.

      The Jeep stops about twenty yards away. It’s been traveling off-road and is covered with dust. The driver exits. He’s an Ethiopian man in city clothes. Maybe someone from Arba Minch?

      I wave at him, and he frowns. After speaking to the herders in a language I don’t understand, he approaches me. He’s a heavy guy in his forties, wearing a red bandana around his neck.

      He has a thick accent, but I can understand him when he speaks broken English. “Who you? Why you come?”

      I probably shouldn’t mention I came to steal a relic. “I’m a tourist, Tyler Buck. I got a little lost. Are you from Arba Minch?”

      He nods. “I work for government. I make peace between tribes. They fight for where animals eat.”

      “I don’t speak Mursi. Can you tell them to let me go?”

      He shakes his head. “They not Mursi. They Hamar. I not command them. I tell them why you come here. They decide.”

      The guy with the bad teeth leads me over to the fire and the armed herders gather around. I tell my story and the government man translates.

      In my tale, I’m a curious traveler who came to Ethiopia to explore its beauty, then was chased away from my camp by hyenas.

      When I tell them about peeing a circle around myself, they get visibly angry and several of them point their rifles at me.

      The translator speaks to them, then turns back to me. “They say you lie. Hunter animals not fear human urine.”

      The government guy speaks to them some more, and then starts arguing with them. That’s weird, why are they fighting with each other?

      “What’s wrong?”

      The translator looks nervous. “They kill you now. I am sorry.”

      “What? Hold on, I’m an American. People will come looking for me.”

      He looks pained. “I not say you American. They kill you slower.”

      “Tell them I’m Canadian! Everyone likes Canadians.”

      Ignoring me, he jogs back to his Jeep.

      On impulse, I start singing the Canadian national anthem…

      
        “Oh Canada,

        Our home and native land.

        Real patriot … something,

        A truly maple brand.”

      

      The man with the bad teeth raises his gun to fire.

      Desperate, I tear the dragon amulet out from under my shirt.

      “Wait, take this! It’s gotta be worth fifteen grand.”

      He flips off the safety and takes aim at my head.

      Suddenly, the old woman speaks. I have no idea what she’s saying. She calls out to the translator, who reluctantly returns.

      The snaggletoothed gunman, his eyes wide, lowers his weapon.

      The translator speaks to the old woman, and then to me.

      “You keep necklace. You pass safely here now.”

      “Awesome! Did she say why?”

      “I ask. She not say. I take you to Arba Minch or someone else kill you.”

      I nod my thanks to the woman, and in about three steps I’m sitting in the passenger side of the Jeep.

      I’m guessing the old woman saw the dragon amulet and it pinged her superstition radar. That was a huge piece of luck.
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      I arrive at the Paradise Lodge restaurant in the afternoon with torn, dirty clothes, but they still treat me like a king. I order three entrées: poached fish, beef stroganoff, and a delicious chicken dish called doro wat. I wash it all down with a nice white wine from the Rift Valley.

      Chef Getachew himself comes out to say hello. What a great guy. Getachew. How perfect is that name?

      This is the best meal I’ve ever had. The scary thing is, I feel I could eat even more, but I need to get my ass back to Florida. I’m hoping the amulet will make up for Lord Beasley’s lost survey equipment. The gear is insured, so I’m sure as hell not going back for it.

      I rent a room at the lodge just to use the shower, then take a taxi into town to get new clothes and a disposable phone.

      I text Beasley to let him know I’m returning. He normally answers right away, but not this time. That’s odd. It’s after seven a.m. there and he’s usually up by now. Maybe I caught him in the shower.

      I manage to get to DHL just before they close. Beasley set up a secret shipping channel that avoids customs and gets a package anywhere in the world in under forty-eight hours. I ship the amulet to my post office box in Coconut Creek. I rent the box under another name for added security.

      A short time later, I’m in the Arba Minch airport, waiting for my charter flight to Addis Ababa Bole.

      I’ve been in close scrapes before, but this was the worst yet. I can’t believe I survived. When I get home, I’m going to spend a week in my hot tub, drinking margaritas. I’ve learned one important thing from my experience here in Africa. It’s beautiful, but it will kill you.

      Through the window, I spot a group of Westerners disembarking from the same small plane I’m probably taking to Addis Ababa Bole. One of them is a bald guy who looks like some sort of military type. In fact, they all look military, though they aren’t wearing uniforms. I wonder if the CIA is operating out of Arba Minch. I’ve heard the US is flying drones over here.

      Through the cover of a potted plant, I watch them enter the terminal, only five yards away. The bald guy, their leader, shows his phone to the gate attendant. I recognize the picture on the phone. It’s me, posing with my gold doubloon!

      Oh shit, this is bad! Do they know I smuggled out an antiquity?

      I make a beeline for the gift shop, where I pick up a hat and a pair of sunglasses. Then I duck into the restroom and hide out in one of the stalls.

      I wait until the last possible moment before missing my flight, then slip out of the restroom for a look around. I don’t see them anywhere.

      I board the charter plane, eyes on the gate. At any moment, I expect them to burst out of the airport and drag me away.

      I don’t breathe again until I’m in the air.
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      Twenty-eight hours later, I arrive at Miami International with a serious case of jet lag.

      I down an energy drink as I go to long-term parking to fetch Bluedini, my powder-blue 2011 Camaro. It feels weird to be behind the wheel again after almost a week without driving, but it’s a good weird.

      I’m worried about Lord Beasley. He isn’t answering my calls and texts. So instead of driving home first, I pass Coconut Creek and continue on to Highland Beach.

      As soon as I pull up to Beasley’s mansion, I see police tape across the front door. I circle the mansion on foot and run into the gardener, who appears to be looting equipment from the storage shed. He tells me that Beasley’s been murdered, and the police have no idea who did it.

      I feel sick to my stomach. Lord Beasley’s been a great boss and patron. I can’t believe he’s dead. He was always so charming and polite. It’s hard to believe anyone would want to kill him. And he wouldn’t be easy to kill, especially here at home. He had a guard dog and a security system. Whoever did this had some serious skills.

      I flash back to the bald guy at the Arba Minch airport, the one who was showing my picture around. I’ll bet anything that he and his team killed Beasley, and now they’re looking for me. How long before they realize I’m back in the States?

      Who are these guys, and what do they want? Maybe they’re after Beasley’s relic stash.

      I wonder if they’re a threat to Ayana and the other cultists. If so, I have no way of warning them. And why should I, after what they did to me?

      I’ve got to lie low for a while and figure this thing out.

      The first thing I do is get on the phone and buy a plane ticket to Mexico. I won’t be using it, of course, it’s just a way to throw them off my trail.

      Next, I go to the bank and pull out all of my money in cash. From here on out, all my spending will be off the grid.

      It’s too dangerous to go to my apartment, so I find a dumpy little motel not far from the mailbox rental store where I sent the amulet. The motel wants ID, but they let it slide when I tell them I don’t have any. After all, this is a place with hourly rates.

      By now, I’m feeling really sick. This is more than jet lag. I think I caught a flu bug on the plane. Probably from all the stress. Wait, oh God, what if it’s the fly bite? What if I have sleeping sickness?
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      When I wake up, I’m still fully clothed, and it’s the afternoon of the next day. I don’t even remember falling asleep.

      I’m in a haze, and my muscles are cramping. I should probably see a doctor, but I need to pick up the amulet. It’s too risky to leave it at the mailbox place.

      I don’t trust myself to drive, so I walk over to the postal store to pick up the package. I have a special arrangement with the owner and he never asks me for ID.

      I take the package back to the motel. For a moment, I can’t remember what room I’m in.

      When I finally get inside, I’m almost too weak to open the package. I definitely need to see a doctor.

      I’m happy to find the amulet undamaged. I hang it around my neck and tuck it under my shirt.

      I feel light-headed and sit down on the bed. Sweat drips into my eye, and I realize I have a fever. Mom used to make this great chicken soup from bone broth whenever I got sick. I could use a bowl of that now.

      I’m struck with a horrible thought. Those military guys may not be able to find me, but they sure as hell can find my mother! If they’re willing to kill Lord Beasley, then mothers are probably not off the table. Adrenaline hits me and I feel a wave of panic.

      The piggy bank dream plays through my head. I see my mom crying, and pleading with the marshals. I have to protect her.

      Suddenly, I’m reliving that moment in startling clarity. Only this time, I’m not the little boy with the broken piggy bank. I’m a grown man, watching the little boy.

      The poor kid’s hands are shaking as he harvests coins from the broken glass. He keeps cutting himself but doesn’t seem to notice. I can’t stand to watch it anymore.

      I hurry over and pick him up. “Careful, that glass is sharp.”

      He kicks me in the balls and I drop him. He screams as he falls onto the broken glass.

      I bend over from the pain, gasping for breath, my eyes watering.

      The little boy, my younger self, runs to find his mother. I see spots of blood on the back of his shirt where the glass cut him.

      I’ve never seen that before. That isn’t part of my recurring dream.

      Am I dreaming right now? I try to wake myself up to escape the pain in my groin, but I can’t. That’s scary, because I can always wake myself up when I need to.

      Mom comes around the corner, carrying little me in one arm while trying to fish her car keys out of her purse. She looks so young!

      Mom isn’t crying anymore. She looks frightened, worried about her hurt child. When she sees me, she stops in her tracks and her jaw drops.

      Younger me has his face buried against Mom’s shoulder, bawling his head off. He isn’t even aware of me.

      Mom speaks, her voice rough from crying. “You look a lot like my husband.”

      I want to tell her who I am, but something stops me. Instead, I take the amulet from around my neck and drop it in her purse. “I think this is worth something. Use it to find a place to live and take care of your boy.”

      “Who are you? Are you Bill’s brother? I always thought he had a brother.”

      I nod and walk away. Best to let her think I’m her brother-in-law. If she knew who I really was, she’d have a freak-out.

      I walk the streets of Pueblo and find an empty playground where I used to play. I feel weak and exhausted. I sit down on the merry-go-round and wait for the dream to end.
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      I wake up with water sprinkling my face. I look up and see cloudy skies above. I’m outside, and it’s raining.

      I sit up and find myself on the edge of the merry-go-round. Shit, the dream still isn’t over!

      This is torture. I want to wake up back in my motel room.

      I pinch myself. It hurts, but I still don’t wake up.

      The only good thing about this dream is that I’ve stopped feeling so sick.

      I get to my feet for a look around. The neighborhood is just as I remember it, twenty years ago.

      I walk down the street, passing a few parked cars. Some of them are so old they still have cassette decks in the dash.

      I pass a phone booth on the corner and look down the street at the theater. They’re playing Titanic.

      I see a group of older kids on bikes, headed my way. Weird that I think of them as older, they couldn’t be more than ten.

      I recognize one of them and wave. “Hey, Randy.”

      When I was little, Randy was twice my age, and always watching out for me.

      He hits the brakes, stopping just short of me, and stares slack-jawed at my face. He whispers, “Oh shit,” then he and the other boys turn around and pedal off like they’re being chased.

      What scared him? Something about my face?

      I walk over to a parked car and glance into its side mirror.

      My eyes look like they’re on fire!

      In a moment of sudden clarity, I realize that none of this is a dream. Ayana warned me that if I didn’t stay calm, I might accidentally time travel or turn into a dragon. That must be what’s happening.

      I find my sunglasses in my shirt pocket and quickly put them on.

      My hands are shaking. I’ve never been this scared in my life, not even when I was running from the hyenas or looking down the barrel of an AK-47.

      How in the hell do I get back to my own time? In my mind’s eye, I picture my hotel room and try to go there. Of course, nothing happens. I have no idea how to time travel. I probably should have met with those mentors Ayana was talking about.

      I laugh bitterly as I realize the full extent of my terrible situation. I have all this cash on me, but I can’t spend it. The bills look different now than they did twenty years ago. People will think it’s fake money. And I can’t pawn the amulet because I already gave it to Mom. So, I have no way to buy food, and no way to get a motel room.

      I’m now a homeless street person with crazy eyes that send kids running.

      The world blurs in a fog of tears. Last week, I had my own place with a hot tub and a dedicated margarita blender. Now I have nothing. What am I going to do?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          Suffering is a Gift

        

      

    

    
      
        TYLER BUCK

      

      As I walk aimlessly, trying to form a plan, a Pueblo police car slows down to look me over. Did the kids report me?

      Thankfully, I have my sunglasses on. I nod to the officer and the car continues past.

      What would the cops think if they saw my eyes? They’d probably accuse me of taking some designer drug. The last thing they’d guess is that I’m turning into a dragon. How much longer do I have before a tail starts sticking out the back of my pants?

      I’m really hungry. I wonder what dragons eat. Fair maidens, I’m guessing. How does that work? Do I threaten to burn Pueblo to the ground if they don’t provide me with a virgin sacrifice on the summer equinox?

      A minivan pulls up to the curb beside me. The driver, a woman in a gray pantsuit, leans over and opens the passenger door.

      “Hello, Tyler. Can I give you a ride?”

      What the hell? This just gets weirder and weirder. I study the woman. She’s in her midthirties, and I’m certain we’ve never met.

      She smiles. “Hop in, I’ve got fried chicken.”

      I see a big bucket of KFC in the passenger seat. I take a step closer and the heavenly smell overwhelms me. My knees nearly buckle.

      I stop for a moment of contemplation. Am I just a wild animal who can be lured into a stranger’s minivan with the promise of food?

      The answer is yes. I hop inside, putting the barrel of chicken between my legs. It’s not like me to be so reckless, but for some reason, I don’t care.

      She gives me a disapproving look. “Seat belt.”

      I snap the belt with one hand while I grab a chicken leg with the other.

      The woman speaks as she pulls away from the curb. “My name is Ms. Luvalle. I work for an organization called Specta Aeternal, or SA for short.”

      I reply between bites. “How do … you know me?”

      “There are napkins in the glove compartment.”

      I nod but don’t reach for one. Too busy eating.

      “We know you, Tyler, because you’ve committed a crime.”

      Oh shit, this is about the amulet I smuggled into the country! I consider jumping out of the van and running, but I’d have to leave the chicken behind.

      Ms. Luvalle speaks calmly. “Relax. I’m not here to arrest you.”

      Wait, they couldn’t know about the amulet. This is twenty years ago. So what the hell did I do? My mouth is too full to ask questions.

      Ms. Luvalle parks the minivan along the levee. There’s a nice view of a three-mile-long mural along the levee wall. It’s the world’s longest painting. I can see the Corn Maiden, with her elaborate headdress and flowing robe. It was painted with the cremated remains of an artist. I heard they tore it down to resurface the levee, but that won’t happen for another ten or twenty years.

      Ms. Luvalle takes a stack of napkins from the glove compartment and hands them to me. I take a moment to wipe the chicken grease from my face. “What crime?”

      “You jumped back to a time populated by a younger version of yourself. We call that doubling. And when you touched the younger version of yourself, you created a temporal rupture. A minor one, fortunately. We have a crew working on it now.”

      “So, you’re like, the time police?”

      “That would be a gross oversimplification.”

      “Well, I’m sorry I doubled up. I don’t even know how I got here.”

      She reaches over and lifts my sunglasses. I’d stop her but I’ve got a drumstick in each hand.

      She nods as if to confirm a suspicion. “You’re a dracoform. Which dragon?”

      “What’s a dracoform?”

      “Someone with dragon blood.”

      “Then, yeah. I’m a dracoform. Got kidnapped by these loons that worship Aido-Hwedo.”

      “Well, that certainly explains a lot. Most species of dragons can’t time travel. Aido-Hwedo is one of the exceptions. What I don’t understand is why the Hwedoists didn’t walk you through your transformation.”

      “I kind of … bailed on them.”

      “Perhaps that wasn’t the best decision.”

      “Yah think?”

      “No need for sarcasm, we’re trying to help you.”

      “Why?”

      “Because an untrained temporadus—time traveler—has never accomplished what you’ve done. You moved not just through time, but also through space. That’s impossible without the use of a construct, which I don’t have time to explain to you now, so don’t ask. Long story short, you built your own construct without instruction. That makes you a bit of a prodigy, and we want you on our team.”

      “What’s your team mascot? I should warn you, I don’t like ferrets.”

      “I would laugh, Mr. Buck, but I’m painfully aware you’re using humor to mask your anxiety.”

      “Are you the shrink for Specter Eternus?”

      “Specta Aeternal. And no, I’m just an agent, acting as a recruiter at the moment.”

      “You had me at fried chicken. Where do I sign?”

      “Now see, I can’t tell if you’re being serious. And in any case, you’re not ready to join. You have to finish your Hwedoist training, and then complete your studies at the Collegium Chronos.”

      “The what?”

      “Some people call it the Time Academy. It’s a three-year program designed to produce expert temporadi.”

      I look into the bucket and find only bones. How could I have eaten all the chicken already? This is depressing.

      I’m still racked by hunger, but some of what Ms. Luvalle said is starting to sink in. I really should have talked to those mentors Ayana wanted me to see. I have no idea how to be a time-traveling dragon.

      “Ms. Luvalle, I need to get back to Ethiopia. Specifically, December first, 540 CE. That’s my training date.”

      “Julian, Gregorian, or Ethiopian?”

      “What?”

      “Which calendar?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “Well, then, we’ll start with Gregorian and work from there. Do you want to go straight into the past, or make a stop in your present first?”

      “Straight into the past. In my present, people are trying to kill me.”

      “That’s unsettling. Who?”

      I shrug. “No idea. Some military types. They already got my boss, Lord Beasley.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. We’ll look into it. But before we help you with this Ethiopian trip, may I have your promise to attend the Academy when you’ve completed your Hwedoist training?”

      “On one condition.”

      “What would that be?”

      “I want my mom moved to safety. Not here in the past, but in the present.”

      She smiles. “Aw, looking after your mom. I just want to pinch your greasy little cheek.”

      “Keep your hands away, I’m still hungry.”

      She smiles as she starts up the minivan. “Okay, so here’s the plan. I don’t have a construct in Ethiopia, so we’ll have to take an SA jet out of Boston Logan. We’ll stay in this time period to avoid your would-be assassins. Once we reach the proper location in Ethiopia, I’ll take you back to December first, 540 CE so you can begin your Hwedoist training. I should be rested up enough for another jump by then.”

      “That all sounds good, but first, we need more chicken.”
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      On the trip to the airport, Ms. Luvalle gives me a lecture about the dangers of being in the past. It’s important that I don’t speak to anyone outside of SA for any length of time. I’m not to make friends or have sex with anyone outside of my own time. I’m not to write anything, use anachronistic devices in public, break something, or do anything that could result in a change in the timeline. Above all, I am never to speak of future events, and that includes disasters such as hurricanes and stock market crashes. If I screw up, I could find the world changed when I return to my own present.

      Wait, no sex? That seems harsh.

      We make good time getting to Logan. The SA jet is surprisingly low rent. It looks like something from the seventies. There are tears and cigarette burns in the lime-green fabric covering the seats.

      Ms. Luvalle sits near the front, her brown hair now braided, wearing khaki safari clothes. For hours, she’s been playing some game on an ancient Game Boy with a tiny black-and-white screen. That prehistoric tech would drive me crazy.

      I sit in the back with a doctor and a psychologist. During the flight from Boston to Casablanca, the doctor gives me a thorough medical exam and the psychologist asks me a thousand seemingly random questions. My favorite question so far is: Do you note the color of your stools? I’m picturing myself lowering a paint swatch card into the toilet.

      The doctor notes that my temperature is 101, but he doesn’t seem concerned. Apparently, that’s normal for a dracoform.

      The flight to Casablanca takes about six hours, and I sleep through the second half of it. While we’re refueling there, I exit the plane to stretch my legs. I’m not allowed to leave the tarmac and enter the airport.

      Ms. Luvalle’s bodyguard, a stocky man with a gray suit and a buzz cut, keeps a close eye on me. We picked him up in Boston. Just to mess with him, I step out of sight behind a luggage rack when he isn’t looking. He looks so upset when he finds me that I actually feel sorry for him. But he never speaks a word.

      In no time, we’re back in the air.

      Africa is huge. We’re already in Africa, but it’s still another six hours of flying to reach Arba Minch. That’s greater than the distance between New York and Los Angeles. If we were flying to South Africa, it would be an eight-hour flight.

      The food on Specta Air sucks. All they have is stuff in packages. Peanuts, cheese sticks, and gummy bears. Still, I eat it. Lots of it. The doctor tells me that hunger is a normal part of my transition. I’m cool with it as long as I don’t end up gaining weight. Relic hunters need to maintain their svelte physiques so they can slip out of tight spots.

      That thought depresses me. Am I still a relic hunter? My employer is dead, and I seem to be transforming into a dragon. Not only that, but I’ve committed myself to years of schooling. What will I be when I emerge from all this? Probably not a relic hunter.

      For the last part of the trip, I sit up beside Ms. Luvalle. She’s already into her second set of batteries for the Game Boy, but she seems content to set it aside when I speak.

      “I have some questions about time travel.”

      She nods. “Go ahead.”

      “You’re not a dracoform, so how can you do it?”

      “It’s a rare gift, but some people are born with it. It’s like being psychic, or having an eidetic memory.”

      “Why did you join Specta Aeternal?”

      Her face grows grim. “Because I was a victim of temporal abuse.”

      “I’m not sure what that means.”

      “When harm comes to someone as a result of time travel.”

      “What would be an example of that?”

      “Well, in my case, my father made me jump into the future and scout sports events. When I returned, he would place bets. I thought he loved me, and that he needed the money to support our family, but it turns out he was spending it on high-end prostitutes. I ran away from home.”

      “That really sucks. Why didn’t your time police bust him?”

      “Specta Aeternal doesn’t possess godlike powers. We can sense ruptures, but temporal abuse is difficult to detect and manage. Most minor offenses go unpunished, and that would include my father’s crimes. There are much worse people out there, people trying to destroy whole countries, even humanity itself. SA is the only thing standing in their way.”

      “Your group could have gone back in time and stopped the Great Depression, the rise of Hitler, and 9/11. Why didn’t you?”

      Her eyes widen in surprise. “You know, I posed that exact same question to my Academy mentor, Professor Southam. He said that it isn’t our job to prevent tragedies, only to prevent manipulation of the timeline. Societies learn from their tragedies as well as their triumphs. If I went through your life and edited out every bad thing that happened to you, you wouldn’t be the man you are today.”

      “That’s true, but maybe I’d be a better man.”

      She shakes her head. “No. In the old days, we actually tested these things. In a life devoid of suffering, a person usually becomes more fragile, more vulnerable, and has fewer accomplishments. It’s the same with civilization as a whole. Suffering is a gift, Tyler. Examine your own life and see if that isn’t true.”

      Her words are giving me a headache. This is not stuff I like to think about.

      I return to the back of the plane, unable to sleep for the rest of the flight.
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      The Arba Minch of twenty years ago doesn’t look that different. The airport is smaller and more run-down, and the roads are in worse condition, but I can still find my way around.

      The most disappointing thing is the absence of the Paradise Lodge, which hasn’t been built yet. We have dinner at another hotel, but it just isn’t the same.

      I share a room with the bodyguard, who still refuses to speak, and in the morning we all set off for the shrine.

      I should stop calling it the shrine. Ayana made it clear that her people destroyed the Coptic shrine and hid the dragon bones. So, what do I call Ayana’s underground lair? Temple of Doom might be a little over the top. Maybe just the temple.

      Our driver, one of the locals, speaks English surprisingly well. He’s fairly chatty on the trip, and fills us in on the history of the area, including the recent civil war.

      After a hard day of driving, much of it off-road, we arrive at the site. The hill above the temple looks exactly like it will twenty years from now. Will it look the same in 540 CE? I doubt it.

      We leave the driver to wait for us and hike out to an area where we have some privacy. The bodyguard looks a little silly wearing a suit out here, but I don’t feel inclined to mention that to him.

      Ms. Luvalle explains that while I’m in the sixth century, no time will pass here, so I can complete all of my Hwedoist training and then return here to ride back to Arba Minch. That’s kind of a mind-blowing concept. If I stay in the past long enough, I could return here an old man, and our driver wouldn’t even recognize me.

      Ms. Luvalle squeezes my arm. “Are you ready, Tyler?”

      I nod, nervous. For some reason, I can’t think of anything witty to say. It occurs to me that I don’t have the amulet anymore, and the cult mentors I’m hoping to train with won’t be able to light up my gems. Unless they have a spare amulet, that means I won’t be able to open the dragon vault. Will they still want to train me?

      The three of us join hands and Ms. Luvalle gives out instructions. “In a moment, you’ll feel like you’re falling. Don’t close your eyes, even if it seems like things around you are speeding up. When we arrive in 540 CE, things may still be moving in fast motion for a few moments. Don’t try to move until I let go of your hand. Once we’re there, our bodies will be sore, and I’ll need to rest a day or two before I can jump again. Any questions?”

      I feel like I have a thousand questions, but I can’t express a single one. I thought this would be exciting, but for some reason, I’m feeling anxious. All I can think to say is, “Let’s do this.”

      Ms. Luvalle nods, and suddenly, I feel like I’m falling.

      Moments later, the three of us are standing in an inch of snow, under a smoky sky. Something’s wrong. December has the nicest weather in Ethiopia. There shouldn’t be snow here.

      Maybe we used the wrong calendar. Maybe it was Julian, not Gregorian. That might explain the snow, but not the smoke in the sky.

      What the hell is going on?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          Astakomakaronada

        

      

    

    
      
        ALEXANDER ARGYROS

      

      Our team enters the underground structure. It smells like a dusty road. We pass a wall fresco depicting Aido-Hwedo, one of the dragons illustrated in Draco Historia. As a rare time-traveling dragon, he is quite dangerous. I quickly realize this isn’t a Coptic shrine, it’s a dragon temple.

      My team is tense about what we might encounter, but it soon becomes apparent that the temple’s evil worshippers have recently fled. In a stone room with a wooden bench, we find a bowl of stew that’s still warm.

      If they fled overland, I don’t see how we could have missed them. I suspect they escaped in time. Whether into the past or future, I cannot say. We must look for clues.

      As we begin a meticulous search of the temple, I consider what Tyler Buck must have encountered when he arrived here. He was expecting a Coptic shrine with dragon bones free for the looting and likely encountered a group of hostile dragon fanatics. Perhaps they killed him, or perhaps he escaped. It doesn’t matter. He’s no longer the focus of my investigation. I must find these vile fanatics, and exterminate them.

      Four hours into our search, Snedeker discovers a pair of scrolls that have fallen into a recess behind a stone table. I don’t recognize the language they’re written in, but I hope KoR Cultural Services can translate them. Perhaps the scrolls will help us find the dragon worshippers.

      By the end of the day, I’m satisfied there’s nothing else of value here. As much as I’d like to set demolition charges, we may need to return here at some point, so it’s best to leave the temple intact.

      It’s time for the interminable journey back to America.
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      Upon our return to Newport, I bring the team over to my apartment for my specialty dish, Astakomakaronada, a lobster pasta, which I serve with two bottles of Areti White.

      After a mission, it’s important to decompress, and even more important to make sure everyone on the team is coached on the wording of their after action reports. Over the years, I’ve learned that food makes people surprisingly flexible in these matters.

      As I sauté the onions, I hear Spero out in the living room, refereeing an arm wrestling contest between Snedeker and Kaplan. They had better not knock anything over.

      I add some garlic and basil and think about what manner of poisons I keep in the apartment. I need something that will incapacitate, but not kill them. And I don’t want anything that will sully their blood. It seems I don’t have anything useful on hand. Perhaps I should slip out to the drugstore.

      Curse that infernal device! It has its teeth in me again. These are not my thoughts. Killing the whole team is madness. I really must renew my soul armor.

      We eat dinner in the dining room. It has a black-and-white-tiled floor that I’ve always found oddly comforting. Perhaps it reminds me of something from my childhood.

      As we dine, we discuss the reports we intend to file, and all proceeds well. I don’t mention my suspicions that the dragon fanatics escaped into time. The less said about time travel, the better. I would only trust Snedeker with such secrets, and even that would be a risk.

      After the meal, no one thanks me for my culinary efforts. Barbarians. I should have thrown them dog bones.

      As they leave, I task Spero with stopping by Fort Adams and submitting the scrolls to Cultural Services for translation. The scrolls are important, and it’s useful to make a demonstration of trust in Spero. Snedeker looks hurt that he wasn’t asked.

      The errand Spero is running ensures that I will reach her apartment before she does. This will be a night of reckoning for our pernicious little mole.
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      Only half of the Fort Adams staff lives on base. Spero rents a guest house in Middletown, just northeast of Newport. I’ve had it bugged for several months now, along with the apartments of my other team members. Spero has been careful not to discuss her treachery while at home, but I’ve determined that she has no roommate or boyfriend to spoil my plans.

      I arrive well before her and enter using a copy of her key. I’m wearing gloves to avoid leaving fingerprints. Spero has no dog or security system, so I’m expecting this operation to go smoothly. I’ll simply wait for her in a shadowy corner and shoot her with my dart gun when she returns home. Then I’ll whisk her unconscious body back to my apartment for the feeding. Two birds with one stone. I’ll be rid of my mole, and I’ll charge the chronomichani.

      My stomach gurgles and I recognize the onset of diarrhea. I refuse to believe there was anything wrong with my Astakomakaronada. I must have picked up a bug in Ethiopia.

      I should be well ahead of Spero, so I decide to take off my gloves and risk using her toilet. A plastic tulip sits in a vase atop the toilet tank. It’s a bit gauche, but it does liven up the bathroom.

      After using the toilet, I wash my hands. It occurs to me that I can’t leave fingerprints, so I put my gloves back on and use a wad of toilet tissue to wipe down all the surfaces I touched.

      After flushing the wad of toilet paper, I look for a deodorizer spray to reduce the odor. And of course, she doesn’t have any. Outrageous. I’ll bet Snedeker has deodorizer spray in his bathroom.

      The bathroom window is small and high, almost like a transom. It’s out of my reach, so I step up on the clothes hamper. As I try to wrench open the stiff window, I hear footsteps and jerk my head around. Spero stands in the doorway of the bathroom!

      There’s no way she could have arrived here so quickly after delivering the scrolls to Cultural Services. She must have offloaded the errand to someone else.

      Drat. My bad luck has struck again.

      Spero raises her Glock.

      “Hello, Colonel. My stomach is bothering me too. I think it was your lobster pasta.”

      I hear her gun fire as I leap down from the window.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          Emerald Mentor

        

      

    

    
      
        TYLER BUCK

      

      I stand in an inch of snow, under a smoky Ethiopian sky, my body sore from time traveling.

      Ms. Luvalle lets go of our hands, and the bodyguard stretches his arms as he looks around for trouble.

      I turn to Ms. Luvalle, who looks tired. “Why the snow and the smoke? Are you sure this is December?”

      She nods. “I had forgotten that during this period, there were a pair of volcanic eruptions that caused global climate change. In some places, it snowed in the summer.”

      I nod, walking on sore legs toward the snow-covered hill above the temple. It’s chilly here, but it feels good. I have a jacket in my pack but I don’t bother to dig it out.

      The bodyguard suddenly brushes past me. I look up to see a group of men and women in the rainbow serpent/dragon masks walking down the hill toward us. Some of the men have their fists clenched around the brass knuckles with the crystal claws. I tell the bodyguard to chill and I walk out to meet them.

      “I’m Tyler Buck. I’m here to train.”

      The woman in front removes her mask. It’s Ayana, and she looks puzzled.

      “I’m relieved to see you, Tyler. But how did you get here? Fenfang didn’t bring you.”

      “Ms. Luvalle brought me.”

      Ayana’s eyes shift to Luvalle, who has her arms crossed to stay warm.

      Ms. Luvalle answers Ayana’s unasked question. “I’m with Specta Aeternal.”

      Ayana nods, looking uncomfortable. “Please, come inside where it’s warm.”

      [image: ]

      We all eat lunch in a candlelit room with a long wooden table. The meat is spicy and delicious. I’m guessing it’s goat, but I’m not sure. Ayana insists that I drink the strange-tasting tej with the calming drug, and this time I don’t fight her.

      What would have happened if I had stayed with Ayana the first time? Now that I think of it, I’d probably be dead, killed by the same people who murdered Lord Beasley.

      I empty my glass of tej. “Ayana, there’s something you should know. A group of mercenary types is looking for me in the present. I have no idea who they are, but I think they want to kill me. I’m worried they might find this temple and shoot the place up.”

      She nods. “After you left, we came here, into the past, so we are safe from them. It is not yet our time to die.”

      The word yet echoes in my mind.

      “What do you mean by yet? Do you actually know when you’re going to die?”

      She doesn’t look a bit troubled. “Yes, Tyler. I know.”

      “Can’t you use time travel to save yourself?”

      Ms. Luvalle squirms, like she wants to say something, but remains silent.

      Ayana continues, “We are happy to die, once our mission is complete.”

      “What’s your mission?”

      “Training you.”

      I don’t like the sound of that. I don’t want any part in Ayana’s death. How can she be so matter-of-fact about all this? No fear, no anxiety.

      As they clear the lunch dishes, Ms. Luvalle announces her plan to spend the night in the temple and, in the morning, jump a month ahead to check on my training progress. Ayana only nods. I can tell she doesn’t like having Luvalle here.

      The drug in the tej kicks in fast, and not long after lunch I’m feeling analytical and detached, as if I’m observing my body like a scientist. This really isn’t my idea of a calming drug. I was hoping for a happy buzz, but no such luck.

      After I say good-bye to Ms. Luvalle, Ayana gives me a complete tour of the temple. They use shared bathrooms, located in several places. The toilets are simple wooden benches with round holes cut in them and constantly flowing water underneath. Nearby there are two buckets. One with fresh, wet rags soaked in fragrant water, the other bucket for discarding the dirty rags after cleaning up. It’s probably not the most hygienic system, but it works.

      There is also a bathing area, fed by hot springs. One room holds a large stone bath for communal use. A second room, separated by a closed door, holds a smaller bath. This one is entirely for me.

      And finally, there’s my bedroom. It features a canopy bed surrounded by long strips of glittery fabric in all the colors of the rainbow. It looks like something I’d imagine in a seventies gay porn movie. The mattress is stuffed with down feathers and it’s amazingly comfortable. On the ceiling above the bed hangs a mirror made of some highly polished metal, maybe silver. So far, this is my favorite bed ever.

      After the tour, Ayana takes me to meet Lagashan, a woman known as my Emerald Mentor. She’s a tiny middle-aged Ethiopian woman with fiery dragon eyes and a sour expression. She looks me over like a used car.

      She shakes her head and turns to Ayana, saying something in a language I don’t understand.

      “What did she say?”

      Ayana looks concerned. “That you are arrogant and will die like the others who didn’t follow her instructions.”

      The calming drug is coursing through my veins, so Lagashan’s words don’t bother me. “Does she speak English?”

      Ayana shakes her head. “I’ll be translating all of your emerald training.”

      “Can you tell her something for me?”

      Ayana nods.

      I turn to look Lagashan in her dragon eyes. “Don’t mistake confidence for arrogance.”

      Ayana translates.

      Lagashan says nothing. She simply reaches out and painfully twists the end of my nose.

      I think she’s trying to provoke me, to see if the drug is working.

      I stare at her, unmoving, my face blank. “I don’t have my dragon amulet. Will that be a problem?”

      Ayana translates.

      Lagashan shrugs, grabs my wrist, and pulls me down an unfamiliar passageway. Ayana follows close behind.

      Our route leads downward, and the air thickens as we descend. We pass several oil lamps set in niches, all of them sputtering as if struggling to remain lit. It’s easy to believe I’m being led into the bowels of hell.

      After passing down several flights of stairs, we eventually squeeze through a narrow slot in the rock, finding ourselves in the middle of a vast chamber. The only light comes from oil lamps set in the mouths of stone dragon heads carved from the rock, like gargoyles.

      With Ayana translating, Lagashan orders me to stand in the center of the chamber, next to a small dark hole in the floor.

      My task is simple. I’m not allowed to leave the chamber until I catch a rabbit. I’m thinking this may be a difficult task, because there are no rabbits in sight.

      Ayana and Lagashan exit the chamber through the narrow slot, and it’s too dark for me to see if they’re watching from the other side.

      Suddenly, a gray rabbit with long ears pops up from the hole in the floor. I make a grab for it, wondering if it will bite my finger off. I don’t get close to touching it, and I imagine it laughing as it bounds off to the edge of the chamber and disappears into another hole at the base of the wall.

      I walk around the chamber to examine it, and find many more such holes. Something tells me this test is rigged for me to fail.

      I return to the center of the room and crouch with my hands near the first hole. After ten minutes of waiting, nothing happens.

      The moment I step away from the hole, a rabbit pops out. I chase him in circles around the chamber, never getting close. The furry bastard is toying with me, and I feel irritated despite the calming drug.

      I search the chamber, trying to find something to make a snare with, but come up empty. Clearly, I’m supposed to catch it with my hands, and clearly that’s impossible.

      Now I get it! Lagashan wants me to shift into a dragon. That’s how I’m supposed to catch a rabbit. But how do I shift? Some instruction would have been nice. What’s the magic word that turns me into a dragon? Maybe I just have to wait for it to happen naturally.

      I also wonder what happens to my clothes when I become a dragon. If they get ripped up, what will I wear afterward? Probably the same silly robes that everyone else here is wearing.

      I strip off my clothes and leave them in a heap near the narrow exit of the cavern. I still can’t tell if Ayana and Lagashan are on the other side of the opening. Maybe they’re in a room below me, chasing rabbits up these holes.

      Another rabbit runs past me, making a squeaky noise that sounds like laughter. I dive for it, missing it by a yard and banging my elbow on the stone floor.

      “Damn it!”

      The cursing lessens the pain.

      This time, the stupid rabbit doesn’t run off. It stops just out of reach, taunting me with its wiggling nose.

      As I lie on the floor, I feel something within me rise up, like I’m about to have a nervous breakdown. It scares me and I push it down. Lagashan and Ayana might be watching, so I can’t afford to lose my shit.

      Then it occurs to me that maybe it isn’t a nervous breakdown, but my inner dragon trying to emerge. Maybe I should just give myself over to it. But what if I’m wrong and I have a meltdown for nothing?

      Another rabbit pops up, and this one runs right over me.

      I give in to my rabbit rage, not sure of what to expect. Will there be tears and revelations?

      I feel a painful burning sensation as my skin becomes transparent and splits open. Whatever is coming, it controls me now, and there’s no stopping it.

      I feel myself expanding, my arms and legs getting bigger, my fingernails becoming long, sharp claws. Glassy scales cover my arm, catching the lamplight and splitting it into a shower of rainbow colors.

      The chamber seems to shrink and I feel claustrophobic and trapped. I open my mouth to call for help, but all that comes out is a deep hiss that makes the floor vibrate.

      Somehow, I’ve managed to bite my tongue, and I can taste an acidic, metallic flavor that must be my blood.

      Another one of the damned rabbits races across the chamber. Unlike the others, this one appears to be several different shades of gray. Going down on all fours, I slap it with my hand, no, my claws. I sense the creature die, almost as if its soul is passing through my claws like water.

      Without thinking, I stuff the rabbit into my mouth and swallow it whole. It doesn’t have much of a taste, but the act itself is hugely satisfying.

      I survey the chamber and it looks different than before, like it’s been painted with additional colors to make the details in the rock stand out.

      In a hole along the wall, I see the shiny eyes of another rabbit. I roar in anger and the air seems to ripple around me. I reach the hole in a single leap and struggle to shove my claws in, but the hole is too small.

      I move my mouth down to the hole and flick my tongue. I can taste rabbit in the air, and I feel its body heat on my sensitive tongue. Frustrated, I spit into the hole, unleashing a stream of liquid that bursts into sticky orange flames upon contact with the air.

      From the shadows beyond the narrow slot, I hear Ayana’s voice. “Come back to us, Tyler! Come back!”

      I can’t fit through that slot. They’ve made me a prisoner here. I could spit my fire through it, and maybe kill Ayana, but that wouldn’t set me free.

      Kill Ayana? What am I thinking? I’m a little out of control here.

      I look at my pile of clothes on the floor. They’re so small, they look like doll clothes. The humans really are tiny, fragile things.

      Judging from the size of the chamber, I’d guess my dragon form is at least forty feet long and fifteen feet high.

      Am I no longer one of the humans? Is this my fate, trapped here forever, content to kill any rabbit that dares to cross my path?

      My name is Tyler. I’m human. I’m in control.

      My name is Tyler. I’m human. I’m in control.

      As I repeat those words, the room gets larger and drabber. My skin grows opaque, and my claws shrink back into fingernails.

      Moments later, I’m standing on my feet again, my legs rubbery. The transformation back to human form was relatively quick and painless.

      Ayana races into the chamber and embraces me. “You are an amazing man.”

      “All I did was kill a couple rabbits.”

      “No one has ever shifted so quickly, or returned so quickly. It normally takes days.”

      Lagashan stands behind Ayana, smiling. She speaks a single word, her accent so heavy I can barely understand. “Confidence.”

      I nod, and Ayana squeezes me harder.

      “Ayana?”

      “Yes, Tyler?”

      “Can I put my clothes on now?”
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      I later learn that sometimes, when new dragons shift for the first time, they’re unable to turn back into humans. In those cases, they’re left in the chamber to die. It’s already happened twice before.

      This dragon stuff is dangerous business.

      My body continues to transform over the next several weeks as I become a full-fledged dracoform. In addition to the orange eyes, my skin becomes warm, waxy and covered with tiny scales, making it more cut resistant. The end of my tongue forks, bringing an increased sense of taste, and my body becomes much stronger and faster. I’m also told that if I don’t do something stupid, I’ll live about fifty percent longer than a normal human lifespan.

      Ayana tells me that so far, there are only five dracoforms with the blood of Aido-Hwedo. I am one of them. Three of them are my trainers. And the fifth is somewhere out in the world in an unknown time.

      I ask Ayana if dracoforms can mate and produce dracoform children. She tells me they can mate, but produce normal human children with no special abilities. The only way to become a dracoform is by receiving dragon blood. Before Aido-Hwedo died, he gave some of his blood to his followers for storage.

      As a dracoform, my sex drive increases, and though I know I probably shouldn’t, I find myself sleeping with Ayana almost every night.

      Whenever I talk to Ayana about the future, she changes the subject. It’s not just her, everyone here is that way. It’s like they’ve already drunk the poison and are waiting to die. It’s depressing. They’re not a dragon cult, they’re a death cult. The only thing that makes them happy is when I make progress in my training. And even when they’re happy, they don’t laugh or make jokes. Everything is so damned serious. I’m starting to feel like I’m losing my old happy-go-lucky self.

      As time passes, Ms. Luvalle checks in each month. I always ask her about my mom. Ms. Luvalle assures me that she’s been moved to a safe place in the present, and when I’m ready, I can meet her there.

      I also discover that my family line has been ghosted. SA has completed the complex and expensive task of destroying or modifying all records, throughout time, that point to the whereabouts of me or any of my relatives, living or dead, going all the way back to the first recorded documents. Apparently, SA does this for all of its members. It’ll make it difficult for supervillain time travelers to go back and kill my younger self, or kill a relative so that I’ll never be born. It is not an absolute guarantee of safety, but so far, their ghosting protocol has never been breached.

      That does a lot to ease my mind. Every time I see Ms. Luvalle, I thank her for her efforts, then she jumps ahead to meet me in another month. For her, only days are going by, but for me, months pass, and my dragon training continues.

      There’s a lake not far from here. Lagashan uses it to teach me to swim in dragon form. I love being in the water. Swimming is easier than flying, so new dracoforms always start there. Over time, the weather has gotten better, but it’s still cool. I find I prefer cooler temperatures, especially when I’m in dragon form.

      So far, I haven’t seen another human being besides the Hwedoists. I have to keep reminding myself that it’s now 541 CE. I wish I had gone to college and studied history. I’m not sure what’s going on elsewhere in the world. All I know is that the Roman Empire has fallen, but medieval knights have not yet risen in their place.

      Nearly every day now, Lagashan shifts into her dragon form to teach me how to hunt and fight as a dragon. I have nine weapons and I learn to use them all. Fore and rear claws, fangs, tail, and fire can devastate opponents. My small horns are my eighth weapon, used to butt or gore enemies. The ninth weapon is my size. I can use my bulk to knock over and crush things.

      I discover that during fighting or feeding, it’s possible to lose a tooth or claw. Unlike my scales, they are not crystalline. Thankfully, if lost, they grow back in a week or so.

      My eyes, open mouth, wings, and belly are vulnerable, so Lagashan shows me how to hunt and fight in ways that keep them protected. In most places, the crystalline scales on my body are thick enough to ward off arrows, swords, and spears, but they will not stop bullets. A bullet to the brain might prove fatal, but a single hit anywhere else would probably be survivable.

      Ground fighting is considered risky. Apparently, proper dragons hide in the glare of the sun and zoom down in surprise attacks from behind, spewing fire before climbing high again. I’m good for about three spews before I need to spend a day or two regenerating my fire-starting fluid.

      I have to be very careful not to shred my wings. A sword could do that. I could also get them caught in the trees. If I damage my wings, I can’t fly until they heal, and I lose my chance for a quick escape. I can run along on the ground, but it’s very tiring. If I can’t make an airborne escape, the next best thing is heading for water. I can swim deep and fast, and stay under for ten minutes at a time. Lagashan says my water skills are unusually good, proving that Aido-Hwedo’s blood is strong in me.

      Shifting into my dragon form is tiring, and I need to rest a day or two before I can do it again. It’s dangerous to stay in dragon form for more than a couple of days at a time, because my brain becomes more dragon-like and I don’t want to go back to being human. Also, the longer I stay in dragon form, the more impatient and irritable I become.

      One day, I ask Lagashan how it’s even possible to transform into a dragon. I mean, where is it coming from? Is it a spirit creature that invades my body? Is my DNA transforming? How does it work exactly? She doesn’t seem to have a good answer. All she can say is that it’s a gift from the ancient dragon gods.

      I’m not happy with that answer, and I continue to ponder it over dinner in the communal dining hall. Lagashan talks about shifting as if it’s magic, but I’m someone who likes to understand how things work. Even magic must have some rational explanation, once you understand the details.

      As I finish my azifa, a lentil salad served over injera bread, Ayana passes by and whispers in my ear, “Meet me in the bath.”

      What is she up to? Is she trying to distract me from thoughts about dragon shifting? There’s only one way to find out.

      After my meal, I hurry to my private bath. I’ve used it many times already, and it’s very relaxing. Somehow, the water coming up from the hot springs is carbonated and leaves my skin tingling. I just have to be careful not to stay in too long, because the heat is almost too much for me.

      Ayana isn’t there when I arrive at the bath, so I strip off and jump in to get the party started.

      She arrives moments later, carrying a washcloth and a bottle of scented oil. To my surprise, she steps into the water without undressing.

      She crouches beside me and gives me a lingering kiss. “Happy birthday.”

      “What?”

      “You’re twenty-seven years old today.”

      “How do you know it’s my birthday?”

      “I have seen your passport.”

      “We’re not on that calendar here. It’s a completely different month now.”

      “Yes, but we count the days passed to know our true ages.”

      It’s weird to think that when I return to the present, no time will have passed, but I will be much older. In my mind, I imagine a time traveler with a passport that says he’s thirty, even though he looks sixty. I’m guessing that cosmetic surgery is popular among time travelers.

      Tonight, Ayana has traded her dowdy robe for a sheer gown that clings to her wet body. I want to watch her, but she takes up a position behind me, pours oil in the water, and begins washing me with the cloth.

      The oil smells like lime, and it’s making me light-headed. As Ayana washes me, my skin becomes super-sensitive, like I can feel every fiber in the washcloth.

      Ayana is very thorough, reaching down between my legs and gently scrubbing every inch of my scrotum and surging manhood. I feel myself about to explode, but she knows just when to stop.

      She whispers into my ear. “Meet me in your bedchamber.”

      She steps out of the bath, not bothering to dry herself. As she leaves, I watch the globes of her perfect ass move beneath her clinging wet gown.

      I have to wait a bit before getting dressed and following her. I can’t be running around the temple with a raging erection.

      When I finally arrive at my bedroom, I find Ayana taking off the thin gold chain running from her nose to her ear. That’s odd, I’ve never seen her without it.

      Then she smiles and puts on a dragon mask. This mask is not as fierce as the others I’ve seen. It’s feminine and pretty. The message is I’m going to fuck you, not I’m going to kill you.

      We’ve never had sex while she’s wearing a mask. This might be fun. I sweep her up in my arms and carry her to my rainbow bed.

      As she murmurs in a language I don’t understand, I straddle her and rip off her wet gown. I never used to destroy clothing, but the dragon brings that out in me.

      At an unspoken signal, we smoothly reverse positions. I like the feel of her breasts hanging down on me, and I enjoy watching her ass in the silver mirror above.

      She continues to murmur as I slide into her. I wonder what she’s saying. To avoid climaxing early, I try to focus on her words, even though they make no sense.

      Suddenly, Ayana reaches up and removes her mask. Now she has red hair and a completely different face!

      Her body remains the same, so I know it’s Ayana, but she now wears the face of a beautiful stranger.

      I explode into her. Too early, I know, but I just can’t help it. Her strange magic has brought sex to a whole new level.

      For a moment, I forget where I am, and I’m relieved of the enormous burden of my training.

      After giving me some time to recover, Ayana explains that the mask creates the illusion of strangers. She offers me many more nights with many random faces. Who could say no to that?

      Later that night, wrapped in my arms, I hear her talking in her sleep. She’s speaking Ethiopian, so I don’t understand her. But I do recognize one word. Rosemarie.

      Who is this mysterious Rosemarie?

      In the morning, I ask Ayana about the dream, but she says she doesn’t remember it.

      [image: ]

      I’m four months into my lessons before Lagashan allows me to fly. At first, it’s just short hops over the lake, but we eventually make longer trips south, to the Great Rift Valley, where we enjoy stunning views of waterfalls, deep blue lakes, lions, elephants, giraffes, and hippos. The animals scatter anywhere our shadows fall. Wariness of dragons is deeply embedded in their instincts.

      Flying is hard to learn. Lagashan says that dragons weren’t made to fly, and I believe her. Taking off is easier than landing. When I first start landing, Lagashan makes me practice on the lake, and after a few crashes I see why. When I slow down enough to land, I start to fall out of the sky, so it all has to be timed perfectly. It’s essentially a controlled fall, executed just above the ground.

      Navigating is also tricky. Lagashan teaches me a system where I memorize a series of landmarks so I can always find my way back. Viewing the world from above is weird, and I’m sometimes not sure what I’m seeing on the ground. Whenever I can’t identify something, Lagashan has me fly lower until I can make it out. Over time, I learn to recognize common animals, trees, and natural formations.

      During one flight, I spot a group of humans traveling on foot in a long column. Lagashan immediately diverts me. During the training period, contact with humans outside the temple is strictly forbidden, and it’s strongly discouraged even after the training period. Most humans hate dragons, so it’s important that we don’t attract attention and lead them back to the temple.

      Once I can fly reasonably well, Lagashan introduces the flight harness, a bulky leather apparatus that allows someone to ride on my back. I hate the damned thing. It takes two people and a ladder to get it on, and it’s much harder to take off, especially with a rider. It also reduces my flight range. Normally, I can fly nearly fifty miles at a time without rest, averaging about thirty miles per hour. But with a rider, even a light one, I’m lucky to make thirty miles at twenty miles per hour.

      Riding is dangerous. The rider has to be strapped down to prevent falls, but there’s also the danger of hypothermia and oxygen deprivation at higher altitudes, something that doesn’t affect dragons.

      The harness is my least favorite part of my training, and I’m happy when it’s finished. Ayana wants me to take her for a ride, but I refuse. She isn’t one of the temple’s trained riders, and I’m afraid something will happen to her. She pouts a little but gets over it quickly.

      At least once a week, Ayana brings the magic mask to bed, and I have sex with a different woman. It never gets old.

      Sometimes, when we’re lying in bed after sex, I feel bad about the mask. Maybe I like it a little too much. Maybe Ayana herself isn’t enough for me anymore. I wonder how she feels when she’s using it. Does she ever want me to wear the mask? These are things that we never talk about.
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      It’s nearly eight months into my training before Lagashan talks in detail about Aido-Hwedo, the dragon who gave me my gift. He’s primarily known as the rainbow serpent and was responsible for creating the earth. She tells me all the mythological stories, such as Aido-Hwedo eating the iron bars, but I don’t get a sense she takes the stories literally.

      Lagashan makes it clear that while I’m in dragon form, I’m only an imperfect reflection of my blood master, Aido-Hwedo. If Aido-Hwedo is the frog, I am the tadpole. True dragons are enormously powerful, alien creatures with little patience for humans. That’s why they created dracoforms, to use as a buffer in their dealings with man.

      Thousands of years ago, before dracoforms, dragons fought a great war against humanity. Many dragons died and the survivors became reclusive. It isn’t known exactly how or when Aido-Hwedo died, but his blood lives on in his dracoforms, who honor his memory as the kind creator of this world.

      As we near the end of the training period, Lagashan talks about Gammachu, the Sapphire Mentor who will teach me to fight in my human form. In the future, I will find myself in places where it isn’t appropriate to dragon shift, or where there isn’t enough space available. In those situations, I’ll need to know how to fight as a human.

      Lagashan warns me I have to work very hard in Gammachu’s classes, because he has a reputation for being too nice to his students, so it’s hard to know when you’re failing and disappointing him.

      If I’m not mistaken, I’m sensing a little professional rivalry. No matter who I train with in the future, I think Lagashan will always think of me as her student.

      On my last day with Lagashan, there is no training. She tells me I’ve done an adequate job in her classes. That’s high praise, coming from her. She’s relieved that there were no accidental time jumps and is a little concerned that I haven’t yet experienced timesight, the ability to see a split second into the future. But she’s confident that Gammachu can help me develop this skill.

      I’m eager to begin my fight training with Gammachu, my Sapphire Mentor. Weird that I haven’t seen him during my entire stay here. Same with my Ruby Mentor, Fenfang. Have they been avoiding me until I complete my emerald training?

      That night, the temple throws a feast. Lagashan and I are treated like royalty, and I quickly lose track of all the tasty dishes I’m eating.

      Just when I’m working up a good tej buzz, Ms. Luvalle checks in and joins the party. Surprisingly, she has a gift for me. It’s something in a plain wooden box.

      What kind of gift would Ms. Luvalle give me?

      The crowd quiets as I open the box.
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        ALEXANDER ARGYROS

      

      I fall to the bathroom floor, feeling incredible pain in my back. My ballistic T-shirt saves me, but the impact of the bullet is still stunningly powerful.

      I look over and see Spero aiming her weapon at me. Now that she’s seen her amateur mistake, she will likely go for a headshot.

      Rolling toward her, I draw my dart gun as she fires again, the bullet striking mere inches from my ear. I’m an excellent shot, and my dart sinks into her left eye. She shrieks as she plucks the dart out, and I sink another one into the carotid artery in her neck.

      Her gun isn’t pointed at me anymore, so I leap from the floor and tackle her, holding her down until the knockout drug takes effect.

      Feeling an overwhelming sense of relief, I scrub the scene of all evidence and then collect Spero’s unconscious body. My back is aching from the bullet impact and it’s difficult to lift her.
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      Spero, her left eye bloodshot, wakes to find herself tied to a chair in my closet. She screams, and I let her. The closet has been soundproofed for just such occasions.

      She’s breathing hard now. “Where am I?”

      “Who are you working for?”

      She gathers her wits and speaks in a command tone. “Colonel Argyros, I am Lieutenant Heather Spero of the KoR Criminal Conduct Division. It is my duty to inform you that any criminal actions you undertake will be prosecuted to the full extent of the law.”

      “You’re not investigating me. You’re trying to kill me. Why?”

      She pauses for a moment. Is she constructing a deception?

      “I just follow orders, Colonel. I don’t ask why.”

      “But surely you must have some inkling of why CCD wants me dead.”

      She hesitates, and I position the chronomichani close to her bound right hand.

      Her command tone begins to falter. “What is that thing?”

      “Your doom, Lieutenant, unless you tell me what I want to know.”

      “Look, I’m only a junior officer. They don’t tell me anything. All I hear are rumors.”

      “What rumors?”

      “That your dragon delusions are more important to you than KoR.”

      “They are not delusions!”

      She screams again as I force her finger into the chronomichani’s feeding slot. In my mind, I hear the device sing with pleasure as it drinks her blood. Not only her blood, but her soul. Her soul is not destroyed per se, it’s absorbed by the device.

      Spero’s eyes have glazed over. The machine has her in its grasp. I doubt she even needs to be tied now. She will sit peacefully until drained, which can take several hours.

      In the meantime, I have an important errand to run.
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      Grandma Kittler has already gone to bed when I knock on her door. She’s actually not my grandmother, but that’s her preferred form of address.

      She lives and works in this kitschy little urban cottage with a neon sign out front that reads Psychic.

      After what seems like a half hour, she finally answers the door, leaning heavily on her cane.

      “Alex, what brings you here at this ungodly hour?”

      “It’s eight p.m.”

      Her hairy lip stiffens. “Don’t get smart with me.”

      I hold out my offering. “My apologies for the late visitation. I brought you toffee ice cream.”

      She eyes the grocery bag, her features softening. “Is this about your soul armor?”

      I nod.

      “You got a pick for me, boy?”

      “I went ahead in time and checked the boxing outcomes. In two days, there will be a prize fight in Las Vegas. Bet on the fighter in the red trunks, his name is Navarro.”

      She smiles and opens the door, snatching the ice cream from my hand.

      I’ll never understand people who are motivated by money. Had I wanted wealth, the chronomichani could have given me that. But instead, I use the device to make the world a safer place.

      I follow Grandma into her workplace. Along the wall, below portraits of various zoo animals, stands a plastic-covered sofa that looks a century old.

      She points for me to sit on the sofa. Then she sits heavily beside me. She reaches over with her left hand to feel the back of my head.

      As she speaks, I smell garlic on her breath. “That beast has been chewing on your soul.”

      Interesting, she’s never called it a beast before.

      “Yes. I need my armor renewed. Why do you call it a beast?”

      “Because I can see the bite marks.”

      “Bite marks? As a vampire might leave behind?”

      “Not a vampire, something older. Perhaps a Fae or a dragon.”

      I stiffen in shock. It all makes sense now! The chronomichani was probably built to serve only as a mechanical calendar. Then some dark power bound it with the soul of a dragon. And not just any dragon, one of the rare dragons that can time travel.

      The very device that helps me fight dragons has a dragon within it. What rich irony. How many times have I let that foul creature dine on my blood? Why didn’t my St. George relic warn me, or protect me?

      I think I know the answer. Perhaps St. George would agree that one must use evil to fight evil. As long as I don’t harm someone who is good, I haven’t crossed a moral line.

      “Come lay on Grandma’s lap.”

      Her voice breaks me out of my bitter reverie. Recalling the procedure, I lie faceup on her lap.

      With one meaty hand, she finds a notch at the base of my skull and presses it hard. With the other hand, she drives her thumb into my navel.

      I feel dizzy and speak to distract myself from the growing nausea. “You never explained how this works.”

      She makes a rude noise. “Next, you’ll want my recipe for tuna casserole.”
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      I wake up, still lying on Grandma’s lap. She’s asleep, with a long line of drool hanging from her bottom lip.

      I don’t remember passing out. I check my phone and discover I’ve been here for over an hour. The same thing happened last time.

      She doesn’t wake as I slowly rise from the sofa, even though the plastic squeaks loudly.

      I find a notepad beside her old landline phone and write down the name Navarro. Otherwise, she’ll never remember the winner of the fight.
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      When I return home, I find Spero’s body pale and lifeless. The dragon device has claimed another victim, and now it’s primed for many more jumps.

      All that’s left to do is dispose of the body, and I know an abandoned mine that will do nicely.

      I experience a pang of conscience as I wrap Spero’s body in a tarp. I don’t enjoy killing women.

      My blood freezes as I hear someone pound on my front door. Who could that be? No one from my team would come here without permission in advance.

      Glancing out my bedroom window, I can just see the tail end of a standard KoR-issued sedan.

      Oh dear Lord! Is this about Spero’s CCD investigation? Has one of her colleagues come to rescue her?

      The knocking continues, weaker this time, and I hear a woman’s voice calling my name.

      I recognize the voice. It’s Betty, the maven of Cultural Services. Relief washes through me. Betty is romantically fixated on me and probably stopped by to report on the scrolls I sent in for translation. I always try to avoid her, but she has a way of tracking me down.

      I close Spero’s body in the closet and hurry out to answer the door. Betty has seen my car, so she knows I’m here.

      Betty and I had one date, nearly a decade ago, when she was much trimmer. I remember that she enjoyed running her hand over my smooth scalp. Ever since then, she’s been obsessed with me, sending me birthday presents, flowers on Valentine’s Day, and even Halloween cards. I’ve gotten good work from her, on a professional level, so I’ve managed to resist crushing her heart, but it hasn’t been easy.

      I open the door, giving her my best smile. “Goodness, I fell asleep at the TV. Hope you haven’t been waiting long.”

      She smiles shyly as she fidgets with an elephant brooch on her blouse. For some reason, she loves elephants. Her office is covered with elephant knickknacks.

      “Hello, Alex. Sorry to disturb you at home, but I’ve been working late, and I think you’ll be excited by my findings.”

      “I’m intrigued. Thank you so much for coming.” And please hurry it up, you sad old cow.

      I usher her inside. “Can I make you some tea?”

      “That would be lovely, thank you.”

      I make her a cup of tea and we sit together in the dining room. Beaming, she pulls up her notes on a tablet.

      “The scrolls are still at the office. It will take a few more days to translate the more difficult passages. But I thought I should bring you what I had.”

      “By all means, I’m eager to hear.”

      “The scrolls were written in Ethiopic script, a branch of the more common South Arabian script.”

      Something tells me she’s going to draw this out.

      “Though the script is old, the scrolls themselves are modern. Perhaps this is an attempt to forge an antiquity.”

      Suddenly, I hear a soft pounding noise coming from my bedroom! I could have sworn that Spero was dead. How irritating. The closet is soundproof, but apparently not pound proof.

      Betty turns, frowning. “Is there someone here?”

      “No! It’s just … the washing machine. It’s out of balance.”

      “I can help with that.”

      I flash my best smile. “Thank you, Betty, but I’m eager to hear what the scrolls say. Don’t keep me in suspense, my dear.”

      She blushes. “Of course, Alex. I don’t mean to tease you. One of the scrolls was used for record keeping, mostly tracking supplies. But the other is more interesting. It refers to an important event happening near the end of the year 542 CE.”

      “What event? You have me on the edge of my seat.”

      As she opens her mouth to speak, the pounding noise continues.

      Betty looks unsettled. “That’s awfully loud. Maybe you should have a look at that.”

      “Thank you, but I’ll take care of it later. What happened in 542 CE?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          Sapphire Mentor

        

      

    

    
      
        TYLER BUCK

      

      As I sit at the feast table, I open the wooden box that Ms. Luvalle gave me. Inside it is the dragon amulet, and the emerald in its left eye glows, indicating I’ve passed my dragon training. But the ruby and sapphire gems are still dim.

      “Thank you, Ms. Luvalle. But I gave this to my mother.”

      “She sold it to pay bills and secure a new apartment for the two of you. We rescued it from a pawnshop.”

      As I place the amulet around my neck, the Hwedoists pound the table in approval. Even Lagashan smiles.

      I just have to remember to take it off the next time I shift.

      Later that night, Ms. Luvalle takes me aside to speak privately.

      “Tyler, I have some business to attend to, so I won’t be making these regular visits anymore. I’m going to give you a beacon stick you can use to call me when your training is complete. Before you take it, we both need to grip the ends for a few moments.”

      She holds out a black object, the same size and shape as a stick of gum. It’s capped with gold on the ends. Her fingers squeeze the gold cap on one end, so I grasp the other. After a couple seconds, I feel a tingle in my hand.

      Ms. Luvalle nods and releases her end. “It’s charged now. Just break the stick when you want me to come.”

      I examine the stick. “That’s pretty cool. Is it magic or some advanced technology?”

      She smiles. “There really isn’t any difference.”

      When we return to the feast table, I see that Lagashan is gone, and there’s a fat Ethiopian man in his sixties sitting in her place. He smiles at me with big, crooked teeth. His face has deep laugh lines around his mouth and orange eyes.

      “Hello, Tyler. I am Gammachu, your fight mentor. I hear you are funny. Tell me a joke.”

      “You speak English!”

      “I speak all languages. Now where is my joke?”

      My mind goes blank. I’ll have to wing it.

      “If you’re in a hurry, don’t ask a dragon for a story. They have long tales.”

      He laughs. “That is a terrible joke. I love it.”

      This is surreal. My fight instructor is a fat old dracoform who likes cheesy jokes.
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      Gammachu and I sit on reed mats in the center of a stone room lit by oil lamps. The back wall of the room displays a large fresco of a hooded cobra, poised to strike. Its glittery eyes seem to stare directly at me.

      Gammachu speaks in a jolly tone. “It will be my great pleasure to teach you the secret art of Altaneen-alqital. Those are Arabic words that mean dragon fighting. The art was born in Africa and perfected by many generations of dracoforms. It is built on animal forms, drawing heavily from serpents and clawed beasts. At this time, I will teach you only the fundamentals, but it is my hope that you will return in the coming years to learn more advanced techniques.”

      I nod my head respectfully. “Thank you, I appreciate the opportunity to learn. Do I call you Master?”

      He chuckles. “No, Tyler, as much as I like the sound of that, Gammachu will do.”

      He whistles, and I’m startled when the fresco swings open, revealing a hidden door. Four men emerge, each carrying something heavy.

      Gammachu claps his hands together. “It is time to receive your iron. You must wear it at all times, except when bathing and sleeping.”

      The men clamp heavy iron armor over my forearms and shins. Each piece must weigh at least thirty pounds. I can barely move.

      Gammachu explains. “As a dracoform, you are naturally stronger and faster than any human. You will be tempted to use this physical advantage to win fights, rather than relying on proper technique. Do you see the danger of that?”

      I nod. “I’ll be in trouble if I have to fight anyone with the same advantages, or someone even more powerful.”

      His eyes twinkle. “Yes! Very good, Tyler.”

      The four men leave, and a fifth emerges from behind the fresco, carrying a pair of wooden claws, rounded and dull, attached to brass knuckles. He slides my fingers into the weapons.

      Gammachu checks the fit and nods, satisfied. “These are your wooden training claws. Eventually, you will transition to sharp steel.”

      “What about those crystal claws I’ve seen around here?”

      For the first time, Gammachu looks peeved. “Those are made to mimic the claws of Aido-Hwedo, but they are brittle imitations, not suitable for real combat. Even the wooden claws are better, because they will not shatter. But I cannot convince the Guardians to stop wearing them. It is a tradition.”

      I nod, taking a few swipes with the training claws. Wearing the iron bracers, I feel like I’m moving underwater. I must look silly, like a kid in a tiger costume. I’m king of the jungle. Flee from my wooden claws or I’ll give you a splinter.

      Gammachu positions himself in front of me. “The first thing I want you to do is close your fists and strike me with one of the wooden claws. Please understand that my intention is not to humiliate you, but to show you how much work lies ahead of us.”

      This has to be a trick. Even with the iron slowing me down, how hard could it be to hit a fat man standing right in front of me? Sure, he’s a dracoform, but he’s an old one, and badly out of shape.

      I reach out and claw him lightly on the arm.

      He laughs. “What a committed attack!”

      I know sarcasm when I hear it. “I’m supposed to come at you harder?”

      “Please.”

      I swing my right hand, my wooden claws coming up fast and stopping just short of his arm. He doesn’t move.

      “Are you actually trying to strike me? If so, that is a poor start.”

      I cock my hand back for another swing, praying the old man really has the goods. This time, I swipe hard through his arm, or at least the space where his arm used to be. He’s standing there untouched, only inches from his previous position.

      I try to hide my surprise. “That’s pretty cool.”

      He smiles and claps me on the shoulder. “When you can hit me, your training will be nearly complete.”

      “What happens when I graduate? I know the sapphire on my amulet will light up. But how? Do you cast a spell on it?”

      “I’m a warrior, not a magician. The amulet knows when you are ready, and the gem will light itself.”
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      As the weeks pass, I miss having Ayana around during the day as a translator. But I still see her every night, and she always asks me about my training.

      The fighting system is really interesting. It’s mainly defensive, based on the idea of being in constant motion. I’ve learned to sway my body like a snake, while making my movements unpredictable. The next stage of training is to make my movements seemingly predictable, and then break the established pattern to launch surprise attacks.

      Most of the attacks are claw slashes, focusing on the eyes, neck, wrist, and groin, places where the blood flows near the surface of the skin. The best time to attack is when an opponent is off-balance, in midstep, or when they are withdrawing a weapon to prepare a strike.

      Gammachu teaches me how to keep my face blank and move without any wasted motion, so I don’t telegraph my attacks.

      There’s so much to think about that at the end of each day, my brain is as exhausted as my body. In some ways, Altaneen-alqital is more of a science than an art.

      At first, the iron plates around my forearms and shins cause itching and chafing, but my dracoform skin quickly adapts. I wear them all the time, except when I’m bathing, sleeping, or having sex. Ayana is fine with them but I’m afraid I’ll hurt her.

      As the months pass, Gammachu talks more about getting into the mind of an opponent, and how to read their body language in order to predict their actions. I’ve never paid much attention to body language, at least not consciously. It’s really fascinating, and I find myself using this emerging skill to read people around the temple, including Ayana.

      Only then do I realize that she’s not easy to read. It’s like she’s had the same training as me. She spends most of her time mirroring my own body language. This must be why I’ve been with her for a year now and still know almost nothing about her.

      I think back to all the times I’ve tried to have a serious conversation with her. We’ve always ended up having sex. I’ve been feeling guilty about taking advantage of her, but maybe she’s the one who’s been in control all along.

      Lately, Ayana has been interested in weird jewelry. I’ve seen oddly shaped rings, and amulets with flowers and geometric patterns, sometimes with markings that look like Arabic letters. She tells me she got them because they look pretty, but I’m not sure I believe her.

      One night, I decide to go all out to learn more about her. To kill my sex drive, I jerk off before she meets me in my bedroom. I hope that will be enough to help me resist sex and keep me thinking straight.

      Tonight, she appears in a light green gown, short and sheer. She wears a silver anklet and her toenails are painted cherry red.

      Rather than meet her on the bed, I’ve taken up a defensive position at the nearby desk. I’m not sure what this desk is for, exactly, I’ve never used it to write anything.

      Ayana approaches, dragging her finger along the wall, and perches at the edge of the desk. “How was your lesson with Gammachu?”

      I’m genuinely interested in my martial studies, and normally, I’d be talking her ear off by now. But tonight, I deflect.

      “It was fine. How was your day?”

      She smiles, undeterred. “I spent it thinking about the things we would do tonight.”

      She throws her leg over the chair and straddles me, her thinly covered breasts near my face. She runs her hands through my hair, and I notice she’s wearing a gold bracelet with some complex charm hanging from it.

      “What’s that on your bracelet?”

      She shrugs, her face a mask.

      “Why have you been wearing all this weird jewelry?”

      “I told you, I like it.”

      “But why now, all of a sudden?”

      She shushes me and presses her breasts into my face.

      Despite my recent orgasm, I’m getting aroused. Damn it, I’ve got to focus!

      I stand up and set her down gently on the desk. “Does the jewelry have something to do with your work here? You once told me you were a Speaker. What’s that, exactly?”

      “I speak to those beyond the temple. I am our ambassador.”

      “What about the jewelry?”

      She cocks her head, assessing me. I think she’s coming up with a new strategy.

      “Tyler, thank you for taking an interest in our affairs. In fact, there are things we should discuss.”

      Now we’re getting somewhere. “Tell me about these things.”

      “You must be curious about what happens when your training is complete.”

      I’ve never spoken to her about the Time Academy, and it doesn’t feel right to bring it up now. “Yes, I’m curious. What happens then?”

      “You will chart your own course. Some choose to stay and become mentors, others go out into the world and become Protectors of Creation.”

      “Protectors of Creation?”

      “Aido-Hwedo built a beautiful world for us. Protectors fight those who would destroy it.”

      “Destroy it, how?”

      “By consuming and desecrating the land to satisfy their greed. They are the enemies of Aido-Hwedo.”

      “What if I don’t want to be a Protector?”

      She frowns. “I think you are trying to annoy me. But as I said, you chart your own course. Tell me what you wish to do.”

      I suddenly realize we’re talking about me again. Damn, Ayana is good.

      “Okay, Ayana, I do have a plan for after my training is complete. I’ll tell you, under one condition. I want to know what’s up with the weird jewelry.”

      Her face tightens and she steps away from the desk, heading for the bed.

      “I can’t have sex with you, Ayana. I … took care of myself.”

      The truth is, I probably could have sex, but she doesn’t need to know that.

      She stops in her tracks and turns to me, a glint of anger in her eyes. I think I’m breaking down her armor.

      “Why would you do that, Tyler? Do you no longer desire me?”

      “I did it so we could have a real conversation.”

      Reading her body language, I see she’s about to leave, so I block the door. “I just want to talk, Ayana.”

      She clenches her hands. “Trust me when I tell you this is not something you wish to discuss.”

      “I know you don’t love me, Ayana, but do you care enough for me to speak the truth?”

      Her eyes suddenly flood with tears. Genuine, or another strategy? I resist the powerful urge to comfort her.

      “Ayana, I know the jewelry means something. Just tell me.”

      “Very well, Tyler. But one day you will regret being a man who must know everything.”

      She sits on the bed, wringing her hands. “It is not wise to have feelings for me, Tyler. Our time together is … limited.”

      “Oh geez, not this apocalyptic crap again. We can fix whatever bad thing is about to happen. Stop sounding like you don’t want to live.”

      She rises, angry. “No one here wants to die, you idiot! This world means everything to me. But I must leave it behind. The jewelry represents the many things I love in this world. It is my way of saying good-bye to each of Aido-Hwedo’s creations.”

      “You don’t have to leave the world behind.”

      She stops to wipe away tears. “Perhaps so. But it is what I choose to do. And you must let me make my own choices.”

      She pushes me aside as she storms out of the room. I don’t try to stop her.
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      The next day, Gammachu locks me in a room with a live cobra. I doubt it’s connected to my fight with Ayana, but it’s a strange coincidence.

      The cobra has had its poison removed, but it still packs a painful bite. My job is to grab the snake without getting bit. For this exercise, Gammachu takes off my arm plating.

      Without the iron on my forearms, I feel lightning fast, and I like my chances of grabbing the snake.

      Gammachu watches from the corner of the room as I approach the cobra, currently coiled in a basket.

      The enormous snake rises from the basket like a bad dream, its yellow hood spread wide. Its black tongue flicks, tasting me in the air.

      I’m not sure how to grab a snake so it can’t bite me. I’m guessing I should hold it by the back of the head.

      I try circling behind it, but it always turns to face me. This snake isn’t stupid.

      Eager to end this nerve-racking exercise, I make a sudden lunge for the cobra. It bites me on the wrist before my hand gets halfway across the space between us. The thing is crazy fast, and even my dracoform reflexes are no match for it.

      My wrist begins to burn, and I worry the snake still has some venom in it.

      I look over at Gammachu, but his face is blank, giving me no clue how to proceed.

      I watch the cobra, trying to figure out how it thinks. Its attack was incredibly aggressive. Instead of trying to dodge me, or retreat from my hand, it advanced and bit me long before I was expecting contact.

      I have an idea. Instead of trying to grab the snake where it’s located now, I should grab it closer in, where it’s going to be when it counterstrikes.

      As I lunge forward, the snake begins to attack, now shining with some strange inner light. As I reach for it, I see there are several snakes now, each a little less bright than the first. I grab for the brightest snake and catch it behind the head.

      I leap backward with the hissing cobra wrapped around my arm. But I have it held securely behind the head so it can’t bite me. The other snakes I saw are gone now. What the hell just happened?

      Gammachu, with a huge smile on his face, takes the cobra and puts it back into the basket, securing it with a lid.

      Once the room is safe from the snake, Gammachu tousles my hair. “Well done, Tyler. Your timesight was slow to arrive, but when it came, it came fast and easy. You should have no difficulty integrating it into your fighting.”

      “I’m still not sure what happened.”

      “You saw multiple images of the snake. The brightest image, the one you reached for, represented where the snake would be a heartbeat into the future. The darkest image was the snake in its present position. By fighting the bright image, you got ahead of the snake. We call this timesight. It works very well against all animals, and most people, except for highly intuitive fighters. It will become the most powerful of all your combat skills.”

      Gammachu’s joy is infectious, and despite my snakebite, I can’t help but smile. I find myself eager to tell Ayana about this. Then I remember our fight. Are we still talking to each other? I’m not mad at her, but that doesn’t mean she isn’t mad at me.

      Later that night, Ayana comes to my room. She seems to have forgotten about our argument. I tell her about the cobra. She seems genuinely interested, and as usual, we end up having sex. I just can’t help myself.
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      Two more months pass as Gammachu shows me how to integrate timesight into my fighting. I move from working with wooden claws to using blunt steel claws, and eventually we begin sparring.

      Sparring with Gammachu is the most intense experience I’ve ever had. I have to fight while wearing the irons. The mental and physical effort is extreme. At the end of most days, I’m lying on the floor, gasping for breath and covered in sweat.

      Gammachu is a lot older, and I can tell that he too is suffering from the rigors of the training. Each day I grow more grateful for his efforts. I’m a stranger to him, and yet he’s putting his heart and soul into this training. More than once, I find myself wishing he had been my dad.
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      Seven months into my fight training, something weird happens. By now, I’m working with sharp steel claws, attacking sides of beef and learning how to avoid getting my claws bound in the target.

      Satisfied with my progress, Gammachu pulls me away from the beef and switches me over to blunted steel claws for another sparring session.

      I’m already really tired, so I know he’s gonna kick my ass again, but I don’t protest. I trust Gammachu and always do exactly what he says.

      As we face each other, he adopts a tiger stance and I choose the snake. At this point in my training, my timesight is finely honed, but it doesn’t give me an advantage here, because he has it too. Also, his arms are not bound with iron, so he has a speed advantage. My only remaining tools are trickery and technique.

      Within the first five seconds, he scores two hits on me. It’s a little depressing, but I’m used to it by now. I form a plan to feint high with my left claw and come in low with my right. I’ve tried this before and I’ve never gotten it to work.

      This time, for some reason, I abandon the feint in the middle of its execution and turn my body over to pure instinct, shutting off my mind.

      I’m not sure what happened after that, but Gammachu steps away from me.

      He smiles joyfully. “You hit me, Tyler!”

      “I did?”

      “Yes, on the shoulder.”

      He embraces me in his meaty arms and lifts me off the floor.

      I now understand the secret to becoming a fighter. I have to train my body to act properly, and instinctively, without thinking.
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      That night, I tell Ayana about my triumph, and she’s happy for me. But I can’t help noticing the sapphire gem on my dragon amulet remains unlit. There must be something I still haven’t learned.

      As Ayana crawls into bed with me, I notice she’s wearing a new pair of earrings. Each is a big blue circle, surrounded by dots, and there are Arabic letters on them.

      I trace my finger over one of them, unable to make sense of the design. “What does it mean?”

      “That is the symbol for water. I wish to show my love and appreciation for the water on this earth.”

      “What do the letters spell?”

      For a moment, she doesn’t answer. Then her voice comes out as a whisper. “They spell a word that means good-bye.”

      I feel a mixture of frustration and pity. Ayana has given up on life. I have a big problem with that, yet I still keep having sex with her.

      I finally find the strength to say something I should have said a long time ago. “Ayana, we should stop sleeping together. We can stay friends. You can come to my room to talk. But only to talk.”

      She stiffens, her face moving from anger, to despair, to acceptance. Without a word, she climbs out of bed and heads for the door.

      I don’t know what I was expecting, but not this. Shouldn’t we be having a fight or something?

      She pauses at the door and looks back at me. Is she hoping I’ll change my mind?

      I see a sad smile on her face as she points to my dragon amulet. Then she walks out the door.

      I don’t have to look down at the amulet around my neck. I already know what she saw.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

          The Art of Subtlety

        

      

    

    
      
        ALEXANDER ARGYROS

      

      Betty sits at my dining table, staring worriedly at her tablet.

      The pounding noise in my bedroom has stopped, but it has Betty rattled.

      She takes a quick sip of tea before speaking. “The scroll says that in the year 542 Common Era, we must prepare for the rise of a dragon shifter in the heart of Ethiopia. I know that dragons are your specialty, so I came right over.”

      “Fascinating! Draco Historia tells us the same thing, but warns the shifter will arise in this century.”

      “That’s odd. I hope my translation is still useful.”

      “It is. Well done, Betty. What else does the scroll say?”

      “That’s all I have so far. It’s slow work. But looking ahead, it seems to contain a prayer to someone named Aido-Hwedo.”

      The pounding noise returns, weaker now.

      Betty stands. “Are you sure the washing machine is out of balance? It sounds like something more serious.”

      I try to look abashed. “I apologize, Betty. It’s not the washing machine. The truth is, I have a lady friend over.”

      Her face falls. “Oh.”

      For a long while, I’ve been wanting to tell this spinster that I’ll never be interested in her. But I need to be gentle.

      “My lady friend is a bit upset because she heard you at the door. She’s jealous of other women. The pounding is her way of expressing her displeasure.”

      Betty nods, shoulders hunched. “I’m sorry I interrupted. I’ll leave you to your evening together.”

      She hurries to the door with a sad look on her face. She stops and turns to me. “Good-bye, Alex. You’re a wonderful man.” Then she leaves and closes the door behind her.

      Good riddance.

      After locking the door, I rush into my bedroom to find Spero just inside the closet door. I could have sworn she was dead, but she’s worked herself out of the tarp. She’s pale as a ghost, her eyes unseeing, her hands clenching and unclenching.

      I put on a pair of gloves, kneel beside her, and wrap my fingers around her neck. She’s too weak to fight me as I squeeze the last spark of life from her treacherous body.

      After I’m certain she’s really dead, I wrap her up in the tarp again and load her into my car. The carport is connected to my apartment by a door, so I’m able to move the body unseen.

      I drive her to an abandoned coal mine that closed almost a century ago and drop her into a deep shaft to join the others I’ve deposited here over the years.

      Of course, Spero’s death won’t stop CCD from sending someone else to kill me. I need a plan to extricate myself from this sticky situation.
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      Hours later, I’ve time traveled back to the mid-1980s, and I’m strolling through the locker room of KoR’s male cadets. I’m wearing a visitor’s badge, but there’s no need to disguise myself here. I didn’t have a mustache then, and I wasn’t bald, so no one will recognize me now. Also, there are no cameras in the locker room, so there will be no footage to examine later.

      The cadets, most in their early twenties, have returned from swim class and are showering in the adjacent room. I can’t see them from here, but I know my younger self is among them, so I must hurry before he returns.

      Chester Davenport sits alone in the locker room. He hasn’t gone to the shower room yet because he’s busy recording his swim laps in a notebook. Chester, the consummate record keeper, is famous for his detailed, albeit unimaginative, reports. It’s a skill that served him well as he rose through the KoR bureaucracy.

      We were friends for a while, then had a falling out when I became a squire and he didn’t. Since then, he’s been looking for a way to hurt me. Thirty years later he found one when he was promoted to the head of the Criminal Conduct Division.

      Chester grabs a towel and runs for the shower. As much as I’d like to kill him and be done with it, I’ve always heeded my father’s advice to avoid making major changes in the timeline. I must use the art of subtlety.

      The cadets, as a whole, are honest people. Most of them leave their lockers open when they go to the shower, unworried about theft. Chester is no exception.

      I find Billy Simpkin’s open locker and steal his wallet. I also toss everything about so it looks like the locker’s been ransacked.

      Then I go into Chester’s locker and force the wallet into a gap at the top, all the way in the back where he’s unlikely to see it.

      Billy is about to discover why Chester stays behind when the other cadets go to the shower. It’s because Chester is a thief.

      I doubt this will get Chester kicked out entirely. His father is a high-ranking KoR officer on the West Coast. But a blemish like this on his record will certainly prevent him from becoming a department head.
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      I’m always somewhat nervous when I make even a minor adjustment to the past. I never know what changes I’ll find when I return to the present. But as I recall, Chester never made any significant accomplishments in his career, so I’m hoping the damage to the timeline will be minimal.

      Now, back in the present, I use the KoR janitor’s console to check unclassified records about base personnel. I discover that Chester is not heading up CCD, he’s a low-level functionary in accounting. As I expected, someone once accused of stealing could never head CCD. In his place is Elliott Zirilli, one of the few people in KoR who actually likes me. Splendid, I’ve changed the timeline in my favor!

      I also notice another important fact. Spero was never assigned to my team, and she’s still very much alive. So I am off the hook for her disappearance.

      This couldn’t have gone better. It appears that in this altered timeline, CCD never went after me.

      However, that does make me curious about something. I used Spero to feed the chronomichani. If Spero is still alive, what’s powering the device? Through my connection to it, I know the machine is almost fully charged.
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      Now free of CCD assassins, I make plans to track down the dragon cultists. Based on Betty’s translation, I have a strong feeling the fanatics fled back to the year 542 CE. I intend to go back in time and kill them. Despite all these recent distractions, I must stay focused on my core mission.

      I’m not taking Kaplan along on this job. My squire, Snedeker, is the only one I trust. I’ve never revealed my time travel capability to anyone at KoR, but I’ll have to tell Snedeker if I want his help. I doubt the cultists are armed with any serious weapons. Two KoR men in full body armor, with grenades and automatic weapons, ought to be able to exterminate them.

      I find Snedeker at the shooting range. He may be a bit of an imbecile, but he’s always been a good shot. I take him aside where we have some privacy.

      “Snedeker, you and I are going back to Ethiopia on a top-secret mission.”

      He looks excited. “Just the two of us?”

      “Yes, Betty’s translation of the scrolls has revealed an important clue, and…”

      I trail off as I see Snedeker’s look of worry and confusion. “Colonel, when did you talk to Betty?”

      Across the range, I see a pair of CCD underlings approaching.

      I’m starting to get an unpleasant feeling.

      One of the underlings is Lieutenant Spero. It’s very strange seeing her alive and well.

      She salutes as she approaches. “Colonel Argyros, we need to ask you some questions about the disappearance of Betty Harrow, from Cultural Services.”

      Oh dear, another bit of bad luck.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

          Ruby Mentor

        

      

    

    
      
        TYLER BUCK

      

      The sapphire gem in my dragon amulet lit up after my breakup with Ayana. And with the emerald gem already lit, it’s time to begin the last phase of my temple training with Fenfang, my Ruby Mentor. My inadvertent trip back in time was a scary experience, and got me busted by Specta Aeternal, so I’m looking forward to learning the proper way to time travel.

      The weird thing is, I still haven’t met Fenfang, and no one has offered to introduce me. I assume she’ll show up at some point. I hope it’s soon. I’m eager to finish training and get out of this temple. I’ve been spending way too much time underground.

      The other problem is the sudden lack of sex. Since I broke up with Ayana, she hasn’t been back to my room. I meant what I said about being friends with her, but she clearly doesn’t want that. My encounters with her in the hallways are awkward, no more than a polite exchange of nods.

      I’ve thought about finding another woman here. Several have made it clear they’d welcome my approach. But I’m afraid of getting mixed up with another woman like Ayana.

      Being underground and celibate for so long has soured my normally good mood. Each day I find it harder to come up with sarcastic quips. Am I losing my sense of humor? Am I becoming like one of the Hwedoists?

      A week passes, and one morning I wake up to find something odd outside my door, a single pink flower petal. As I walk out into the hall, I find a white petal from a different flower.

      I’m guessing that someone left a trail for me to follow. Is it Ayana? Does she want to get back together? No, this isn’t her style.

      Intrigued, I follow the petal trail. It leads me deeper and deeper underground, to a part of the temple I didn’t know existed.

      The temperature down here is warmer, like a spring day, and I smell something sweet in the air.

      I emerge into a large room blazing with light. In the center of the room there’s a floating globe almost as bright as the sun. It hurts to look at it. It has no wires or obvious means of suspension. It’s either magic, or a very advanced technology.

      Beneath the artificial sun is a stunning garden filled with flowers, most of them white, pink, or lavender. I don’t know anything about flowers, but these look like really fancy ones.

      A petite Chinese woman in her midforties  approaches, carrying a steel watering can with a filtered spout.

      She studies me with her orange eyes. “Come, Tyler, your first lesson will be learning how to water my flowers. They’ll be your responsibility for the duration of your training.”

      She speaks English! What a relief. I won’t need Ayana to translate.

      “You’re Fenfang?”

      She nods.

      “Your English is excellent.”

      She smiles. “Flatterer! I was born in Hong Kong in the mid-twentieth century, so my first language is Cantonese. But I learned English because it’s the universal tongue of time travelers from that era. Long ago it was Latin, and then French. By the twenty-second century, it will be Standard Mandarin.”

      “You’ve been to the twenty-second century?”

      “I have, but don’t ask me for details.”

      She hands me the watering can.

      I spend the day learning more about peonies, chrysanthemums, and orchids than I ever thought possible. The orchids are particularly sensitive to mishandling. Maybe Fenfang is trying to draw some parallel between the orchids and my training. But I think it’s more likely she just wants help with the plants.
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      During the second day of my gardening lessons, Fenfang seems more inclined to talk about time travel. She tells me that most dragons can’t jump through time, only those of the rainbow species. They used to be scattered across the world, but all are dead now, most slain by humans. No one knows exactly why these dragons developed the power of time travel, or what they used it for.

      I ask her about Specta Aeternal, and she’s not a big fan. While SA has mastered some advanced techniques, they’re more concerned about preserving the timeline than protecting the creations of Aido-Hwedo. Fenfang doesn’t believe the timeline is a sacred, living creature, only an element, like air or water.

      After lunch, Fenfang takes me to a different room, adjacent to her vast garden. This room is dimly lit by oil lamps and houses a series of open brass columns about three feet high. As I get closer, I see they have gearworks inside, and all of them are dripping water into collection devices.

      Fenfang uses the sleeve of her robe to wipe a smudge mark off one of the brass devices. “These are my water clocks. They are an important part of your training.”

      How in the hell will water clocks teach me to time travel?

      I notice something odd written on the wall in chalk. It’s the date I arrived here at the temple to begin training.

      Fenfang’s eyes follow mine. “It’s important to record when you arrived. When you leave, I will write your departure date beside it. Can you imagine why we do that?”

      I think it over. I don’t know the answer, but I decide to hazard a guess. “I need to know those dates, because if I come back here again during that time frame, there’s a risk of doubling.”

      Fenfang nods approvingly. “Very good, Tyler. Of course, you must make physical contact with another version of yourself in order to create a temporal anomaly. But doubling increases the chances of that happening. That’s why, eventually, you’ll carry a logbook of all your jumps. You must remain ever vigilant.”

      She draws me over to the brass water clocks and points to the clock dripping the fastest. “That one is counting seconds. The first water clocks were built in Babylon and Egypt, but these were patterned after a superior Greek design.”

      She carries a footstool over and places it before the clock counting seconds. “Have a seat, Tyler. Focus on the dripping water.”

      After a minute of staring at the water, I have to pee, but I decide not to say anything.

      Fenfang takes a seat beside me. I note that her chair is padded and has back support. The privileges of rank.

      She points at the clock with her tiny index finger. “In the beginning, we don’t actually teach time travel. First, you must learn to manipulate the clocks.”

      She leans forward and turns a valve on the clock. “The water will now drip in increments of ten drops, separated by a ten-second period of quiet. Then another ten drops, and so on. Your task is to make the clock skip the ninth drop. It will release eight drops, you will then make it skip a drop, and then the last drop will fall, for a total of nine drops. Do you understand?”

      “Um, how exactly am I supposed to do that? I take it I’m not allowed to fiddle with the gears.”

      “No, you must use your mind to bend the clock to your will.”

      “You mean, like, telekinesis?”

      “Call it whatever you like. Just make the clock skip the ninth drop.”

      She starts working on an embroidery project, a red silk rose on a beige cloth.

      “So, I guess this is going to take a while?”

      She smiles encouragingly. “Just do your best. It may take a few weeks, possibly even months, but I am a patient woman.”

      Months! Shit, what have I gotten myself into? Is this what they mean by Chinese water torture? This stool is already making my ass hurt. There’s no way I can do this for months.

      She gestures for me to begin. I’m really not sure how to do this. Should I concentrate on controlling the gears inside? Weird that she’s making me skip the ninth drop. Why not the first drop, or the last drop?

      Despite my confusion and skepticism, I decide not to say anything. Nobody likes a whiny student.

      I watch the drops and begin counting. By the sixth drop, I still don’t have a plan. By the eighth drop I’m getting desperate. Just before the ninth drop, I imagine that the ninth drop has already fallen. In my head, I see the ninth drop fall, so this next drop will actually be the tenth and last drop.

      One drop falls, and then the flow stops.

      I look over at Fenfang and see blood spreading across her embroidery. Her face is rigid and her finger is bleeding.

      “Fenfang, are you okay?”

      She slowly nods.

      “I think I made the clock skip a drop. Or maybe I just miscounted.”

      She sets down her embroidery and sucks her finger.

      The clock begins to drip again. The sound of those drops is driving me crazy. How do I turn the stupid thing off?

      Four drops have fallen. I stare at the clock, visualizing the other six drops falling in rapid succession.

      The clock falls silent again. Somehow, I’ve just brought myself another ten seconds of peace.

      I notice Fenfang standing beside me. Weird, I didn’t see her get up from the chair.

      She puts her hands on my shoulder, her face flushed, her eyes intense. “Has Specta Aeternal tried to recruit you?”

      If I lie to her, she’ll know. “Yes. They want me to join their Time Academy.”

      Her voice is low, but hard. “When you’re done here, you should do that.”

      “Why? Because I can mess with the clock?”

      “Tyler, you weren’t just manipulating the clock, though that’s how we explain it to new students. You were actually manipulating time. And no one, to my knowledge, has ever succeeded on their first attempt. You jumped one second into the future, and then you jumped six seconds into the future. That is an astounding accomplishment for your first day of training. Aido-Hwedo’s blood is strong in you. Frighteningly strong.”

      I feel a warm wave of pride sweeping through me. I’ve never been good at anything, other than relic hunting, and I’ve never had anyone praise me like this. I know Mom loves me, but her praise over the years has been rare. She raised me to be tough.

      I find my eyes getting watery.

      Fenfang looks concerned. “Tyler, are you well?”

      I nod. “Just … allergic to the flowers, that’s all.”
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      I take to time travel even better than to swimming. On the second day, Fenfang moves me up to the minute and hour clocks.

      As the jumps become longer, I notice a falling sensation, and an ache in my body afterward. Fenfang explains that this effect is much more pronounced outside the temple. Within Aido-Hwedo’s sanctuary, it’s possible for those with his blood to jump repeatedly without resting in between, and with far fewer physical effects.

      On the third day, Fenfang takes me outside the temple to jump. It’s now warm in the desert scrub, and I smell a hint of myrrh. Instead of watching the water clocks, Fenfang has me imagine them. In my mind I see them dripping, and I force them to skip a drop. The trick works. I jump forward in time, but outside the temple, the falling sensation is stronger, and I have to rest a day before I can do it again.

      After that field trip, we train exclusively in the temple so I can get more work done without resting in between. Fenfang gives me a logbook, and I start recording my jumps.

      Eventually, I’m able to jump without visualizing the falling drops. I just shorthand it, imagining six drops have already fallen and I jump forward six seconds. Fenfang calls this leaving the clocks. It normally takes a student a year or more to achieve this with forward jumps, and I’m doing it by the third week.

      Jumping into the past is trickier. There’s no way to do it safely, in small increments, without running into yourself and risking doubling. For my first jump, I have to go all the way back to before I first arrived here. This will be a tandem jump. Fenfang will do the actual jumping, taking me along with her so I can see what it feels like. She checks her own logbook and sees that she was absent from the temple during March of 539 CE, and that was long before I arrived, so it’s considered a safe target.

      When she takes my hand and jumps, I experience all of the familiar physical effects, but the jump has a different feel to it, almost like I’m running backward and can’t see where I’m going. It’s awkward, and not as much fun as jumping forward.

      The past version of Fenfang’s garden room is empty of flowers, and dimly lit by a pair of oil lamps. Fenfang takes us back to our current training date in 542 CE, and the room explodes with light and color as the garden returns.

      I haven’t yet learned how to take somebody with me when I jump, so Fenfang wants me to repeat the last jump, this time alone, and to go back an additional day to prevent doubling.

      I manage the jump with no problems and then return to a very relieved Fenfang. I’m still not sure how I judge how much time I’m jumping through. It’s kind of like jumping to a particular spot on the floor. You can do it, but it’s hard to explain how you did it.

      The first successful jump into the past is a training milestone, so Fenfang and the Hwedoists throw me a dinner party with some of my favorite dishes, including tibs and injera, doro wat, and plenty of tej.

      Afterward, when I return to my room all fat and buzzed, I find Ayana sitting at my desk. I can tell she’s nervous, though she hides it well.

      She smiles. “Congratulations on your first jump into the past. How did it feel?”

      Is she really here to chitchat about my day? She must be, because she isn’t dressed for sex.

      “It felt fine, Ayana. Why are you here?”

      “You said I could come. That we could talk and be friends.”

      “Friends talk about their lives. Are you really ready to talk about yours?”

      “Yes. But I can’t share temple business. I hope you understand.”

      I fall onto the bed and kick off my shoes.

      “I’m so full, that was a helluva dinner.”

      “Fenfang is telling anyone who will listen that you are the greatest dracoform we’ve ever produced.”

      Her comment angers me, and I quickly realize why. “Ayana, doesn’t it bother you that the dragon blood killed so many people before I came along? Doesn’t it bother you that it could have killed me? Essentially, you kidnapped and poisoned me. Don’t you have any remorse?”

      She pauses for several moments, looking down at her hands. “Are you pleased with the gifts you have received from Aido-Hwedo?”

      I nod. “I’m impressed with them, yes. But they were forced upon me without my consent.”

      She shakes her head. “No, Tyler. You gave your consent by coming here.”

      “That makes no sense.”

      “You were summoned by Aido-Hwedo, and you answered the call.”

      “I wasn’t summoned, I chose this job. I was looking for dragon bones.”

      “Your communication with Aido-Hwedo was subconscious, soul to soul.”

      “Aido-Hwedo is dead. This is just the crap you use to justify your actions.”

      Anger twitches on her face as she jumps to her feet. “Such an ignorant man! His body is dead but his soul is eternal. Many of us, including myself, have been trained to sense this communication between souls.”

      “So, you’re a priestess? Aido-Hwedo talks to you?”

      “We have no priests or priestesses. Aido-Hwedo speaks to many of us. You must learn how to listen.”

      “How did you learn this? When did he speak to you? What did he say?”

      Ayana takes a step back, her face tightening. Then she lets out a long, slow breath. “How much time do you have?”
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      Over the next several nights, Ayana tells me her story. Her family was poor, and as a young girl she was sold as a slave so they could eat. The man who purchased her was a Hwedoist, and he brought her here. She grew up under the mentorship of the former Speaker and received a temple education, including lessons in English.

      Her first contact with Aido-Hwedo was in her dreams, where he would appear but not speak. Eventually, he told her she would become his next Speaker. Over the years, he has spoken to her many more times, helping her deal with various problems around the temple, including how to handle me. It was Aido-Hwedo himself that advised Ayana not to follow me when I escaped the temple.

      As much as I appreciate Ayana opening up, I’m not convinced her dreams feature a long-dead dragon. Yes, there is sometimes wisdom in dreams, but I think it comes from our inner selves. We sleep on things to let our subconscious mull over a problem, and we have an answer in the morning.

      I’m careful not to express these doubts to Ayana. She’s finally talking about herself and I don’t want to discourage that. Also, we’ve managed to have several meaningful conversations that didn’t end in sex, a first for me. Is this what it’s like to have a female friend?

      [image: ]

      Now that things are better with Ayana, I’m a lot less distracted, and my time travel training progresses quickly. I learn how to take along a passenger, and what to expect when I accidentally try to materialize into something solid. I discover that I can jump with three other people, possibly four if I’m really rested. Fenfang is pleased with that, as three is her own absolute upper limit.

      Materializing into something solid is impossible. If I do it by accident, I get pushed over into the closest open space. The jump takes a little longer, and it feels a lot like sliding along a wall until you hit an open door.

      Only five weeks into my training, Fenfang announces that I’m ready for my final test. She shows me an embroidered image of a flower with yellow petals and a purple center.

      “This ancient desert flower was already extinct by the Age of Man, also known as the Iron Age. The flower has no official name, so I call it Fenfangeae. I want you to travel to any date in 1400 BCE, find a blossom, and bring it back to me. This temple did not exist at that date, so it would be easier to make the first jump from above ground.”

      I whistle, pondering the enormity of the task. I’ve never made a jump of that magnitude. “I should probably take some travel supplies.”

      “You’re not allowed to take anything with you, except for your claws. You can update your logbook when you return.”

      She sounds unusually firm, so I know the rules are not open to negotiation. Most of my belongings, including the beacon stick, are in my room. I’m only carrying the dragon amulet and a pouch at my side where I keep my sharp steel claws. I take off the amulet and hand it to her. “When do I leave?”

      “Now.”
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      It’s a hot day outside, and the wind is whipping grit along the desert floor. I’m standing at the base of the hill that houses the underground temple. Oddly, they’ve never named it, so I call it Hwedo Hill.

      I think my best strategy is to shift into a dragon and do the search from the air. I can cover a lot more ground that way and use my superior color vision to spot the flower. Also, if I get hungry, it’s much easier to catch prey as a dragon than as a man.

      I remove my pouch and temple robes and roll them into a bundle. They’ll get damaged if I shift while I’m wearing them, and I don’t want to return to the temple naked.

      I find an open space, look around to make sure no one is watching, and then shift into my dragon form. I could have opted to do the time jump in human form, which yields better accuracy. However, in dragon form, the jumps are less strenuous, and accuracy is not important here since I’m not targeting a particular day.

      Over time, the shifts into dragon form have gotten a little less painful, but it still hurts, like running a hairbrush over sunburned skin.

      I feel my mood shift as I become a dragon. I’m more irritable, and I just want to finish this stupid flower test and return to the temple.

      Now that I’m in dragon form, it’s time to take the big leap. I find myself nervous as I prepare to jump almost two thousand years into the past. I’ve only jumped a fraction of that time before, and I’m worried about screwing up. I wonder if it’s possible to get lost in time. If so, wouldn’t Fenfang have warned me?

      I grab my bundle of clothes in one of my fore claws and, with effort, flap my wings and lift off from the ground. The sunlight shines on my crystal scales, casting rainbow light on the ground below.

      I find a thermal lift to aid my ascent, and soon I’m far above the desert scrub. I could have done the time jump from the ground, of course, but for some reason, jumps require less energy if made from the air. It’s almost as if the earth creates some sort of interference.

      I take a deep breath and begin the jump. I keep my eyes open to reduce the nausea. For a moment, the wind whips faster around me, then the bushes below are suddenly in different places, and I’m in an even hotter climate. I’m also incredibly sore.

      I look down and see Hwedo Hill. I notice there’s less weathering of the rocks. Unfortunately, there’s no magic timepiece I can check to see if I’m in the year 1400 BCE. But the decreased weathering is a promising sign that I’ve hit my target.

      When I was imagining this adventure, I saw myself arriving here and immediately plucking the yellow-and-purple flower. But it isn’t going to be that easy. There’s not a single flower in sight. I’m going to have to hunt for it.

      I swoop down over Hwedo Hill and drop my bundle of clothes into a hidden niche in the rocks. I’ll need them when I return. Before I can jump again, I’ll have to rest a day or so, and I’ll be less conspicuous in human than in dragon form.

      I climb a thermal until I have a commanding view of the area, but I don’t see any spots of color that would indicate flowers. How annoying. What if Fenfang gave me the wrong time period? I could be out here forever, looking for a flower that doesn’t exist.

      Acting on instinct, I turn north, toward the highlands. It will be cooler there. I don’t know if that will increase my chances of finding the flower, but it will be more comfortable.

      It’s been a while since I’ve flown, and I almost forget to start memorizing the landmarks I’ll need for my return flight. How stupid would it be if I found the flower, but got lost trying to return with it?

      As I fly north, I find myself tiring. I probably should have rested a little after changing into dragon form. Time travel and shifting use different inner resources, so the jump back in time didn’t affect my ability to shift. But at the least, I should have eaten something after the shift to help renew my energy.

      As I fly over a dusty hill, I spot what looks like a structure. It’s an adobe building, and I see dark-skinned men running around, pointing bronze-tipped spears toward me. Then arrows begin to fly.

      Even though the arrows can’t reach me, I have a powerful urge to swoop down and fry some asses. I was just flying by, minding my own business, and now they’re trying to kill me. It’s infuriating.

      A little voice inside tells me that’s the dragon talking. Exerting some self-control, I veer away from the archers and quickly leave them behind. Lagashan warned me about interacting with humans while in dragon form.

      After an hour, I’m getting tired and hungry, and I know I need to rest. When I spot an inviting lake, I swoop down over it and dive into the cool water.

      It feels so good to be in water! My mood improves immediately. My vision works well underwater, and I soon find a school of fish to feed on. My hunger sated, I swim to the surface of the water and float there with my wings outstretched. I take a quick nap, and when I wake up, I feel my energy restored.

      When I return to the air, I find the landscape changing as I fly north of the lake. The terrain is greener here, and I spot a few flowers. I drop to a lower altitude for a closer look, and feel a thrill of excitement as I spot one of Fenfang’s yellow flowers on the side of a lush hill.

      Landing on a slope is tricky, so I opt to land atop the hill and walk down. I decide it’s better to do it in dragon form, because if I take human form, I’ll have to wait for a day to rest up before I can take dragon form again and fly back.

      I stomp down the side of the hill, my clawed feet crushing plants underfoot. I see some sort of furry creature scurry out of my path, and I resist the urge to chase it.

      I have a little trouble finding the flower. With such a big head, my eyes are spread apart and it’s hard to see small things up close. Eventually, though, I find the plant and flick my tongue over it, drinking in its scent. The flower smells sweet, but there’s an undercurrent of bitterness coming from the stem.

      This is going to be awkward. I don’t have any pockets, so I’ll have to carry the flower in my mouth on the return trip to Hwedo Hill, now a good fifty miles away.

      I pull up the plant with my mouth, gathering a little soil in the process, and flip it under my tongue. It tastes bitter, and it’s making me drool a little. This will not be a fun trip back. What shape will the blossom be in when I return?

      Taking off on a downward slope is easier than on the flat, so I have no trouble getting airborne. By the time I reach the lake, the sun is setting, so I decide to push it and skip taking a rest here.

      The water looks so inviting as I pass it by, and I find myself getting angry with Fenfang for sending me on this ridiculous quest.

      I take a wide path around the adobe building, almost losing track of my landmarks before getting back on course. Eventually, a little after dark, I arrive at Hwedo Hill, exhausted. After I land, I realize I’m not in the same spot I left from, but I don’t have the energy to lift off again.

      My dragon mouth is numb where I’ve been carrying the flower. I spit it on the ground, where it lies wet and limp. It makes me happy to imagine handing the disgusting thing over to Fenfang. Serves her right. She didn’t say it had to arrive alive.

      I shift into human form. Fortunately, reverting to human form takes very little energy. If I get some rest tonight, I should be able to shift into dragon form again tomorrow if I need to. And with the rest, I’ll also be able to jump back to Fenfang’s time period.

      I reach down and pluck the sticky, bedraggled blossom from the stem. Then I do some hiking around to find the hidden niche in Hwedo Hill where I dropped my clothes.

      As I reach for my pouch, I realize something’s wrong. My clothes aren’t as I left them. It looks like someone unbundled them.

      I quickly get dressed and am relieved to find my claws wrapped in a cloth inside the pouch. I put the wet blossom in the pouch and put on the sharp steel claws.

      My orange eyes scan the darkness, looking for signs of trouble. I have slightly better night vision than I did before I became a dracoform, but it’s still not great. As I try to separate the bushes from the rocks, I see a shape that doesn’t fit either profile. It might be an animal in a sitting position, but it’s hard to tell.

      I don’t like this. My options are limited. Without rest, I can’t shift or jump, so I’m stuck facing this unknown creature with only my steel claws.

      As I watch the animal, it stands, and I realize it’s not an animal at all. It’s a woman. How long has she been there watching me? Did she see me in my dragon form? I wonder if this is part of Fenfang’s test.

      The woman, moving very slowly, steps closer. She has long dark hair and pale skin. That’s weird. Pale skin is unusual in this part of the world. Since I’ve been here, the only woman I’ve seen with white skin is Ms. Luvalle, and this definitely isn’t her. This woman is nude and has a smoking hot body.

      Somewhere in the back of my mind, alarm bells are going off, but the stronger emotion is lust. I want this woman. Badly.

      As she gets closer, I notice something strange about her. Sometimes her eyes are dark, and sometimes they are yellow. Sometimes she has pointed ears emerging from her hair, and sometimes she does not. Sometimes she is tall, and sometimes short. Whoever she is, she’s definitely not human. She has a supernatural allure.

      I raise my hand to her, gesturing for her to stop. “Who are you?”

      She cocks her head and smiles. For a moment, her teeth look sharp. She’s close enough now that I can see where she’s looking. Her eyes are fixed on the erection jutting from my temple robe.

      I badly want to kiss her, but I somehow resist the urge and manage to adopt a snake stance, claws at the ready.

      She murmurs something unintelligible in a guttural language, then slowly reaches down and drops something small on the ground. I can’t see what it is.

      She takes a few steps back and stops, gesturing to the object.

      I get the idea she wants me to pick it up.

      Is this some sort of trick? If so, it’s a convoluted one.

      Perhaps if I moved a little closer, I could identify the object on the ground.
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          Incarnation of the Saint

        

      

    

    
      
        ALEXANDER ARGYROS

      

      I can’t believe I’m suffering the indignity of being taken into Spero’s tiny office to be questioned like a common criminal.

      She sits across the desk from me, entering my responses into her console.

      “Did you have a relationship with Betty Harrow?”

      “Certainly not.”

      “When was the last time you saw her?”

      I recall her stopping by with a translation from the scrolls. After that, it gets confusing. I have one memory of hearing Spero pounding on my closet door, and telling Betty it was a lady friend who was making the noise. But I have another memory without the pounding, where I told Betty I wasn’t interested in a relationship with her.

      “My memory is a little hazy.”

      “We know she went to your house last night. What did you discuss?”

      “She’s translating a pair of scrolls for a case I’m working.”

      “Did the two of you argue?”

      “No.”

      “What time did she leave?”

      “I don’t recall.”

      “We have investigators headed over to search your apartment. Will they find anything pertinent to her disappearance?”

      Oh dear Lord! What if they find the chronomichani?

      I resist the urge to cross myself, and try to keep my face calm. “I hope they find something that leads us to her. I’m worried about her.”

      “Of course, Colonel.”

      Another CCD functionary taps on the window and Spero excuses herself. I see them talking outside, watching me, pointing at me. I can tell there’s been a development. Something has happened. Did they find the chronomichani?

      I’m enormously tempted to make a time jump to safety, but I shouldn’t do it here, in front of people. I need to ride this out a little longer.

      Spero returns, her face grave. “Colonel Argyros, Betty Harrow is dead. We’ve found her body.”

      I’m finding it hard to breathe. Did I feed her to the chronomichani? Has my secret been revealed? I’m so nervous I don’t trust myself to speak.

      Spero slumps down in her chair. “We found her in her garden. Apparent cause of death was an intentional overdose. She left a suicide note.”

      I try desperately not to look relieved. “That’s terrible. What did the note say?”

      “Something about a bad breakup. She didn’t write his name. She’s been in counseling. Apparently, it didn’t help.”

      “That’s very sad to hear. So, there’s no need to search my apartment?”

      “No sir, I’ll call them off. Thank you for your time.”

      I nod and exit the office, feeling like I’ve escaped the devil.

      If I didn’t sacrifice Betty to the chronomichani, how did it get charged? I try to think back, but my memories of this timeline are confusing. I think there may have been a homeless man. I remember him getting into my car. That would make sense. I’ve used a number of homeless people over the years, but only junkies and alcoholics already on the verge of death.

      As I leave the offices of CCD, I’m met by Snedeker.

      “Hey boss, I’m packing our gear for Ethiopia. Same kit as before?”

      I nod. “Hurry it along.”

      Snedeker, excited about the mission, rushes off to prepare.

      I receive a text on my phone. Preceptor Stockhausen wants to talk to me immediately. This can’t be good.

      I head down to Level Black to meet her. Her aide ushers me into her office, and I’m soon seated across from her at the glass table.

      She looks up from her console. “Colonel, thank you for coming. I’m looking at your travel request for this second trip to Ethiopia.”

      “Problem?”

      “It’s not clear to me why you want to return there, and with such a reduced team.”

      “The scrolls revealed evidence of a dragon cult. It’s worth taking a second look to make sure we didn’t miss anything. They’ve abandoned their temple, so I only need one man for security. I’m trying to cut down on expenses.”

      She nods, her mouth pursing. “About that. Accounting has flagged your last two expense reports for review. Until the review is complete, they can’t fund any more travel requests.”

      “Flagged? Why?”

      “It doesn’t say. Possible errors, I suppose.”

      “Who flagged them?”

      She checks her console. “One of their staff, a Captain Chester Davenport.”

      Chester! Of course it would be Chester. Another stroke of bad luck. It seems that getting him demoted hasn’t removed that thorn from my side.

      “How long will it take to clear up this matter?”

      She shrugs. “You’ll have to ask them.”

      “Preceptor, will you approve my travel request? I’ll pay for the trip myself.”

      Her eyebrows rise. “What’s the hurry?”

      “I’m worried that someone might return to the temple and remove evidence we may have missed.”

      “Hmm, I don’t know.”

      “Please, Preceptor. This could be my last case before retirement. I want to do my best work.”

      She taps her fingernails on the glass desk, mulling it over.

      I can see now that this bureaucratic bitch has already decided to approve my request, but she wants to make me squirm a bit.

      Did she just glance at my bald head?
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      The flight to Ethiopia is uneventful, and we’re able to find a local driver in Arba Minch to take us out to the temple site.

      Once Snedeker and I are on location, I tell our driver that we’ll only be a few minutes, and he’s to wait for us. I take his keys to ensure he doesn’t leave.

      In reality, we could be on this mission for months, but no time will pass for the driver here in the present.

      The driver eyes us skeptically as we leave. Snedeker is pulling the handle of a utility cart. We don’t have the money for a powered vehicle. The cart carries three months of supplies. We certainly don’t look like we’re returning in a few minutes.

      I find myself excited about this mission. I love fieldwork. I wasn’t built for sitting behind a desk. Exterminating this den of dragon worshippers and destroying their pagan icons will be the most meaningful thing I’ve done in years. The dragons themselves are bad enough, but the traitorous humans who support them are beneath contempt.

      I can’t believe I’ve made it this far. I think back to all the obstacles fate set in my path. I’ve always had terrible luck, as did my father. I suspect that the chronomichani is cursed. The more I use it to cheat fate, the more fate fights back. Yet somehow, I’ve always found a way to overcome the challenges and emerge ahead of the game. It could be due to my own ingenuity, but I’d like to think that the relic protects me from more than just dragons. I touch the reliquary hanging under my shirt and say a silent prayer to my beloved patron, Saint George.

      Snedeker and I find a location with a good view of the hill that shelters the dragon temple. We’re also out of sight of our driver.

      I tell Snedeker to stop, and he releases the cart handle. I pull him in close and put my hand on his shoulder.

      “Are you ready for this, son?”

      He nods eagerly. “I’m ready for anything, boss.”

      “We’re about to do something extraordinary. But if you ever want to be knighted, it’s imperative that you tell no one what happens here. Not even the Preceptor. Do you understand?”

      He nods, looking worried.

      I take Snedeker’s hand and use my other hand to grab the cart handle. In my mind, I picture the chronomichani, at home in my hidden safe. I see its gears turning and its wheels spinning. Because it’s bound to my soul, the device works instantly, even on the other side of the world.

      Snedeker makes a whimpering sound and we feel the falling sensation associated with time travel.

      Suddenly, we’re in the past. October of the year 542 CE. The weather is surprisingly warm and dry.

      Snedeker whispers, “What just happened?”

      “We’ve jumped nearly fifteen hundred years into the past. Your body will be sore for the next few days. That’s a normal side effect of time travel.”

      His eyes widen. “Time travel? How?”

      “I can explain more, after you’re knighted.”

      He nods, his face a strange mixture of fear and awe.

      We unpack our gear and set up a camouflaged observation position. Snedeker stares at every rock and bush with wonder.

      The scroll said that a dragon would rise sometime near the end of 542 CE. I intend to be watching when that happens.
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      I spend a miserable month with Snedeker, a boy with all the charm of a syphilitic boil. His eyes are better than mine, so he does most of the observation work. I spend the time reading thrillers on my phone, kept alive by a solar charger. I do love a good thriller.

      Each night we leave the post, under the cover of darkness, to refill our water jugs in a stream at the base of the hill. It’s a fair bit of exercise, and the only reason I haven’t grown fat from eating our high-calorie prepackaged meals.

      At one point, we’re forced to shoot a lion that gets too close. Both of our rifles have suppressors, so as not to attract attention when we fire. A swarm of huge vultures descends and picks the lion carcass to the bone.

      It’s November before we see the first sign of human life. We catch a quick glimpse of a man in a robe, climbing down the far side of the hill. I can’t see his face, but his skin is too light to be Ethiopian. Could it be Tyler Buck, the young man sent here by Lord Beasley to find dragon bones?

      The man drops out of sight on the other side of the hill. I wonder where he’s going. It’s the wrong direction for Arba Minch, not that it matters. There probably is no Arba Minch in 542 CE.

      We continue to watch for several minutes and see no further activity. Then suddenly, Snedeker cries out and points.

      On the far horizon, with my naked eye, I see a faint smudge of color in the sky. I find it with my scope and my heart suddenly pounds.

      It’s a dragon! The first I’ve seen in my life. I now suspect that Tyler is a dracoform, a type of Were that can shift into a dragon. Is he the dragon shifter from the scrolls, and the one mentioned in Draco Historia?

      This is a rainbow dragon, and it shimmers with a riot of colors cast off from the sunlight. What a magnificent creature. A pity it’s out of rifle range.

      My scope can collect video, so I flip the switch that streams it to my phone for storage. I manage to capture footage of the airborne beast. When I show this around at KoR, they won’t have a prayer of retiring me. I just won’t tell them the video was shot fifteen hundred years ago.

      The video feed gets cut off when the phone runs out of charge. Curse those thrillers I’ve been reading. I’ll need to plug the phone back into the solar charger.

      I continue to watch the distant dragon through my rifle scope, and suddenly, it disappears!

      Snedeker looks stunned. “There was a dragon! An actual dragon! And then it just disappeared. What happened to it, boss?”

      “I’m not certain.”

      But I’m guessing it made a time jump. Rainbow dragons are known for that. Hopefully, it will return. We’ll reposition ourselves and prepare a proper greeting.

      I whisper to Snedeker. “Unpack the helmets and body armor.”

      He nods, his hands trembling. As he unpacks the armor, I see he’s brought the training kit, rather than the field kit. The training armor offers equivalent protection but, like our base uniforms, has our name on it. I push aside my irritation. This isn’t a black op, so I suppose it doesn’t matter. I don’t know if dragons can read, but I hope the foul creature sees my name as it dies.

      My body hums with purpose. On this momentous occasion, I don’t feel like the humble descendent of Georgios of Lydda. I’m the incarnation of the saint himself.
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        TYLER BUCK

      

      I slowly step toward the object the mysterious woman placed on the ground. As I move toward it, she retreats into the darkness.

      I pick up the object. It’s a thumb-sized piece of clear quartz crystal. Why did she drop it here? What does it mean? Maybe Fenfang will know.

      The strange woman has completely disappeared now. Still wary, I put the crystal in my pouch.

      I’d really like to go back now, but I don’t feel strong enough to make the jump. Instead, I find a good hiding place along the rim of a wide ravine that splits the west side of the hill. It’s a warm night, at least for a dracoform, so I use my robe as a pillow and sleep in the nude. I’m hungry, and thirsty, and uncomfortable, but so exhausted that I still manage to get some sleep.

      In the morning, I’m still not sure I have enough strength to time jump, but I’m damn sure going to try. It would be easier to make the jump in dragon form, but I don’t have the energy to shift again so soon. I put my robe back on, secure my pouch, and attempt the jump while in human form.

      I make it, but fall to my knees, retching as I arrive. That’s never happened before. I’m definitely pushing my limits. When I feel less queasy, I get to my feet and survey my surroundings. The weather is cooler now, and the hill more weathered. It looks like I made it back to 542 CE.

      I walk along the edge of the ravine, hiking toward the temple entrance. Suddenly, I hear a distant popping sound and feel intense pain behind my right shoulder. Instinctively, I drop to the ground, and see blood spurting from the front of my shoulder. I’ve been shot from behind, and it looks like the bullet went all the way through.

      My heart pounds with adrenaline. I’m really exposed here, so I ease myself over the edge of the ravine, trying to find some cover, but dizziness overwhelms me and I fall, tumbling into darkness.
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      I wake up and find myself lying in thick bushes at the bottom of the ravine. Fortunately, these must be the only bushes in all of Africa without thorns.

      My right arm is numb, and I’m too weak to stand. Someone with guns has found the temple. But how is that possible? It’s 542 CE. No one should have guns yet.

      So, either I jumped into the wrong time, or someone who can time travel came here with guns. Either way, if they tried to kill me, the temple’s in danger. I have to warn them.

      One of the things Fenfang taught me is that shifting is a useful way of mending wounds. It’s time to put that to the test.

      I manage to crawl out of the thick bushes and find myself in an area just big enough to shift. I still don’t feel like I have enough energy for a shift, but I’ve got to try.

      With great difficulty, I remove my robe and pouch using only my left hand. When I shift, it requires enormous concentration and takes much longer than usual, but I finally emerge into dragon form.

      Now I’m gonna find anyone with a gun and burn them to ash.

      My wound has healed. Fueled by anger, I take off from the ground with unusual ease. As I rise above the hill, I spot smoke swirling from the temple entrance. They must be under attack. I wonder how long I was unconscious.

      I spot two dead temple Guardians near the entrance, apparently killed by gunshot wounds. There’s nothing else out here. I need to go into the temple, but in dragon form, I won’t fit through the entrance.

      I quickly return to the ravine and land, scooping up my robe and pouch in my dragon jaws. Then I take off again and fly to the top of the hill, where I drop my possessions and shift back, knowing I’m committing myself to human form for the next day or so.

      I throw on my robe and my steel claws, then race to the temple entrance.

      As I enter the temple, it takes my eyes a moment to adjust to the dim light, and I stumble over something. I look down to find a dead body at my feet. One of the Hwedoists. I didn’t know him. He has two bullet wounds in his chest.

      Okay, so I’m definitely in the right time period, and yet there are people here with guns. I think back to the guys at the Arba Minch airport who were looking for me. Could they be time travelers?

      I move through the stone passage, hurrying, but trying to stay alert for ambushes. This is probably a hopeless cause. What good are steel claws against guys with guns?

      Now that I’m in the temple, I can time travel as much as I need without resting in between. Maybe that will help somehow.

      As I continue deeper into the temple, I find a few more bodies, but not nearly enough to account for everyone. I find Lagashan’s room, and she isn’t there. Neither is Gammachu. It looks like they’ve been using their time travel ability to jump people to safety, though I have no idea what time period they went to.

      It takes me a while to get to Fenfang’s room, and there I find another body. But it isn’t Fenfang, it’s Ayana.

      My heart sinks as I kneel beside Ayana’s body, covered by dozens of wounds, possibly shrapnel from an explosion. Were the attackers using grenades? Most of the flowers in Fenfang’s garden have been knocked flat, and the glowing sphere that once filled the room with light is now riddled with holes and weak as a torch.

      Poor Ayana. She knew it would end like this.

      I hear a noise coming from the adjacent clock room. Someone’s alive in there! Is it Fenfang?

      I move quietly to the door of the clock room just as a figure emerges, a man in a helmet and thick body armor, carrying a rifle. A tag on his chest spells Snedeker.

      Without hesitation, I leap on him, choosing to grapple at close range so he can’t use his rifle effectively. As I attack, I become aware of another soldier behind him, also carrying a rifle and wearing similar armor.

      Shit, this is a bad situation! I could be moments away from getting my head blown off.

      Snedeker is slow to react, and I slide my claws into the thin gap between his neck armor and his helmet’s face plate. He gurgles blood as my claws jab under his chin and up into his head.

      Rather than letting him drop, I seize his body in a hug, and use it as a shield as I drive myself toward the other man, this one with Argyros on his uniform.

      Argyros, his eyes wide through his faceplate, fires his rifle, but Snedeker’s body armor absorbs the shots.

      I drive Argyros into a brass water clock. As he falls, I toss Snedeker’s body aside and leap on Argyros.

      Through his faceplate, I see that Argyros is the same man who was looking for me at the Arba Minch airport.

      I drive my claws into the gap under his helmet. But to my shock, they don’t penetrate. It’s like I’ve hit stone.

      Then suddenly, Argyros is gone and I’m lying on the stone floor.

      The bastard got away!

      He’s a time traveler, no doubt about it. But he’s not a dracoform. Maybe he got the power naturally, like Ms. Luvalle.

      With no other threats in sight, I return to the garden room. As I pass Snedeker’s body, I feel a little queasy, and experience a touch of guilt. I’ve never killed a man before. I hope I never have to again.

      I go to Ayana’s body and sit beside her, holding her hand. I feel my anger rising at the injustice of it all. These soldiers came into the past with guns and attacked people who had only primitive weapons. It’s not right. And suddenly, I realize there’s something I can do about it.

      I probably shouldn’t do this, but fuck it. I get to my feet, take a deep breath, and shift back in time, to just after I left the temple to go on the flower quest.

      Light dazzles my eyes, and for a moment, I’m blinded. The globe is back at full strength, and I find Fenfang watering some pink peonies.

      She looks up at me and smiles. “Back so soon?”

      “Fenfang, listen to me. All hell is going to break loose here. People are going to die. We have to get everyone out. Is there a safe time period we can jump to?”

      Fenfang nods, looking less distressed than I would have expected. “Let’s target May first, 749 CE. The temple will be unoccupied then, so there’s no chance of doubling.”

      Fenfang runs to tell the other mentors, and I start looking for Ayana. I eventually find her in the communal dining hall, eating breakfast with a pair of other Hwedoists.

      She sees my face and instantly knows something’s wrong. “Tyler, what happened?”

      “We’re under attack, we have to get out of here, now!”

      I grab her hand, instructing the other Hwedoists to grab on as well, and I shift all three of them to 749 CE. It’s pitch black when we arrive.

      “Ayana, get the lamps lit, I’m going back for the others.”

      “Tyler, wait. What is happening? Who is attacking us?”

      But I jump back without responding.

      My mentors and I are the only ones here who can time travel. We work together to clear out the temple before the soldiers arrive. I also manage to grab the logbook and beacon stick from my room.
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      After I take a bath and a much-needed nap, Ayana meets me in my room to ask more about what happened. I decide to tell her the whole thing, including finding her dead body.

      She slaps me in the face. I blink at her in surprise. She’s never been violent with me. But now, tears of rage run down her cheeks.

      “How dare you, Tyler? You had no right!”

      “You’re actually mad at me for going back in time and saving your life? They were cheating, Ayana. They were time travelers with guns. You shouldn’t have died in the first place.”

      “That was my fate.”

      I shake my head in frustration. “I shouldn’t have told you.”

      “Why did you?”

      I shrug. “You have a right to know.”

      She turns on her heel and marches out the door of my bedroom.

      “Ayana!”

      I start to follow her, then run into Fenfang, headed my way. She has the dragon amulet in her hand, and the ruby gem is now glowing.

      Ayana rushes past her and disappears around a corner.

      Fenfang frowns. “Should I return later?”

      I sigh. “Now’s good. I should probably let her cool off.”

      Fenfang nods and hangs the dragon amulet around my neck. “Congratulations, Tyler. You have completed your training here.”

      For some reason, it doesn’t feel as great as I expected. Ayana’s anger is killing my buzz.

      “Thank you, Fenfang. I really appreciate all the work you put into me. I should probably be celebrating or something, but what I really want to do is ask you about something that happened when I was getting the flower.”

      “Please, go ahead.”

      I take the quartz crystal from my pouch and show it to her, describing my interaction with the mysterious nude woman.

      Fenfang mulls it over. “It sounds like an encounter with a desert Fae, or what some people call elves. She tried to use glamour, a type of illusion, to seduce you. But it doesn’t work well against dracoforms. I doubt she had any harmful intent. The Fae were drawn to dragons, their allies in the war against man.”

      “What’s with the crystal?”

      “Probably a peace offering, or gift of friendship. They love simple things from the natural world, like flowers and pretty stones. She may have chosen the crystal because of the crystal scales that cover your skin when you’re in dragon form.”

      I spot Lagashan and Gammachu coming up behind Fenfang. This is the first time I’ve seen all three of them together. Something’s up.

      Gammachu smiles and claps my arm. “It is time to open the vault.”

      After all that’s happened, I’d forgotten about the dragon vault. There’s some sort of prize now that I’ve graduated.

      It feels weird, knowing that all this is about to end and I’ll be heading on to the Time Academy. At least I won’t be stepping over Ayana’s dead body on the way out.

      My mentors lead me to the bare room with the hole in the floor that houses the vault.

      Lagashan lowers the candleholder on the chain, revealing the bottom of the hole. I see the elaborate carving in the stone floor, surrounding the triangular mouth of a dragon.

      Gammachu points into the hole. “Go down inside. Place your amulet in the carving.”

      I nod and hop into the hole. As a dracoform, a drop of only eight feet isn’t going to twist an ankle.

      I take off the amulet, and it fits perfectly into the center of the carving, as if drawn there by a magnet. Suddenly, all the gems in the amulet go dim.

      Did I break it? Am I not worthy?

      Then a panel in the carving slides open, revealing a secret compartment. Inside I find a pair of crystal claws.

      I don’t understand. I thought Gammachu said they were brittle and bad for fighting.

      Gammachu speaks, as if reading my thoughts. “Those are not the crystal claws that the Guardians wear. Those are the claws of Aido-Hwedo himself.”

      I can’t believe what I’m hearing. “You mean, the actual claws, taken from his dead body?”

      Gammachu nods solemnly.

      I find my heart pounding as I put on the claws. They feel light as a feather.

      I try to remove the amulet, but it’s stuck in the carving. Fenfang tells me to leave it.

      I crouch, preparing to jump back out of the hole.

      Gammachu stops me. “Wait, don’t jump. Climb.”

      What does he mean by that? There are no handholds. The walls of the vault are smooth stone.

      Then I understand. I swing a claw into the wall, and it sinks two inches into the stone! I climb up the wall, claw over claw, leaving dragon tracks in the stone. Amazing!

      As I emerge from the hole, I stare at the claws. I bet these things would have been able to kill Argyros. I still haven’t told my mentors about that. I probably should.

      I give them an account of my fight, and Gammachu translates for Lagashan. All of them agree that my opponents were soldiers from the Knights of Rome, a group that has hunted paranormals for centuries.

      But Gammachu is puzzled that my steel claws couldn’t strike Argyros. “That doesn’t make any sense. Yes, there are rare magics that protect against dragons, but a Knight of Rome would never use supernatural protection, that’s contrary to their very nature.”

      Fenfang nods in agreement. “We should investigate this Argyros fellow. He isn’t what he appears to be.”

      I nod. “And I’ll ask Specta Aeternal if he’s on their radar.”

      At the mention of SA, an awkward silence falls over the room.

      Fenfang gives me a big hug. “I wish you great success with Specta Aeternal.”

      “Are they going to be pissed about what I did, changing the timeline to save the temple?”

      She shakes her head. “I doubt it very much. The attackers were the ones changing the timeline. You just tried to set it right.”

      I nod, thinking. “In this version of the timeline, the soldiers entered the temple and no one was there. So, I actually never had a fight with them. That means the one I killed, Snedeker, is still alive. What if they come back?”

      “While that is possible, it’s unlikely. I’ll see to it there are no records made of our presence in this time period. For someone to find us here would be the wildest stroke of luck.”

      “Good, that makes me feel better about leaving you here. Thanks again, everyone, for all your hard work training me. I’m gonna miss you all.”

      Lagashan and Gammachu also collect hugs.

      My fight mentor smiles. “I hope you will visit us when you can. We have more lessons to teach.”

      “I’d like that.”

      For the first time in their presence, I don’t feel like a hopeless noob. I almost feel like one of the group.
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      I stand alone in the room where it all began.

      This is the place where I was transformed. I stand beside the stone table where I was injected with dragon blood and look at the human heads on the mantel. The dragon sculpture, covered with a rainbow of gemstones, sits in the niche above the mantel. When the Hwedoists fled 542 CE to come here to 749 CE, they brought along all their relics.

      This was a frightening display when I first saw it. I thought I would die here. I nearly did. These people, without my consent, risked my life to create another servant of Aido-Hwedo.

      I care about these people. I understand them. But I’m still upset about what they did to me. Ayana complained that I didn’t let her choose her fate. Well, she didn’t let me choose mine either.

      I reach into my pouch and remove the beacon stick. When I break it, Ms. Luvalle will come and take me to a new life at the Time Academy. I’m really grateful to SA for protecting my mom, but how do I know they won’t be as careless with my life as the Hwedoists?

      I guess I don’t know. Maybe it’s better that way.

      As I prepare to break the stick, I catch movement in the corner of my eye. I look up and see Ayana.

      I clench inside. I had hoped to escape without another fight with her.

      I take a step back. “Did you come to yell at me again?”

      She shakes her head, her face composed. “I do not agree with your actions, but I understand them. That will have to be enough.”

      “So, we can part as friends?”

      She nods.

      I step over and give her a careful hug. “Good-bye, Ayana.”

      She returns the hug with a serious look on her face.

      “Tyler, I must tell you something important before you go.”

      What is this about?

      She leans close, whispering. “I care for you very much, Tyler. I could have easily fallen in love if you had not been destined for another.”

      Fallen in love? “What other? Who are you talking about?”

      “Rosemarie.”

      “The woman in your dreams. Did you finally figure out who she is?”

      “I know now that it was Aido-Hwedo himself who spoke her name. He told me that Rosemarie is destined to be your mate.”

      “Okay, but who is she?”

      “I have no idea. But I hope you find her.”

      She kisses me softly on the lips and walks out of the room.

      Goose bumps rise on my arms as I reel from this new information. Ayana could have loved me? Rosemarie is my destined mate?

      I want some answers about Rosemarie. But something tells me I won’t find them here.

      Ms. Luvalle, I’m ready. Take me away to the Time Academy.

      I break the beacon stick.

      
        The End
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        For other books set in this world, go to:

        www.heartblaze.com
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        For newsletter, bonus gifts, and updates, go to:

        http://www.shayroberts.com/dragonvenom
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      Her heart is a battleground - between the Vampire who has kept her safe, and the Wolf she has only seen in her dreams…

      Raven Malick is on the trail of a vampire trio who ripped his sister’s babies from her womb, killing her, when his search leads him to Dr. Megan Cavanaugh. His planned approach, however, did not include being hit with a dart full of wolfsbane.

      When Megan finds Raven passed out in her elevator, she does what she always does – puts her talent, and her heart, to use to help heal him. Just because he’s haunted her dreams for years doesn’t mean she should fall for him.

      Convinced that Megan is not who he’s looking for, the two of them team up.  But Derek De Luca, a vampire and self-proclaimed protector of Megan’s, is determined to keep them in the dark about the vampire who calls himself Mengele while keeping the delectable Fae, Doc Megan, for himself.

      But nothing and no one is as they seem…
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      “There’s only one doctor in Los Angeles that works on wolves. Why do you want to know?”

      Raven Malick’s blood quickened. He glanced around the bar, but they had the corner to themselves. “You know why. My sister may be dead, but her babies might still be alive.”

      Jake gave him a doubtful look. “The Fae doctor stays under the radar, but she’s a powerful presence there. Has been for at least a decade. Worked under her father before he left the practice to her. From everything I’ve heard, she’s a light worker, on top of being a healer. She wouldn’t go this dark,” the man protested.

      “That remains to be seen. Give me a name, Jake.” He let a trickle of his own power shine through his eyes.

      His friend scowled. “Yeah, yeah. Don’t get all wolfy on me. Not here, where I can’t pound the shit out of you.” Irritated, he rubbed his hand over his face. “Cavanaugh. Megan Cavanaugh. Has a place in the San Fernando Valley. A free pediatric clinic on Tuesdays and Fridays. Short staffed at the moment.”

      Tendrils of hope snuck through the black thoughts he’d carried for too long. “She needs doctors?”

      “No,” Jake protested. “Raven, don’t even think about it. You remember what happened the last time you were in an operating room.”

      He sent a hard look to Jake. “Lightning doesn’t strike twice.” He stood, tossed a couple twenties on the bar, and clasped Jake’s shoulder. “Come with me. Keep me out of trouble.”

      Jake remained hunched on the barstool. “I can’t. You know that, Jake. I’ve got a job to do.”

      “Yeah. Mine,” Raven reminded him.

      “You were crazed with anger and pain. I think you probably still are. If you’d just go to counseling, get your anger under control, act contrite, the pack will take you back.”

      Raven looked away. “It wasn’t their sister. It wasn’t their family. None of the others lost what I lost.” Raven dragged in a breath. “And anyway, you’re a better second than me. Andre is lucky to have you.”

      “We were wrong, you know. We should have kept better watch on that edge of the reservation.”

      “Doesn’t much help now.” Raven shook his mane of hair back and looked his friend square in the eye. “I’ll keep in touch.”

      He headed to the door.

      “Just stay out of trouble, Rave. We don’t have connections in California to help you if you cross any lines.”

      Pack or legal. Either way, one wrong move and he was screwed. Raven waved his hand over his head to show he heard and continued out of the bar with his focus on two things.

      Megan Cavanaugh, M.D.  And revenge.
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      The operating room hummed with an otherworldly music. Dr. Megan Cavanaugh sang a healing song as she watched the anesthesiologist finally stop the flow to their patient, stretched out in front of them.

      Kellan Caine stirred on the table, his body getting rid of the anesthesia quicker than a human would. Megan put one hand on his forehead and one hand on his heart and he subsided into a deep, natural sleep. Megan smiled.

      “Okay gang, let’s get him back to a room. He’ll be awake before we know it, and I’d like a little time off my feet.”

      “Damn, but are all the Caine men as devastating as this one?”  Carla muttered to Jill as they transferred Kellan to a gurney.

      Jill let out a heartfelt sigh. “Oh yeah, baby. You never quite get used to it.” They wheeled their patient out of the operating room to transfer him to the fourth floor, giggling and talking about his assets the entire way.

      Megan let the natter of the part-Fae nurses wash over her while she took off her mask, stripped off her gloves, and tossed them into a waste can. She stretched her hands over her head and went up on tiptoe, then bent down and touched the floor. Kellan had come in at the end of a very long day. If she could get a couple more paranormal doctors she could trust to work on the paranormal floor, then maybe she could have a life.

      She stripped off her paper gown and shoved it down into the waste can with a snort. No use brooding about a life, damn it. She liked hers just fine. Didn’t she have a nice, big facility now to help heal the tribreds, and the Fae that decided to stay on the Human Plane?

      Yawning, she headed out the door and hung a left. Down the corridor to the waiting room, where over the past two years she’d seen a lot of the Caines. Had hoped that maybe Kellan…but it was not to be.

      She pushed through the double doors. Gregor Caine and Aubrey Ledet jumped up.

      “Hey, Doc. How is he?”

      Megan sent them a stream of mental reassurance. “He’s going to be just fine. He’s sleeping now, shaking off the last of the sedatives. Give him about half an hour, and I’ll have a nurse take you back.”

      “Good. That’s good.” Aubrey sat down and stared at the floor.

      Gregor scowled down at Megan. “How long have you worked today?”

      She swayed. Spots danced in front of her eyes. “I’m not sure. I’ll be going home soon, don’t worry.”

      He snorted. “Get your ass upstairs and get to bed.”

      She flushed. “I have administrative duties to wrap up tonight. Still have a bit to go before I can rest.”

      His arm came around her shoulders, warm and sturdy, as he led her to one of the couches in the waiting room. When he pressed her down, she sat and leaned her head back with a sigh.  “I don’t know what I’m going to do. I can’t continue like this.”

      “Have you talked to the Board of Directors?”

      “Gregor. You know they want someone more influential here. They don’t want me running the place.”

      He eyed her. “Maybe it’s time to think about not running the place, just this wing and the clinic. Maybe it’s time to give up a bit of control, Doc.”

      “I’ll think about it.” She rubbed her eyes.  Maybe he was right, maybe this was too much for one person.

      “Has the Board advertised for more hospital administration help yet?” At the shake of her head, he sighed. “What about another trauma doctor? No? Okay, I’ll get some calls out, force the issue. We’ll find some people. But now, I want you to lock those outer doors and close up shop for the night. It’s way past midnight.”

      “Damn it. They’re supposed to be locked.” She blinked back tired tears.

      Gregor snorted. “Your security leaves a lot to be desired. Can’t the damn vamp you insist on keeping around here do his damn job?”

      One more thing to handle. “That’s not like Derek. He told me he has an automatic system in place. He did that months ago, and we haven’t had any problems.”

      “I don’t like him, you know.” Gregor crossed his arms.

      “I know. The feeling is mutual, I assure you.”

      “Maybe you should boot him out. Send him back to whatever country he came from. Hm? I’ll even pay for the plane ticket. Hire you some real security guards.”

      “Maybe. I’m just glad Aubrey could get Kellan here as quickly as she did. I don’t suppose she told you any details?” She held her breath, hoping he’d take the switch of topics.

      “Not so much.” He sat beside her and dropped his head in his hands. “I hadn’t heard from them in months, until her phone call.”

      “They’re still not mated. What’s wrong? I could have sworn, last year, that they’d have recognized the bond between them. I mean, when it’s clear to us, shouldn’t it be clear to them?” Megan shifted. “True, the threads aren’t there yet, but you know they’re meant.”

      Gregor sighed. “But Kellan split, left Aubrey high and dry last year. Denise’s death shook him.”

      “That surprises me, frankly. I know the detective got close to him, but Kellan has always been the footloose kind. Maybe he’s afraid of getting closer to Aubrey?”

      “Maybe. Aubrey’s been tracking him, and a good thing, too. She caught up with him just as he was being gored by a demon in Utah. But that’s all she told me.”

      “Well. He should be fine, given some time and rest. Maybe you can sit on him to stay home for a while.” She turned her head and studied him. He’d forsaken the suits he used to wear 24/7 since he met, and fell in love with, Serra Willows.

      A yearning for that type of love swept through her. “She makes you happy, doesn’t she? Serra, I mean.”

      Gregor’s eyes brightened. “She’s my whole world.”

      Megan closed her eyes against the sting of unwanted tears. “Good. That’s good. You know, she’d be a great asset here in the hospital.”

      “We’ve talked about it.” Gregor’s reluctance was plain.

      “I understand.” She stood and urged him up. “Go ahead, go home. I’ll make sure Aubrey has a bed near Kellan.”

      “I think I’ll hang around, at least for a little bit.” Gregor bent and brushed a kiss across the top of her head. “Thanks for patching one of us up yet again, Megan. We owe you.”

      She waved a hand around the multi-million-dollar facility. “Paid in full, Mr. Caine. Paid in full.”
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      Megan saw to it that Aubrey had a bed available to her, and Gregor stationed in a chair nearby, before she headed to her suite. She had made it all the way to the fifth floor before she remembered the paperwork she needed to do, and cursed softly.

      The paperwork would just have to wait.

      After changing clothes, she opened a nice pinot gris, poured two glasses, and settled into the couch when she heard the elevator’s soft dinging sound. Derek. Her heart thudded a bit faster, as it always did when she thought of the vampire.

      The elevator door opened. “Derek. I have wine for you.”

      His corn silk hair artfully disheveled, Derek De Luca bowed his head to her, one hand on his heart. “I appreciate it, cara.” He raised an eyebrow. “Are you having a change of heart? Are you finally ready to let me love you?”

      “Wine, and a scolding. You left the front doors unlocked. You know they’re supposed to lock no later than eleven. The system works to buzz the nurse’s desk, correct?” She lifted her chin, mental shields in place.

      He frowned, obviously surprised. “Cara. Of course it does. It should have been fine. Who says it wasn’t?”

      “Gregor Caine. It was open when he came in at midnight.”

      His eyebrows rose. “Gregor never did like me.” He came toward her, all fluid grace, and sat next to her on the couch. Accepted the glass from her with a graceful nod.

      “We both know that the Caines prefer to not think about me, Megan. I am an anomaly in their world. They would be happier to dispose of me than allow me to stay here.”

      “As long as you do your job, you can stay. But that means do your job.” She scowled at him.

      Derek lifted a hand to her cheek, traced the line of it. “You’ve been working late tonight. Who did you save this time?”

      She cradled her wine and fought down a shiver at the chill of his touch. She caught his knowing smile and shifted away from him. His hand fell away from her face.

      “Kellan Caine. I fixed his body, but he’s mentally worn out, and I don’t know how to enforce any sort of healing on that level. I can plant the suggestion, but that is all.”

      “He’ll live. The Caines are annoying that way.” The vampire sipped appreciatively. “You always have the best taste in wine.”

      “Since you taught me how to drink it, that rather goes without saying.” She eyed him with speculation, Gregor’s words circling in her tired mind. “Why aren’t you out there in the world, visiting all those places you haven’t seen in decades? Why are you hanging around a hospital?”

      “So we are going to have this dance?” He swirled the wine in his glass. “You know I am more than attracted to you.”

      “Seriously, D. Why are you still here?” She wrapped a protective arm around her waist. “There are so many other wonderful places in this world. And let's be honest. You aren't truly attracted to me. It's just a game you play.”

      He lifted his glass to her, his face as unreadable as ever. “I never play a game I don't intend to win."

      “As if I'm a prize.” Discontented, she downed half her wine. “Drink up and go, then. Take your undead self out of here and let me rest.”

      His eyes glittered with emotion. “I want you, Megan. In my bed. Come to the basement. Be with me tonight. Be mine. Let me care for you.”

      A confused longing swept through her. He was what she had thought she wanted. For the past decade, he had been there. Her companion, friend even, but not one that had ever looked at her in a sexual sense. But now that he had asked...something stopped her.

      “You've always told me the Fae don’t taste good.” She shook her head. “I'm used to your teasing, but for the first time, you sound serious. I don’t understand the turnaround. Why me?”

      “Why not you?”

      Megan set her wine down and pressed her hands together. “You’re not making any sense.”

      He straightened from his lazy pose and angled toward her, his eyes brilliant with an emotion she could not name. “Why not us, Megan?”

      “But why now?” She dragged her hand through her hair and stared at him, exasperated. “We both know I hero-worshipped you when I was younger. Then…I was on my own, and you never looked at me in any sort of…hungry…way. Of any kind.”

      “Your father—”

      Megan’s cheeks grew hot “Don’t go there. Not now. Not ever.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Still? After all these years? After all he did for you?”

      She jumped up, agitated. “After all he banished me from? My homeland, to be exact? Don’t try me, Derek. I’m tired, sad, pissed off, and more than willing to do a full body-bind on you. Remember how you enjoyed that?” She glared at him, her body pulsing with need. “I’ll leave you in the sun, in the windows.”

      “No you won’t.” Derek stood, slid her glass from her hand and set it on the end table beside him before drawing her close. “You are right, cara. I knew you saw me with starry eyes when you were younger. I have waited for you to see me not as an idol, but as a man. Did I wait too long?”

      Megan put her hands on his hard chest, glanced up into his deep brown eyes. He’d been one of two men who starred in her fantasies at night, but apparently the sex gene, or the flirtatious gene of the Fae, had skipped her entirely, because she hadn’t ever known how to approach him as a potential lover. She searched his eyes, but as usual she couldn’t read him. She sighed.

      Apparently Derek took her sigh as one of permission, and bent his mouth to her.

      His lips were like a cool breeze on a scorching hot, Santa Ana, windy kind of day. She let him tease her, let him take her breath away as he pulled her tighter against the length of his cold, hard body, but her mind stayed curiously apart.

      He was cold against her heat, and oh, so careful with her as he explored her mouth. One hand came up to cradle her head, and she opened to him, breathless, her mind searching. Is he the one? She couldn’t tell.

      “Stop thinking, cara.” His breath chilled along her neck and she shivered.

      She stiffened in defense. “I can’t help it. That’s who I am.” She pulled away and wrapped her arms around her torso.

      Derek leaned in and tipped her face to his. Kissed her gently. “I’ll go now, as I sense I have worn out my welcome.”

      He moved away, took their glasses to the kitchen. She tracked his movements, surprised when he lifted her glass.

      “Do you want a refill? To help you sleep?”

      An ache bloomed in her chest, and it took a moment for her to find her voice. “Yes, please.”

      He brought her a half-filled glass, and kissed her once more, softly. “At least give us some thought, cara. At least do that.”  When she didn’t reply, he sighed and went to the elevator.

      She held herself tightly until he disappeared.

      Sagging in relief, she sipped the wine he brought to her and thought. Derek, trying to be a lover, after all these years? She shook her head and danced off that subject to the other one uppermost in her mind.

      He’d tried to divert her attention from her past with his kiss, but it was too late. Her mind went there, and stuck.

      When her father had left, he’d laid a charge on her to stay in the human world, to provide what service she could. He told her to never return to the Fae Plane. No other explanation from him was forthcoming, and her pleading for one fell on deaf ears.

      Yes, it had been decades at that point since she’d been home. Yes, she’d come to love it here in this hot city, swarming with humanity and the paranormal, smashing up against each other with humanity, for the most part, unaware.

      But he’d taken her trust, her faith, her love, and smashed it to pieces when he told her to never come home.

      Gods. Why now? Why did her past come up and slap her down when a man, okay, a vampire, finally made a move on her? Still, he had been her young-adult crush. She should have gotten over him years ago.

      Megan took her unfinished glass of wine into the kitchen before she headed to her bedroom, tears slipping down her cheeks. Whether the tears were because Derek left her, or her stupid history with her dad, she didn’t bother to work out.

      She had slipped off her silk pajama pants and stretched when she heard the elevator ding, signaling it’s imminent arrival.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” If it were Derek again, he’d get a piece of her mind. She picked up the katana she kept handy, went to the elevator, and held it ready. Dear Daddy had made sure she could fight and kill a vampire before he left her behind.

      The elevator dinged, and the doors slid open silently.

      The gorgeous man inside had her tightening her grip on the sword. She knew his face. Her mind froze. She’d been prepared to take out a vampire, not this man from her dreams.

      This man she never believed existed.

      He took a stumbling step toward her, his teal eyes panicked, until they rolled up in his head and he passed out, landing with a thud, half in and half out of the elevator.

      She stared, but he didn’t move. The elevator let out its blaring noise, wanting the doors closed.

      Adrenalin surged through her. She gripped the man under his armpits and tugged. He didn’t move. Megan closed her eyes and dug deep inside her for the power of the land. Strength flowed through her body, and she slid him easily out of the elevator. The doors closed silently.

      She studied him, sprawled out on her apartment floor. Damn it, how did he get in? The elevator button for the fifth floor was impossible to see if you didn’t already know it was there.

      And of course, Derek would have set the locks. Especially after she pointed out the earlier deficiency. Where was he? Why hadn’t Derek known this man was here, and on her floor? How did he even get to her floor?

      None of this made any sense.

      Megan knelt beside the man and debated rolling him over.  The need to see his face again made her decision for her.

      Tightening her belly muscles, she gripped him on the far side and tugged toward her, slowly rolling him over onto his back. At the pallor on his face, she switched into doctor mode.

      She pulled his eyelid gently up and looked into his eye, frowned at the utter blankness she found there. Not the usual, even when the patient was asleep. As she watched, a fog seemed to steal across the teal blue of his iris.

      “Poison,” she muttered, shocked. “Wine. He needs wine…” Scrabbling to her feet, she fetched the unfinished wine from the kitchen and lifted up her patient, dribbled the wine into his mouth.

      His swallowing capabilities hadn’t yet diminished, and she kept pouring it until he finished the glass and muttered incoherently. Megan let him down again gently and raced to her bedroom to grab her phone and her pajama pants before getting back to him. Keeping one hand on him, she called downstairs to the nurse’s station and gave a few orders, her heart hammering hard.

      This was no longer a job she could do herself. This looked an awful lot like an assassination attempt. And if so, she wanted the power of the Caine clan behind them.
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      Once she had him safely in a room on the fourth floor, Megan brushed the silky hair off her patient’s face and did a quick magickal body scan.

      “I don’t know who you are, or why you’re here my man, but you're not totally human, I know that much. How did you walk out of my dreams? Why tonight?” The echoes of her conversation with Derek disturbed her. She sucked in a breath, aware that this man might not live. Might never be more than a dream become flesh before he died.

      She put her hands on his face, leaned down to him, close to his ear. “Stay with me. I’ll be damned if I let you die on my watch. Not when you’ve finally found me.”

      His arm jerked, and his hand reached for hers. Clung to hers. His eye lashes fluttered, and his lips worked as if he were trying to speak.

      “No. Don’t. I’ve got you. You’re safe here.” When his actions grew more frantic, she settled her free hand over his heart, and slipped into his mind.

      I’ve got you, warrior. I will keep you safe. Can you tell me what happened?

      I’m wolf…

      Hell. Wolf? She went deep into his body, to see if she could figure out how the poison was administered, but nothing stuck out to her except the ever-slowing beat of his heart. Growing anxious, she searched harder, a rising sense of panic making it difficult to keep a clear head.

      Carla and Jill arrived at the same time, interrupting her concentration. “Jill, call the Caine homestead, tell them I’ve got an unconscious wolf on my hands.” Megan retrieved her stethoscope and listened to his heart. The beat was sluggish, slow.

      She took a breath and went deep into his body. Sensed the blood pulsing in his veins as if it took all his energy to get the blood where it needed to go. What sort of poison would…Wolfsbane? Had someone deliberately used wolfsbane against this wolf? Because that meant murder, or worse. Wolves couldn’t push wolfsbane out of their systems. Neither could she, not even with her powers. Natural remedies worked the best, so...

      “Carla. Grab my herbal bag from my office, and be quick.” At the astonishment on her nurse’s face, she growled. “Go. Now.”

      Megan spent the next few minutes measuring his heartbeat, which seemed to slow with every agonizing minute until the nurses were back.

      Jill reported back. “I called the Caines. Gregor said he’d send Justin since he’s closer. Do you want me to go back to Kellan?”

      “Don’t bother, he’s monitored. Just stay at the nurse’s station until Jose comes in at three.  Carla, I’ll need you to monitor this patient’s heartbeat while I mix an antidote. Keep your hand on his chest and keep up a steady stream of mental reassurance. You know how.”

      Carla grinned. “It’ll be my pleasure, entirely. Even though he does smell of the wolf.”

      “He’s still our patient, wolf or no.” Megan raised an eyebrow at the part-Fae nurse. “Remember, I’ll be right here, doing the mixing.”

      “Yes, boss.” But Carla’s eyes twinkled, and Megan laughed in spite of the fear that gripped her.

      She turned to the bag that held all her medicinal herbs and sorted through the tinctures until she found what she needed and pulled out two vials. She shook them both, opened and sniffed them.

      Nodded. These herbs will work. Pouring half a cup of distilled water into a cup, she carefully added the first tincture. It turned the water into a brownish mess as she added it, drop-by-drop, careful not to overdo it. She added one drop of the second tincture, then another. Put the vial aside, stirred the cup, and sniffed. “It’ll have to do,” she muttered.

      Megan moved to her patient’s side. She flicked a glance to Carla. “Go wait for Justin Caine. Bring him to me the minute he arrives.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Carla patted the patient’s hand as she laid it on the bed and bustled out.

      Megan looked at her patient and sighed. He needed to sit up now to swallow. She raised the head of the bed with a switch, and lowered the guardrail on one side and sat next to him. Opening his mouth, she poured a little of the warm medicine onto his tongue. Her other hand rested on his heart, monitoring the heavy beat.

      By instinct, he closed his mouth and swallowed, and she rejoiced. The wine had done its work, and it wasn’t too late. Bit by bit, she encouraged him to continue to swallow what she put into his mouth, keeping one hand on his heart.

      As the level of the liquid in the cup lowered, his heartbeat grew steadier. Still slow, slower than she liked, but stronger. Most definitely stronger.

      She set the cup aside and, keeping her hand on his heart, held his hand with her other one and slowly began to sing a healing song.

      Her eyes drifted closed as she sang, and she realized how very tired she was. But she sang, and her song was for him. A song of health, of hope, of pack. Of the memories she had of him, in her dreams.

      A noise behind her let her know another Caine had arrived. Megan opened her eyes and looked over her shoulder, but he was blurry to her sight.

      “Justin?”

      “I’m here, Doc. You’re wiped out, aren’t you?”

      “It’s poison. He’s a were, Justin.”

      “That’s what I understand. Let’s get you to your apartment.”

      Her patient’s hand gripped hers convulsively, and his heart rate sped up.

      She shook her head. “I need to stay. He may need more medicine, and I need to stay.”

      “You need to sleep, too.”

      Megan heard the exasperation in his voice, then felt his witchy wife, Maggie, joining them.

      “Megan is right where she needs to be, love. Step aside, please.”

      Maggie’s hand was cool on Megan’s forehead, just a light touch before her fingers moved to the patient’s wrist, felt for the heartbeat.

      “You did say he’s a wolf?”

      “Yes. He reached to me mentally before he went completely unconscious. He’s been poisoned with wolfsbane.” She frowned. “Now that I think about it, he couldn’t have been too far from the hospital when it happened, or he’d be dead.”

      Megan watched as Maggie picked up the cup and sniffed.

      “Smells right. Now strip, Megan.”

      The shock woke her up. She stared at her friend. “What?”

      The witch smiled. “You need to sleep. He needs a warm body to help him heal. Strip.”

      At Megan’s protest, Maggie raised an eyebrow. “This is something you need to do. For him, and for you. It’s the only way you’ll get sleep. And it’s the best way for him to heal.”

      "I'll take care of things on this floor, Doc. Don't worry. We've got this." Justin winked, and the two left the room.

      Megan stood, kicked off her shoes, and dropped her pajama pants to the floor. Hesitated a moment before stripping off her top, as well, before climbing into bed with her patient. One hand on his heart, she felt his arm come around her. As she slipped into sleep, she had the irrational feeling of coming home.

      As if the two of them had merely been separated for a moment, and had slept together like this for years.
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      The night air stank of violence. The hills rang with the sound of wolves snarling and howling.

      Raven raced through the underbrush, desperate to get back to his tribe. The most habitable area of the reservation for wolf shifters lay alongside the hills, where a program to re-introduce the Mexican Gray Wolf to the area had been set up a few years ago. Normally, their location made him feel safe.

      Tonight, under the baleful watch of the full moon, their homestead felt too isolated, too far away from the rest of their small tribe, the non-werewolf part. He ran, his heart pumping, his mind frozen with fear.

      The edge of the reservation came into sight, and the scent of blood on the air made his knees weaken for a moment before he pressed on.

      A couple of creatures were toying with a handful of his pack in the wide yard in front of his sister’s home. The stink of vampire came to his nose and a hitherto unknown energy fueled him. He waded into the fight with a ferocity that lay at odds with his nature.

      The vamps had learned to keep out of the wolves’ reach, hovering in the air beyond the leap of the wolves. Nevertheless, Raven jumped on powerful hind legs and snapped at their heels.

      “Ooh, another puppy has come to play. Look, Erick.” The female vampire landed lightly on Raven’s back, cuffed him in the head and sent him tumbling.

      “He’s not mated. He’s no one. Leave the boy alone, Debra. We have more important things to handle this time out.”

      Raven rolled to a stop and rose, shook his head, his ears ringing. He glared at the two vampires above him, but they were watching the house. They dropped lower to the ground as they focused.

      The male let out a whoop. “Veronique has the prizes! Let’s go, Deb. It’s a long way back to the Boss, and Los Angeles. These need to stay alive.” The vamp named Erick rose once more, as another one streaked out of the house, holding a bundle hard against its chest, and rose into the sky.

      A cry of desperation straight from the heart rang out on the night air. Raven’s fur stood on end. In a rage, he leaped up and caught the female vampire’s foot in his massive jaws, clamped down and shook her, hard.

      She screeched, kicked out with her other foot. Raven hung on, his vision blurring. His feet left the ground as she rose, higher. She shook and struggled against him, until finally she connected a vicious kick to his jaw and he was falling, falling. He tumbled and rolled through the air, landing with a thud.

      All he could do was watch as the three vampires streaked through the air, vanishing into the darkness.

      Bleeding from his nose and one ear, Raven struggled to his feet. No bones were broken that he could tell, but he would be damned sore when he changed back into his human body.

      Limping slightly, he checked the other wolves. Their injuries were slight, as were his. They went to his sister’s house, alert for another raid.

      Lisette lay in bed, her belly gaping open, blood everywhere, the pups she had been carrying gone.

      Raven changed shape and knelt at her side, heart-stricken. Held her hand and blinked back tears.

      She licked her lips. “My babies. Rave, my babies. Save them.”

      “I…”

      Her eyes glazed over and her body just…stopped.

      Raven’s blood turned to ice. “I will exact revenge, I swear. Lisette.”

      Andre, his Alpha, changed shape and knelt beside her. “We had no warning. Nothing.” The man glared at Raven. “Where the hell were you? Where is her mate, Joshua? Why weren’t you with her?”

      I was running the hills…trying to escape my life…

      Raven sat up in bed with a gasp, his heart racing as he relived the worst night of his life. Someone had been in his mind, watching his nightmare as he relived it.

      A murmur at his side had him fully back in the present. He glanced down, and his imagination fired up at the sight of the pale, naked woman curled around him.

      He feasted his eyes on her. Waist-long, pale blonde hair. Plump, kissable mouth, currently set in a bit of a pout. Sturdy hands that he recognized. Calmer, he lay down again. She moved back to him, her hand settling gently over his heart. She let out a faint sigh.

      She was the one in his mind just now. She had kept him alive, for uncounted hours. When he had found himself weak and weary, from both poison and rage, she had slipped her hand into his, her mind into his, and brought him back. Again and again.

      She’d left his side, but rarely and not for long. And when she wasn’t there physically, she had made an effort to keep in touch mentally, which had been absurdly reassuring.

      He didn’t know how to react. He’d never shared his dreams before, and it pissed him off. Set him on edge. It felt like a violation, and yet she hadn’t done anything but witness the tragedy.

      Raven knew when she woke. Her hand lifted to his forehead. He didn’t move, just lay there, though he was sure she knew he was awake.

      She left the bed, left him alone. She made some rustling sounds, then the door opened and shut behind her.

      He opened his eyes, surprised to find himself in a female’s bedroom, one of sumptuous fabrics and, he guessed, colors, though the room was dim. The bed was large, the room larger. A closet lined one wall, a cozy reading nook in a corner, but the main attraction was a wall full of windows, drapes hiding the city below, light seeping around the edges but leaving the room in shadow. So it was daylight.

      How the hell did he arrive here, of all places? And where exactly was here?

      He tucked his hands behind his head and concentrated on centering himself. Slow deep breaths brought her scent to him, one of flowers and sunshine and warmth. Clean and fresh.

      His heart hitched, bringing a scowl to his face. Raven sat up and stretched, feeling a residual weakness still swimming in his body. Damn it; he needed answers.

      As if on cue, the door opened, and the woman entered, bearing two cups. Her eyes widened when she saw him sitting up. The scent of coffee reached him.

      “How are you?”

      Her voice matched her mental voice, musical, soothing. “I’m alive. I assume that’s thanks to you.”

      She set his cup on the side table. “Coffee.” She went to sit on the chair in the corner and cradled her cup. “My name is Megan Cavanaugh. You found your way up here three nights ago, shot full of wolfsbane. You should be dead.”

      Her silver-gray eyes met his, her appraisal as much the doctor as the woman.

      Raven piled the pillows behind him, leaned back, and sipped the coffee as he took in this new information. So he had found the right place. She didn’t look like a murderer. She didn’t smell like one, and the only wolf scent in the room was his. Which didn’t mean anything.

      She sat back, crossed her legs, and sipped from her cup. “Do you remember why you came to me?”

      “You haven’t already taken that information from my mind?” It came out sharper than he expected.

      She flushed. “I apologize for my intrusion into your dream this morning. It was inadvertent, I can assure you.”

      “But you don’t apologize for being curled up next to me?” He goaded.

      Humor lit her eyes then, and her face changed, became open. “Yesterday, you shifted to wolf form in your sleep. You were brought up here to my apartments because it didn’t seem a good idea to keep a wolf in a people hospital.” She sent him a wide smile full of relief. “That’s when I knew you had turned the corner and would survive. When I came to bed last night, you were in here, as a wolf. When I woke, you were a man.”

      Raven kept his gaze impassive, but internally he frowned. He sensed nothing but honesty from her. Honesty, and attraction.

      An attraction he couldn’t afford, and wouldn’t be good for her.

      “I don’t know why you came here, and I don’t know who wanted to kill you," she continued. "But I have reached out to my contacts, and the local pack here doesn’t recognize you. Please. How can we help you?”

      His belly rumbled. “Food would be good. My clothes would also be good.”

      “I can do food, and your clothes are in the dryer. They should be ready before breakfast. Our guests will be here in a couple of hours.”

      His guard went up. “Guests?”

      “A couple tribreds, and the local Alpha.”

      He frowned. “Tribreds?”

      “Demon, human, and Fae blood. They’re the good guys. There aren’t many of them, but the Caine clan are the guardians of the greater Los Angeles area.”

      “I see.” He didn’t, but there was no need to tell her that. “What day is it?”

      “A Saturday,” she said briskly. "I have the next couple of days off, so can work with you to find out who would do this to you.”

      “You don't mention what you saw in my dream.”

      She held his gaze. “That is your story to tell, not mine. When you are ready, the right people will be here to help.” She got to her feet, and to his surprise, she was shorter than he thought. “I’ll go make you breakfast. Feel free to take a shower, through there,” and she indicated a doorway. “I’ll bring your clothes when they’re dry.”
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      Megan went about scrambling eggs and frying bacon with divided attention. She needed to ask the hard questions but had found herself drawn back again and again to his dream.

      The field. The wolves, limping and snarling below the vampires, hanging just out of their reach. The scent of violence on the wind.

      She shivered and barely saved the bacon from burning, moving it hastily to a paper towel-covered plate.

      The rage and determination that had welled up in him as he ran the hills. If she’d come across him in the street, that rage would have slapped at her from a hundred yards away, which meant anyone with any sensitivity would have felt it, as well.

      But who…

      The toast popped up, and with an expert hand, she transferred eggs, toast, and bacon to two plates and put them on the bar. She poured juice and added silverware just as she heard her bedroom door open.

      When he came around the corner, she took a swift breath.

      He was gorgeous in person, more so than he had been in her dreams. Reddish-brown skin, those amazing teal-blue eyes, all that black hair, not to mention a body that filled out the jeans and white t-shirt to perfection.

      She knew he was all muscle. She’d had those muscles under her hands, had been cuddled up next to that bare skin, the warmth and strength of those muscles, for hours. Fighting down a blush, she motioned. “Have a seat. Would you like more coffee?”

      “No, thank you.”

      His voice rumbled through her. She took a sharp breath and turned, needing the moment to get her face in order. She grabbed a couple of napkins and rounded the bar to the seat he’d left open for her and handed him a napkin.

      They ate in silence, Megan unsure of what to say and the wolf apparently at ease enough to not need to chatter. Her hormones hungered for the man next to her.

      By the time they finished eating, she’d almost regained control. She cleared their plates and waved him to the couch. Poured another cup of coffee before she joined him.

      “Before we go further, may I have your name?”

      “Raven Malick. I’m a doctor, from the Flagstaff area in Arizona.”

      “A doctor.” She cradled her coffee cup. “I am sorry about your sister and her babies.”

      “I need answers. I thought you had those answers.” His gaze was brutally direct, so she could not mistake his meaning.

      Pain exploded in her chest, and she put her coffee down, breathed deeply. Absorbed the pain he shot at her, however inadvertently.

      Aware of his puzzlement, she straightened. “You have power, Raven. It caught me off guard. You thought I…wanted your sister’s children. Why?”

      He drew a hand across his face, and something like shame showed briefly in his eyes. “All I had was the location. Los Angeles. I didn’t want to come out here until I had a name.”

      “And you got my name?” Illogically, the thought hurt, almost more than the power he’d shot at her. “I’ve helped the werewolves in this city. Not that they need me, not often. Wolves are fairly good at healing themselves. They have pack doctors.”

      Raven lifted his head, sniffed. Frowned. “You keep company with a vampire. Don’t deny it. I can smell him. Maybe you should tell me about yourself.”

      She understood that for the command it was. “I’m a full-blooded Fae. My father ran this hospital for those not entirely human for several decades. I…he gave it to me about a decade ago.”

      “And the children’s clinic?”

      Megan flinched at the hard edge of his voice. “I saw a need. Lots of immigrants are in Los Angeles. With the way things are going politically, I thought I should do what I could to help.” She shrugged. “The clinic has helped the community.”

      “And the vampire?”

      His anger slashed at her, and she curled in on the pain.

      “Please. Guard your emotions.” She put her hands over her heart and straightened slowly. “I am too open to deal with your pain. Your anger.”

      He frowned. “You’re an empath. A Fae empath doctor. Good gods.”

      “My empathy is what makes me a good doctor.” She stopped, shook her head. “Let’s change the subject.” She took a shaky breath. “Regarding the vampire you scent, yes. He lives in the basement of this building, had been a friend of my father’s. He has been here as my security manager since I took over. This building is less than a year old.”

      “You know what the vampires did to my sister.” His tone was just a shade off of accusing.

      She lifted her chin and met his gaze head on. “Yes.”

      Her cell phone rang, and she answered. “Hello? Okay. I’ll unlock the elevator.” After hanging up, she walked to the elevator, pressed a couple of buttons on a security panel. “They’re coming up,” she said over her shoulder.

      She needed just a minute to regain her composure before facing him again. Maybe the empathic part of her was what her father disliked so much? But it made her a better doctor. Didn’t it?

      The elevator dinged, and she took a breath. The doors opened, and Gregor walked through, with a man who had tawny eyes and a thick plait down his back.

      “Gentlemen, welcome.” She put her hands together and gave a slight bow.

      “Megan Cavanaugh, I’d like you to meet Danny Roush, the Alpha of the Santa Monica Mountains Preserve pack.”

      Danny put his hands together and gave her a similar bow. “Thank you for welcoming me into your home.”

      “Thank you for agreeing to talk to my patient.” She led the way into the living room. Raven stood, and she made the introductions.

      “Would anyone like coffee? Water? No? Then please take a seat.”

      Megan chose to sit next to Raven. The other two took chairs opposite them. “So, can you help?”

      Danny’s eyes turned to molten gold as he took the other wolf’s measure. “I would like to know what brought you here.”

      Megan was aware of Raven’s gaze on her, but she didn’t volunteer any information.

      “I am looking for a pack of vampires. My sister had her cubs taken from her womb, just a couple weeks before she would have delivered. She died on our reservation in Arizona.” Raven laid out the information starkly.

      The shock of his revelation showed in the faces of the other two.

      “Why?” The word burst out of Gregor Caine.

      “I’m afraid I know.” At Danny’s words, everyone focused on him.

      “I don’t have concrete answers, but this year has been good to our pack.  We had several women conceive.” He took a deep breath. “Unfortunately, two of our women have had their pups ripped from their womb, much like what happened to your sister.” He cast a quick glance at Megan. “They lived. Our doctors felt they could handle the healing.

      Megan shielded herself as quickly as she possibly could, and felt his pain anyway. “I understand.”

      Raven sat forward. “Why? You said you knew. But why? Why our children?”

      Danny spread his hands wide. “We are not sure, but we have a guess. The vampires were overheard talking about taking DNA from wolf children. It didn’t make sense to us, though. What would vampires want with wolvenkind?”

      “The ones I heard said the boss was in Los Angeles.” Raven crossed his arms. “Lots of medical institutions here.”

      “You can’t honestly think that one of the prominent medical institutions in California would have anything to do with vampires. Can you?” Megan looked from one man to another, seeing only blank faces. “Oh, come on.”

      “There’s a lot to research.” Gregor shrugged. “Not all humans are good. You know this, Megan.”

      “Yes, but not all humans are bad, either,” she protested.

      “What about vampires? Are all vampires bad?”

      At Raven’s question, they stopped and glanced her way.

      “I don’t know how to begin to answer that question. Damn it,” she fumed. “I know one vampire. One. Okay? And I know nothing about his feeding habits, other than he likes wine.”

      Gregor snorted.

      “Maybe we should get answers from your one vampire.” Raven cocked his head in her direction. “Unless you have a problem with that.”

      She sighed. “It’s daylight. Derek won’t be out until full dark. So yes, great idea, but not something we can do at this point.”

      Gregor turned to Danny. “You didn’t tell us about your losses.”

      A flush rose on his cheeks. “There are a few elders who were not happy when our pack joined forces with you Caines a couple of years ago. Keeping them happy while still reaching out is proving to be tricky.”

      “I understand.” Gregor leaned back in his seat. “It’s especially difficult when the history of the clan gets lost. That’s what we’re facing, by the way,” he added.

      Megan leaned forward. “I know we need to figure out what happened to Lisette’s babies. And to the ones lost from your pack,” she added, nodding to Danny. “But what concerns me is that Raven was attacked in my hospital. My territory. That is not normal.”

      “Do you know when you were hit?” Danny glanced toward Raven.

      Raven folded his arms. “No. I do know I felt fine when I left my car and went to the side door. Not the clinic door, that one was barred. The side door, however, was unlocked. It was a simple matter to walk in, go to the elevator, and punch the button for the fifth floor.”

      Megan frowned. “But…that button doesn’t exist, not really. I mean of course it does, but there’s a spell on it. Most people don’t notice it, and if they do, they never question it. Or push it, for that matter.” She shook her head, convinced he couldn’t have seen the button. "You saw that I had to push buttons on the panel up here to allow them to take the elevator up."

      "It was one of the security points that we insisted on. She can get up here with her key, but no one else can, unless they know about the button, or unless they call ahead and Megan unlocks it."

      "You protect her as if she's precious." Raven’s gaze on her heated her flesh. Made her want what she had no business wanting.

      "She is. My father knew her father. They've both been gone for a long time."

      Megan took a shallow breath. "Gregor," she said quietly. That was not a pain she needed others to know.

      Raven straightened. “I guess I was meant to see the elevator button. Therefore, I was meant to come to you.” He frowned. "I'm just not sure about getting a dose of wolfsbane as an incentive.

      “I’ll check the security system, Megan. But my guess is the wolf is right, and he was meant to come here. Meant to…well.” Gregor flashed her a knowing smile.

      She hoped, with an irrational hope, that the not-so-subtle innuendo Gregor floated was right, that Raven was meant to come to her. Sleeping next to him had been the most erotic experience she’d had in decades.

      Danny got to his feet. “I need to get back to my pack. We are posting more guards than usual. Please, keep us updated?” He looked to Raven and Gregor, equally.

      “Of course.”

      “I'll check the data from the security cameras.” Gregor rose. He hugged Megan. “We’ll see you this Sunday, as usual?”

      “With a guest, if that’s okay.” She indicated Raven, and Gregor smiled.

      “Of course.” He turned to Danny. “You and Chandra are welcome, as well.”

      Danny Roush grimaced. “Our pups are at the two-year-old stage. Not exactly able to be left with a sitter yet, but thank you.”

      “Some other time, then, Danny.  I'll keep you apprised of any pertinent information.”

      Megan walked them to the elevator. “Thank you again for coming. I appreciate it.”

      Gregor grinned. “If I find anything, I'll call. In the meantime, enjoy your weekend off. See you tomorrow.” The elevator door closed behind them, leaving her alone with the wolf.

      A shiver of awareness lit her up, and she prayed he could feel it too.

      She turned around, aiming for casual small talk. “Don’t mind Gregor’s talk about us being meant. He’s just all starry-eyed because he found his true mate last year.”

      “I don’t mind. But now we come to a point.” Raven tilted his head at Megan. “I don’t have a place to stay. My bag is in my car, which has probably been towed by now. What do you suggest?”

      “I, um. I’ll put the…do you want coffee?” They were alone and awake. Possibilities pulsed between them, a palpable, rich, sexual tension in the air caressing her skin.

      “No. I don’t want coffee. I want you, Megan. I’ve wanted you from the first minute you slid into my bed, unconscious though I was. My body knew. Do you want this? Do you want me?”

      "I do want you." She shook her head. "But you need to know I'm not like most Fae. I don’t sleep with everyone and anyone." She took a breath, faced him, and tried again.

      "I do want you, Raven. I've been seeing you in my dreams for a long time now. I just, I don't want to disappoint you."

      “Never."

      “More than that, I don’t want you to see me as an enemy.”

      “I know you aren’t my enemy.” He shrugged. “Maybe at the beginning. But you saved my life. You did what no one else possibly could have. You couldn’t be the person who orchestrated…no. Not you.”

      She watched as he approached, step by controlled step, her senses leaping. When he was a breath away, he stopped, reached out, and tilted her chin to meet his gaze.

      “Do you want this?”

      Megan’s insides quivered, but her voice was firm. “Yes.”

      He yanked her into his arms. She exulted when his mouth took hers with heat that sizzled between them, causing her to press closer. She sighed a long, luxurious sigh, her fingers sliding into his hair.

      At last.

      She rejoiced when he teased her lips apart with his tongue and plundered. He tasted of spice and honey, need and desire, and when he gathered her closer, it was as if she had been built for him and only him. Her breasts grew hot and achy. She pressed tighter against him and he moaned, nibbled down the side of her neck. He cupped her hips and pressed her against the bulge in his pants. She panted lightly, buried her face in his chest.

      “You…” she whispered against his cheek. There was no doubt in her mind about Raven. She gave her mouth willingly to him again. Her hands roamed down his back to his ass and she pulled him closer, rubbed against him, and was rewarded by his low growl.

      “I want you hard and fast. This first time, I need you hard and fast." He moved so he could look her in the eyes. His shimmered with heat for her.

      For her.

      Megan took a half step back, heart hammering hard, and took his hand. “Come to my bed then, wolf. Though I warn you, I am not your ordinary Fae.”

      “I would never call you ordinary.”

      They passed into her bedroom. Her favorite exotic scent lingered in the jewel-toned room, the deep sapphire of the sumptuous bedding all Megan could see until he spun her around and took her into his arms once more.

      “Stop thinking. This isn’t a test, Megan.”
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      The Fae stared up at him with stormy gray eyes, need and wariness mingled equally.

      Impulse led him to cup her face in his hands. Kiss her gently, but the heat between them still sizzled. “Do you want this? I have asked twice and this makes the third time. If you answer yes once more, then there is no going back. You will be mine.”

      Certainty flared in her eyes. “Yes. I’ve already said yes, damn it.” She set her hands to her t-shirt, but he was there before her, pulling it up and off her body before unzipping her jeans. He dropped to his knees to pull them down off her, helped her step out of them before dragging her close.

      Raven pressed his face to the soft roundness of her belly. Inhaled her sweet scent of arousal, and wrapped his arms around her curvy hips. Her hands tugged at his shoulders. He rose to his feet to find she'd disposed of her bra, leaving her breasts bare to his gaze.

      "You are breathtaking."

      She tugged at his shirt. "Off. Now."

      He grinned and gently released her long hair from its ponytail, fanning it out across her bare back. He picked her up and set her in the middle of the bed before stripping off his clothes. His cock, grateful to be freed from the constriction of his jeans, bobbed out, hard and proud.

      Megan laid back, her body gleaming pale against the sapphire of the bedding. Her eyes shone silver, and her tongue licked her bottom lip.

      It was the hesitation in her eyes that caught him. That made him think perhaps hard and fast this first time wasn't the way to go.

      He crawled up onto the bed. She grabbed his cock, and all his doubts about how to proceed went out the window. She rose to meet his mouth and their tongues tangled for supremacy even as her hand stroked his hardness, making him ache.

      She squeezed and he chuckled a bit. "Turnabout is fair play, baby." He smoothed his hand down her chest, over her soft belly, before he dipped between her legs and found her beautifully wet.

      “Oh…”

      He stroked her, loving the breathy little moans and gasps she made as he explored her. “So beautiful,” he murmured.

      “Raven. Please.” Her hands fluttered. He caught one, kissed her fingers, and put her hand on her pussy, wet with need.

      “Oh!”

      “Play with yourself, Megan.” He scooted up the bed to lie next to her, propped up on one elbow, as he stroked her breasts and her belly.

      Her nipples tightened into stiff peaks and her hips lifted to the stroking of her fingers.

      Raven pulled her hand away gently. “Open your eyes.” When her gaze met his, he licked her fingers clean. “So sweet. So pure. So damn perfect.”

      She opened her legs. “Please.”

      “I love the need I see in your eyes.” Raven knelt between her legs, lifted them up, tilting her pelvis before plunging into her in one sure stroke.

      “Ahh! I need you more than I’ve ever needed anyone. How can this be? How…” He silenced her with a kiss that left her moaning and him panting. She crossed her ankles around his back, her thighs gripping his torso.

      Her heat scalded, embraced him, clung to him. “So tight, babe. Gods.” He wrapped an arm around her, wanting her as close to him as possible as he moved in and out of her slick heat.

      Every breath he took filled him with her scent. Her body undulated beneath him like silk in a breeze, light, cool, yet the heat of her clasped him tight with his every thrust.

      “My wolf…my wolf…mine.” She rubbed her cheek against his chest, exposing the left side of her neck, and he caught his breath.

      He could see the blood pumping there, the vein showing slightly purple beneath her translucent skin. Instinct took over, and he nuzzled her neck briefly before claiming her with his bite.

      Megan screamed his name against his chest and came, shuddering against him, her eyes wide open but blind with sensation.

      The taste of her in his mouth, the scent of her, the feel of her body milking his pushed him over the edge. He released her neck, licked where he’d bit, and pumped into her once, twice more, before his orgasm jetted out of him, sparked pleasure deep inside his belly, in his chest.

      He held her against him, their hearts thundering in rhythm. “Next time I swear I’ll go slow.”

      Megan let out a strangled laugh. “Next time? I’m…oh wow. I’m boneless. Even if I had to, I couldn’t walk.” She sighed. “I feel fantastic.”

      He loved the feel of her hands stroking his back. “Am I too heavy?”

      “No. Don’t leave, not yet.”

      “I’m not leaving, I’m adjusting.” He lifted off her and cuddled her up against him. His body still sparked with his orgasm.  “Tell me something.”

      “Anything.”

      Raven laughed. “Nothing dire, I swear. Why did you say you weren’t ordinary?”

      She sighed and plucked at the hairs on his arm. He didn’t say anything, just let her process.

      “None of the Fae on my home world stayed with me for more than once. No one wanted me, other than as an oddity.”

      He didn’t say anything, just stroked her hair and listened. Megan shifted in his arms to glance up at him. He nodded. “Go on.”

      “The Fae are notoriously promiscuous. And that’s not even the right word. They have sex, all the time, with just about anyone. It’s not until, and unless, they decide to have children that they search for a mate. Once that happens, the bond is firm. Final.”

      “Is that what your mom and dad had? That kind of bond?”

      Megan shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t remember my mother well. She died when I was young, and it was just Dad and me. We did well enough, but then he decided to come here, to help the paranormal element that exists on this Plane.” She frowned. “He decided to come here after I had my first complete sexual season.”

      “There’s not a correlation between the two.”

      “Maybe not.” She sighed. “I suppose I’ll never know.”

      Raven pulled the hair back from her neck; saw the imprint of his teeth there. He traced it. It had been too soon. She hadn’t been ready. “I’m sorry about this.”

      Surprise showed in her eyes. “Why? I’m not.” Her hand came up to touch the spot, and the mark glowed. “It was one of the most erotic things I’ve ever experienced.” She took her hand away and the glow faded. “You claimed me with that bite.”

      Hope quickened in his chest. “That doesn’t bother you?”

      Megan sat up, her hair cascading down around her torso. Her hand lingered again on her neck, but her gaze was direct.

      “No. It doesn’t bother me. I never thought anyone ever would claim me. Besides, I called you ‘mine’ first, you know.” She reached out to him with the same hand, and her fingers trailed sparks across his chest. “Wait. What? Wow…”

      She went to repeat the move, but he grabbed her hand and sat up, his breath coming hard. The notion that crossed his mind was outlandish, but he couldn’t quite shake free of it. That maybe Megan was half-wolf, half-Fae.

      But to spring that on her, now? No. He couldn’t do it. “Sorry,” he said, his voice gruff. “I need a minute.” He slid out of bed and padded to the bathroom, shut the door behind him.

      Stared at himself in the mirror. If she’s part werewolf, and part Fae…no, she can’t be. But she touched the claiming, and it glowed. After touching it, she touched me, and we both felt the sparks.

      His heart pounded. He’d known it was right; he’d known the minute he kissed her that he needed to claim her. What he hadn’t known was how she was going to change absolutely everything.
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      Megan frowned. Raven seemed to flee to the bathroom, as if he couldn’t stand her. What had she done wrong? Tears rose and she sat up, brushed them away. He wouldn’t be the first to reject her, just the latest, after all.

      She dressed hastily, not wanting to be naked in front of him, not anymore. Leaving her bedroom, she went around a half-wall with Ficus trees and other greenery masking it, to where her office was set up on the far side of the open living area. She opened her laptop, checked her messages, and pulled out a notepad. There were things they needed to do, and first up was find Raven’s car. They’d have to go together to where he’d left it, which meant she would end up spending most of the day with him. Well, she had practice at pretending she didn’t care.

      They’d get his car and his clothes. If she asked, she knew Gregor would find room for him at the Caine homestead. Pain shot through her, but she straightened her back. She would not see pity in his eyes, for that would shatter her. Best that he be out of her way.

      But someone tried to kill him, in her hospital. She owed him. The wayward thought made her snort. She’d paid that debt in full, having both saved him and had sex with him.

      Pain again, and she sighed. “Better not to even try to have relationships,” she muttered, and stared down at the list she’d made.

      “Car, clothes, Sol…” she frowned. “Why would I put Sol on this list?”

      “Who’s Sol? And why are you dressed?”

      Raven’s voice rumbled through her. With a slight gasp, Megan bent her head to her list. “We have work to do. Find your car, to start with.”

      “Megan? What’s wrong?”

      The concern in his voice had her weakening. She swiveled in her chair to face him, and her breath caught.

      He wore only his jeans, unbuttoned at the top. His hair fell in a bit of a tangle to below his shoulders, and his eyes held a caring tenderness in them.

      She smiled brightly. “Nothing’s wrong. We just have a lot to do. Another cup of coffee before we go find your car?”  Internally, she prayed he wouldn’t push her.

      He scrubbed his face with one hand. “Before we go, would it bother you if I changed into my wolf? Had a good sniff around this place? I hadn’t realized how big it is.”

      “Only a third of this floor is built out, but yeah, it’s big.” Relief at his request made her giddy. “Sure. Sniff and pad away, just, you know. Don’t mark your territory like cats do.”

      He sent her a lazy grin. “I’ve already marked my territory.”

      Cursing the flush that heated her cheeks, she smiled weakly and turned back to her list. “Go ahead, then. Don’t mind me.”

      The next moment, he was simply there, turning her chair around and pulling her up into his arms.

      Her hands rested against his bare chest, and she resisted the urge to curl them into him, resisted the urge to hang on. She lifted her gaze, and the warmth in the depths of his eyes made her smile.

      His kiss sent her back to the bliss of the two of them, and she felt the wall inside her melt into nothing.

      “You’re mine.”

      She shivered as he growled the words softly in her ear. Shivered again when he nipped, then licked, the place where he’d marked her.

      “Say it.”

      Megan pressed against his chest, and he loosened his arms around her. She looked into his eyes, so open to her. What did she have to lose?

      “I’m yours, Raven.” She let him pull her close again, and this time wrapped her arms around his waist. Cuddled in. Maybe this is real.

      “We will get back to that amazing bed, and each other, before midnight strikes. I swear it.”

      A smile started in her heart and lit up her entire body before reaching her lips. “I’ll hold you to that.” She pressed a swift kiss on his chest, then stepped back. Reveled in the reluctant way he released her.

      “Now go, get your wolf on so that we can rescue your car.”

      Laughter lingered in his eyes. “So we can get back here and get into bed, you mean.”

      She chuckled. “Go on.”

      He disappeared, and she delved into her personal email. Nothing from home, as usual, but then why would there be? Junk mail and more junk mail. Her inbox clean, she flipped to social media and posted her usual sunny Saturday post.

      The total quiet of her home finally intruded in on her thoughts. Megan stood and went looking for Raven.

      The place was empty. Living area, kitchen, both bedrooms, guest bath, exercise room; all were empty.

      Which only left…she ran into the master bath. Raven was there, sprawled out on the ground.

      “Holy fuck.” She knelt beside him, felt for his carotid. His pulse was there, rapid-fire. His breath came shallow as if he were panting, but she couldn’t find anything physically wrong with him.

      “Raven?” She patted his cheeks. “Raven, come back to me.”

      When he didn’t respond, Megan slipped into his mind.

      Raven. My wolf. Where did you go?  She found him staring at a lake, surrounded by mountains. She slid her hand into his.  What is it? What is wrong?

      At her words, he took a deep breath. I got lost. Take me home, Megan.

      She kept hold of his hand and did as she had when she had battled the poison in his system.

      Come with me. Come home. Come home, Raven. Walk with me.

      Their minds connected, she brought them back to the chill of the bathroom floor and opened her eyes.

      He blinked, groaned. “Oh, my head.”

      A quick examination showed no bump. “What happened?” She sat back on her knees as he rolled to a sitting position.

      “I was going to ask you the same question.”

      She peered into his eyes, but there was no fog as there had been the last time. Taking his wrist in her hand, she monitored his heart rate. “Outside of a slightly elevated pulse, you seem fine. You have no memory of what happened?”

      “I came in here to shift.” He frowned. “I…I couldn’t find my wolf. I called, and he didn’t answer. He’s always answered.” Panic slid into his voice.

      “Car first, then we go to Sol.” She scrambled to her feet, held out a hand. “Sol owns Alexandria’s. It’s…an interesting bookstore. There should be answers there.”

      “And if there aren’t?”

      Megan saw him fighting the panic, and she moved into his arms. “There are answers. We will find them.” She rested there for a moment, more content than she had ever been. “You know, you changed when you were healing. It was instinctive, something that your body just knew it could do.”

      “What are you saying?”

      She squeezed and released him. “I’m saying that maybe, for whatever reason, the poison that your body has been processing might have tampered with your changing abilities. It’s not out of the realm of possibility.” Patting his chest, she added, “Finish dressing. We’ll figure this out, I swear.”
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      To his surprise, Raven’s truck was where he’d left it. There wasn’t even a parking ticket. They drove back to the hospital, parked his car in the staff parking of the garage, and took off again in her reliable compact car.

      To take his mind off her driving skills, he focused on her, rather than the road. “Tell me about Alexandria’s, and about Sol.”

      “I haven’t been there much. But I knew the original Alexandria. My father made sure of it. She was…magnificent. I’m not sure what, entirely, she was. Maybe a witch, maybe a goddess. Her physical body was the typical happy, plump granny. Silver-white hair, the scent of cookies, the best hugs. But overall, it was her spirit, her heart, that filled you up.”

      “What happened to her?”

      Megan gave a deep sigh. “There are differing accounts of that day. Sol was there, though, locked upstairs. Said she did that deliberately. Sent everyone home in the middle of the day, locked up the store, made sure he was safe. Then she dealt with what came.”

      “And what came ended up killing her?”

      “Yeah.” She wiped at her eyes. “Sol won’t talk about it. But he spent days cleaning up.”

      Tears trickled down her cheek. Moved, Raven gently wiped them away. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      Megan sniffled and wiped her eyes again. “The world lost, that day. She said it was foretold.” She shook her head. “I don’t know if that’s true or not, but the store is as vibrant as ever with Sol in charge. You only notice the missing element if you know it had once been there.”

      Megan stopped talking, and Raven was content with silence. He had a lot to process, what with their connection, her uncertainty of him, and his current inability to shift.

      And they were no closer to answering why he came out to California in the first place. At least now he knew the wolf pack here had also suffered losses. Not that it made the horror any easier to bear.

      “We’re here.” She had parked along a residential street that also carried some shops closer to what looked like a major intersection.

      “It’s down on the corner?”

      “No. Here.” She gestured to the house up on the right.

      Two stories, it covered a lot twice the size of the house next to it and boasted a small parking area in front, already filled with cars.  There was no front yard, but there was a porch where two rocking chairs sat.

      The house had a freshly-painted look to it, white, with crisp navy trim. It broadcast a welcome that enfolded Raven from where he sat.

      “Come on. Let’s go in. We won’t learn anything by sitting out here.” Megan got out of the car, and Raven followed more slowly.

      The welcome wrapped around him the minute he stepped foot into the place. Laid out partly like a house, partly like a store, there were comfy chairs and bookcases everywhere. Display tables showed crystals, decks of Tarot cards, and lengths of fabrics.

      It was a moveable feast for the eyes, the mind, and the soul. Alexandria still reigned here. He moved next to Megan, bent to her ear. “She really is an amazing spirit, isn’t she?”

      “Yeah. Come on.” She led him to a more ‘store-like’ configuration in what he judged to be the middle of the building. An imposing black man stood behind the register, helping some leggy teenage girls who had the case of the giggles.

      As they headed to the front door, still giggling, Megan approached the counter.

      “Hi, Sol. It’s been a minute, yeah?”

      A wide grin split his face, his teeth showing white. “Miss Megan, as I live and breathe.” He came around the counter; his arms opened wide. “Give me some sugar.”

      Raven watched in bemusement as she launched herself into his arms. Love flowed freely between them, even as Sol’s gaze latched onto him over Megan’s blonde head.

      “You brought me a wolf, Megs.” He kissed the top of her head and set her gently aside. “Introduce me.”

      Raven noticed his toothy grin now had a bit of a challenge in it, and he appreciated it. He stepped forward. “Raven Malick, at your service.” He gave a short bow rather than offering his hand.

      Sol’s eyes sharpened. “Malick. Arizona. Near Flagstaff?”

      “Yep, that’s me.” Raven appreciated the detail he left out. “Though I will say I hadn’t heard of Alexandria’s until today. Megan gave me the lowdown.”

      Sol’s gaze darted between the two. “My guess is this isn’t a how-are-you type visit. Excuse me a moment.” He took a few steps toward the back hallway. “Jolie? I need you to watch the register.”

      “Coming, Daddy.” A beautiful young lady came their way, gave Raven a not-so-subtle up-and-down look of appreciation as she took her father’s spot at the register. “You all going into the Basement?”

      “I don’t know, little girl. Maybe. You know the drill, yeah?”

      Her full lips quirked. “Yes, Daddy. I know. Shoo.”

      Sol sighed heavily. “She’s my sassy one. Let’s go to the talking spot.” He led them to an alcove just down the hall that held a couch, a chair, and a table between.

      They settled, and Sol pinned Raven down. “Why are you here?”

      Megan touched his arm, quieted his rising anger. “Raven was shot with wolfsbane while he was coming up to see me. He was shot in my hospital, after hours,” she emphasized. “Sol, this isn’t normal.”

      Sol twisted his full lips, gave Raven one more once-over before shifting his awareness to Megan. “He looks fine. You must have pulled him through, Doc. What’s the issue?”

      “I can’t shift.” Raven laid it out as starkly as he could.

      Megan rushed into speech. “I used wine, then the antidote from my herbs. He recovered. I thought he was fine, until today.”

      “So you haven’t been able to shift since then, boy?”

      Raven took a calming breath. “Apparently, when I was healing, I shifted while unconscious. Instinct.” He shrugged.

      “We got him up to my apartment. Within six hours, he was back to his human form.”  Megan reached for him, and he took her hand, knowing full well that Sol missed nothing. The big man’s eyes took on a thoughtful mien.

      “So you can change. What’s the problem?”

      Raven rubbed Megan’s hand when it tightened on his. “I can’t change on purpose. I’ve always been able to before this. You know as well as anyone that weres aren’t tied to the moon cycle.”

      “You’re technically shifters in that regard, true.” Sol sat back. “So you tried, and what happened?”

      “I called for my wolf. He was nowhere to be found.” At Megan’s sound of distress, he kissed her hand. “He’s been with me since birth, my wolf. Playful pup, angsty teen, angry man. He’s always been there, tied to me. A part of me. Now?” He shook his head. “Nothing. No, not nothing. More like an echo chamber. No, that doesn’t make sense.”

      “Yes, it does. You speak into a void that is usually filled. When your wolf is there, he responds. When he is not, as you have found, your words echo within you, searching for a response that does not come.” Sol steepled his fingers.

      Raven fell into his dark eyes, searched for answers there, fully aware that Sol was gauging his strength.

      “There is a place you should go, the two of you. There is a cave, not far from a popular tide pool spot in Ventura County. Leo Carillo Beach.”

      “A cave?” Megan sent a bewildered glance to Sol. “Why would we want to visit a cave?”

      “There are rumors. Apparently, it was once used as a demon hideout, prior to a horrific, bloody party.”

      Megan’s harsh intake of breath took Raven by surprise. His jaw tightened. “What else is important about this cave?”

      Sol gazed at him from under lowered lids. “They say it’s a favorite of vampires.”

      Electricity shot through Raven. “I see.” He thought he did, too.

      “But shouldn’t we search the Basement?” Megan’s worried voice broke the spell between the two men. “To help Raven get his wolf back?”

      Raven noticed Sol’s gaze as it flickered between their joined hands and the bite mark on Megan’s neck, visible to only those who could see. He stood. “No, my lovely.”

      She jumped to her feet. “But Sol, why?” Her distress was palpable.

      “Raven’s wolf hasn’t left him. He’s still there. Whether it’s some leftover ramification of the poison or some other thing, ultimately the answer lies within him.”

      “But you’re sending us to a cave.” Megan shook her head. “I don’t understand. Why?”

      Raven rose and pulled her to his side. “He has his reasons, my love.” She stilled at the endearment, but he pressed on. “Thank you, Sol. I appreciate your candor.”

      “You know what needs to be done, how to handle it?”

      Raven knew he was talking about Megan and the mark on her neck. “I can see a way forward for her. I’m still seeking my path.” He ignored Megan’s questioning glance and kept his gaze on Sol.

      The big man nodded. “Take good care of her.”

      “Oh, I shall.”

      Raven kept his hand on her back as they went through the shop and out to her car.

      “What was all that about, there at the end? All that macho posturing?”

      Raven felt her gaze but didn’t turn to meet her gaze. “Just as you said. Macho posturing. He is protective of you.”

      “Does that bother you?” She unlocked the car.

      He waited until they were inside and on their way before answering, surprised at his complex reaction to her question.

      “On the one hand, I’m grateful you have champions.”

      She sent him a wry glance. “But on the other hand?”

      “I’m here now.” He gazed out the window. “So, are we going to this cave?”

      “Now?”

      “Yes, now. You got a better time? I want to investigate the cave. You know where it is.”

      He heard her take a long breath before pulling onto the 101 Freeway northbound.

      “The cave it is.”
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      They picked their way down the rocky sea wall, Raven following carefully in Megan’s footsteps. He was good on his feet, but he didn’t know this area, and she did.

      “There are a lot of caves in this part of Leo Carillo State Beach.”  She landed on the sand with a laugh. “Gods, I love the beach. I don’t get here often enough.”

      “Do you know of any wolf pack in this area? Some of these canyons would make great running grounds.”

      She sent him a measured look. “Not as far as I know. You thinking of starting one?”

      He caught her wariness and sidestepped the question she didn’t ask. “When I can run again, I don’t want to run on another pack’s territory without permission. The bane of being a lone wolf.” Now was not the time to tell her what he truly wanted.  She wouldn’t be able to accept it, anyway.

      “Come on. I think it’s up this way.”

      “You can find this cave just from the vague detail that Sol gave you? Seriously.”

      “He did say Leo Carillo.” She shrugged. “I took the location from Sol’s mind. He thinks in very clear pictures.”

      Raven walked alongside her, enjoying the sun on his back and the slight breeze. The air was salty, refreshing. Why couldn’t he have been from a California pack, instead of Arizona?

      He breathed deeply. Felt the last vestiges of the poison leave his system. Gratitude for this day, for this woman, surged inside him and he captured her hand. Yes, there were steps to take, conversations to have, but right here, right now, his heart was full. The rest would come with time.

      As if their minds were on the same wavelength, she glanced up at him from beneath her lashes.

      “What was your sister like?”

      “Lisette?” He laced his fingers with hers. “She was gentle. Loving. An artist. Her husband was away on business when the attack occurred.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “Her husband is devastated. Fell into a depression that he hasn’t been able to shake. I’d like to give him some good news.”

      “You’d like to bring the vampires responsible to justice.” She nodded. “I get that.”

      “I want to end their existence. Vampires live to prey on humans. Now they’re going after the wolves. Who will be next? What if they open a portal to the Fae Plane? What would a Fae vampire look like?”

      “Gods. I don’t even want to think about it.” She drew her hand from his and picked across a particularly tricky section of tide pools until she reached the sand.

      He followed in her footsteps, looked at the area. “We’re close to the cave, aren’t we?”

      “Yeah. You feel it too?”

      “I do.” Raven studied the rocky cliffs in front of them. The folds of the cliff line didn’t hew to the shoreline; rather, they meandered, thrust into the sand, retreated from it, dancing in and out along the beach like the lace hem of a dress.

      “You do your thing, I’ll do mine, and we’ll find this. Yeah?” He squeezed her hand and released her to move further along the cliffs. He sniffed at openings, but the only information coming back to him included seaweed, and sand, and the trash of humanity.

      “Here.”

      He turned at her voice and saw her staring at the cliff, fairly close to where he’d left her. He backtracked.

      “Yeah?” He studied the cliff, shook his head. “I’m not seeing it.”

      She glanced at him. “Have you ever seen those graphic images, where there are other images embedded into them, but you have to, like, I don’t know. Go cross-eyed to see the images?”

      He grinned and nodded. “Yeah, I get what you’re saying.”

      “So, look right here…and blur your vision a bit. Soften it. The opening is there, kind of an hourglass shape. Look for it.”

      Raven took a couple of steps back, scanned the cliff. “Blur my vision…” Wishing for his wolf ability, he deliberately let his sight soften until for some reason the rocks took on a different dimension. Just to the right, there seemed to be a shadow, an hourglass shape as she had described.

      “Fascinating. Shall we?”  Without taking his eyes off the opening, he held his hand out for Megan, relieved when she took it without comment.

      They walked toward the opening, free hands outstretched. Megan reached it first.

      “Oh.” With a note of surprise, she released his hand and disappeared.

      “Fuck.”

      “Come on,” she called, her voice echoing.

      Raven set his jaw. Since when did he allow a Fae to walk ahead of him? Since her, he admitted. He took a breath, and two more steps until he was face first in the cliff. A sidle to the side and he slipped through the opening that was surprisingly wide, considering the visual trick used to hide it.

      He blinked at the almost instant darkness, with the only light filtering in from behind him. “Megan?” A moment later his eyes adjusted, and he found her studying the walls of the cave.

      “This is fascinating,” she murmured. Igniting a light in her hand, she lifted it over her head, left it hanging there, and turned so they could both see the inside.

      About ten feet high, and just about as wide, the walls were thick with a drawing style that Raven had never seen before. He sniffed the air.

      “A demon has been here, but its scent is faint. As for the artwork, I’m not sure what to make of it. It’s not the work of teens with spray cans,” he added.

      “No, it’s not. I caught the scent of demon, as well, and I agree. He hasn’t been here in a long time. When we have time, remind me to tell you about this demon. In the meantime, this cave feels deeper than it looks. Do you want to go first, or should I?”

      “I’ll go.” He interpreted her smirk and sighed. “And not because I’m a guy. But please keep the light going, so we can see where we are. I don’t know why I didn’t think of a flashlight,” he muttered.

      “I do. Wolves see just fine in the dark. I wish you could change, but it’s probably not a good idea at this point. If you knock yourself out, like you did earlier…” Megan’s voice trailed off.

      He raised his eyebrows. “Yeah. Okay, fine. You go ahead with the light, and I’ll be right behind you.”

      “I do have my moments, you know.”

      Even in the gloom of the cave, he could see the wicked grin on her face. Unable to help himself, he scooped her up and planted a hard kiss on her sassy lips.

      Her heat, her taste, almost undid him. And when she pressed her body against his, fisting one hand in his hair, he moaned against her mouth. Moaned again when she eased away from him with a shimmer of her body against his.

      He opened his eyes to find her eyeing him with anticipation. “Hm?”

      Megan grinned and shook her head. “Come on, Raven. Let’s get this figured out so we can go play.”

      Surprise lit his heart. Maybe his little halfling Wolf Queen had decided to keep him around, after all.

      He reached for his wolf, heard a faint howl within and then silence. Damn it.

      Raven took her hand, laced their fingers, and stayed close to her.

      They were able to stay side by side, walking along the sandy floor toward the back of the cave, until it narrowed. The air grew damp and the rock walls closed in until the passage barely spanned two feet across.

      He stopped, uneasy. He sniffed the air, looked to Megan. “What do you sense?”

      She shook her head. “Nothing but power this far back. Power of the earth, of the rock above us, and of the earth below. I can’t even scent the demon. Nothing has come through here in a year or so, is my guess. There’s nothing alive in here but us.”

      He huffed and kept going, this time taking the lead. The passageway narrowed again, and his shoulders brushed rock on either side. The deeper into the side of the mountain they went, the more the tension inside him tightened.

      The dark was absolute, outside of the orb of light bobbing ahead of them. Just as Raven had decided they’d need to back up the way they had come, the passageway opened up wide again.

      Megan’s words came back to him. Nothing alive…

      She sank to her knees. “Oh by the great trees of my homeland,” she whispered, horror in her voice.  A shimmer of light surrounded her, and he knew he’d keep this snapshot memory for a very long time.

      He took a breath and looked around. Two bodies lay close together, their clothes in tatters, the flesh almost gone. More human bones lay in an untidy heap along one wall. Abruptly he took Megan into his arms, grateful when she buried herself against him.

      Studied the room over her head.

      There wasn’t any further passage that he could see, but that didn’t mean one didn’t exist. Look at how difficult it had been to find the opening to the cave.

      “Vampire.”

      She shook her head against him. “No. I mean, I know you’re right, but any scent here is old.”

      “Maybe.” He eyed the pile of bones on one side of the cave, then the two desiccated corpses on the other side. “You can smell it, that touch of the grave that they can never quite erase, no matter how much scent they use. Can’t you?”

      She lifted her face to him, her eyes damp and her expression forlorn. “Yes.”

      “This scent is what I smelled in your apartment. There, it’s just twisted slightly.” He frowned. Outside of the remains, there were no other signs of occupation. “I don’t think this has been Vamp Central for a long time.”

      Megan released him and wiped a wrist across her eyes. “There’s another opening. Hidden, similar to the last one. But I can’t go any further today. Not right now, anyway.”

      A shiver went down his spine as he became aware of the tons of rock overhead. Raven broke out into a light sweat. “Let’s go back. We can figure out what to do about this in broad daylight. Okay?”

      “All right.”

      With relief, Raven turned back the way they came. Megan hooked her hand into the waistband of his jeans, and they headed out.

      A violent shaking tore them apart, brought them both to their knees. Behind him, Megan let out an incoherent cry, which echoed in the cavern. Tiny pebbles rained down on them from the stone ceiling as the ground shook once more.

      “Earthquake.” Raven raised his voice so she could hear him over the shaking. “Stay down, Megan.”

      “Raven—” her voice rose in a shriek before being abruptly cut off.

      He sat up, alarmed, despite the fact that the ground still shook under him. The scent of vampire grew thick, and he choked, losing the scent of his mate.

      His. Mate. The orb of light that had been constant flickered and went out. The earth rumbled again, and the sense he had of fresh air, of their path in, abruptly disappeared as rocks and debris from above came crashing down.

      Like a spider, he scuttled away from the sound and prayed the ceiling where he was wouldn’t also cave in. “Megan!” The cry was ripped from his throat as his position became clear.

      He was in the dark, unable to shift, alone, and had no way out.

      Panic clawed at his throat, and he reached for her. Megan. Baby. Where did you go?

      He waited for her answer. Counted his heartbeats until he got to two hundred, and realized she would have answered if she could have.

      They’d walked right into a trap. In despair, Raven lifted his head and howled.
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      Megan woke with a hellacious headache and a sense she wasn’t where she should be. She blinked and opened her eyes to a blindingly bright light. Shut them again before she could see where she was, only then realizing her arms and legs were tied to the chair. Fuck.

      “Doctor Cavanaugh. I do apologize about the light. Fred, angle the light so it doesn’t hit her dead in the eyes, would you? There now, doctor. Open up.”

      She opened her eyes. The light still stung, and the scent of vampire overwhelmed her senses, but the rest of the room was in shadow, and she couldn’t see a thing.

      She struggled to contain her rage. “Why am I here?”

      “You knocked on my back door. One that I have left open and neglected for far too long. That has been remedied.”

      Her heart stopped. “Raven.”

      “Oh, you had a companion with you? I am sorry.”

      The sly laughter in his voice set her teeth on edge. “Right.” She reached for the strength of the land, only to find herself surrounded by plastic.

      “So sorry about the, er, inhospitable surroundings. We know you are Fae, and so took precautions,” the voice went on in a silky manner. “I just want to discuss a…shall we say, business venture? Since you are here.”

      “You took me. You brought me here.” She struggled against her bonds. Felt the wire cut into her skin. “Besides, I have a business already. A thriving one, I might add.” She strained to see him. “I have no need for another business.”

      “There’s always a need for more business, my dear.”

      “Who are you, anyway? I don’t do business with people I can’t see. And I make it a point to never do business with someone I am not acquainted with.”

      “You want my name?” The vampire chuckled, a low sound that sent ice down her back. “You can call me Doctor Mengele. It has a nice ring to it, doesn’t it?”

      “But that’s not your name?” She worked to get her hands free from behind her back, felt the blood well. Drip.

      “It’s suitable. Now, to my proposal. I want to send someone to work in your children’s clinic. I know how understaffed you are at the moment, overall. I can help you with that.”

      Alarm bells went off in Megan’s mind. “Why?”

      “I am a philanthropist in my real life. Your little clinic needs help. I can provide that help to you. Expand your small hospital’s in-house lab capabilities. Maybe install a phlebotomy lab as well. Just think of the outside business that could generate for you.”

      Megan stilled. “Ah, now it makes sense. You want blood.”

      The vampire let out a gusty sigh. “Dear child. I can get blood with the flick of my fingers. I don’t need to let a Fae, and a halfling one at that, to get blood for me.” He flicked his fingers, and a cut opened on her arm, blood welling to the surface. “See? Blood. Anytime I want, my dear halfling.”

      Shock had her sputtering. “What do you mean, a halfling Fae? I’m full-blooded Fae. I have all the arsenal of a Fae, including calling the firebolts when I need them. Moving earth. Healing body and mind.” Her heart raced. “You’re lying.” Mentally, she closed the cut, and the blood flow stopped.

      “Am I? Are you truly of the Fae? Why do you think your Father abandoned you here on this Plane? He was well-considered there, until his unconventional mating with a she-wolf.”

      Mengele kept talking, but Megan had stopped listening. Instead, she delved deep into her own body, something she hadn’t done since she was a child at her mother’s side.

      Memories she had suppressed came roaring to the forefront. Running as a pup through the woods of the Fae, the trees so very tall. The scents kept her busy for hours as a child, and soon she could find any herb, root, twig or flower needed for her mother’s medical kit.

      Her mother’s medical kit!

      As though waking up from a long nap, her inner wolf stretched, yawned, and shook itself.

      Memory took her farther back, to when she knelt by a pond and looked into the water. Saw a wolf pup’s face staring back at her.

      Mama, look. Who is that? Where is my face?

      Megs, that is you as well. Your wolf is your protector. When you cannot reach your Fae powers, your wolf powers will be there. You are she. She is you. Ask, and you will change to her. You are both precious to this world.

      “You are she. She is you.” Megan murmured the words under her breath, and the flow of chatter stopped from the other side of the light.

      “My dear Doctor, I understand my proposition has come as a shock to you. I will give you a few days to think about it, and then a messenger will come to you for your final answer.”

      She lifted her head, stared at the outline of the vampire’s body. “And if I refuse?”

      “Oh, that would not be a good idea. No, not a good idea at all, I’m afraid. You doubt my power? Don’t.”

      Without warning, a force entered into her. Grabbed the vision she’d had of herself as a wolf, and ripped the wolf out of her and to the surface.

      Pain yanked her senses away until all she knew was her animal. Her sense of self shifted even as her body did. The wire holding her to the chair burst into pieces, and the chair beneath her shattered. A snarling filled the room, and to her surprise, it came from her. Power flooded her senses.

      With a bound, she knocked down the light pole, but found the vampire and his assistant gone and the door open.

      Still dealing with the pain of the change, she nosed through it and glanced both ways down a long hall that held lots of doors. Battering down despair, she lifted her nose and scented the air. To the right lay more vampires.

      But to the left…Raven.

      With another howl, she ran to her left until she came to another cross hallway. Another sniff and she followed his scent.

      Raven. Damn it, where are you?

      Megan? Megan!

      He was there, on the ground, human. Blood on his head, his nose. She went up to him and licked his face, whined a little.

      Raven. Are you okay?

      “Babe. Are you okay? You’re the furry one.”

      Megan sensed his pleased surprise at her change. How did you get in? Better question, how do we get out?

      She lifted her nose in the air, scented fresh air to the right, and trotted that way a few steps. When he didn’t follow, she looked at him over her shoulder.

      Coming? She watched as he struggled to his feet.

      “This would be easier if I could change.” He took a few steps toward her, his smile rueful.

      Then change.

      He shook his head but didn’t say anything.

      Megan stood up on her hind legs and put her front paws on his shoulders. Stared him in the eye. I can see your wolf in your eyes, Raven. Call it and let’s get out of here.

      “What? No…”

      She shuddered at the thought, but he had to shift. She now knew how to force it. But maybe without pain? Maybe with persuasion, with love, she could help.

      Megan reached for her Fae healing and putting her snout on his shoulder, she closed her eyes. Slid into his mind, and found his wolf.

      Beautiful, big, black with gray mottling, he was curled up asleep in a corner of Raven’s mind. Megan went to the wolf, nudged him with her nose and licked his forehead.

      The big wolf stretched, whined. Come on. I need you. I claimed both of you earlier today. Now come on. Move it!

      With a roar, the wolf jumped to its feet. Megan backed away, left Raven’s mind, and waited in the hallway until her mate had shifted to his wolf. He shook his shaggy head and snorted at her.

      Mentally shrugging, Megan trotted down the hallway to where she spied an elevator. She stopped in front of it, looked at Raven. Whined a little.

      Reluctantly, she shook her shoulders hard. Found her other self and before she knew it, was standing as a human in front of Raven, still in wolf form.

      She pushed the button for the first floor. So damn proud of you.

      The elevator door opened, empty. They darted inside and just as it closed, Megan noticed the camera aimed at the corridor they had just come from.

      They didn’t say a word as the elevator went up three levels. When the doors opened, they were in a small area that housed only the elevator, a series of mailboxes, and a door to the outside.

      They hurried outside and looked around. The building looked to be a typical office building, but surrounding them there was nothing but open land.

      Megan reached out with her newly discovered wolf senses and scented the ocean off to their right. On the left, a road and the sage-covered hills so typical of southern California.

      She eyed the hills. “Let’s cross the street and run until we find Leo Carillo beach again. Okay?”

      He butted his head against her belly, and she laughed. “Come on. Let’s get our run on.”

      She shifted, and the run through the hills was as exhilarating as she had expected it to be. As they went, she scented sage and black walnut, scrub oak and wild grasses, and memories of her childhood flooded back.

      Running alongside Raven was another joy to her heart. Now she knew why they seemed to fit, and so quickly. Fae and wolf hadn’t worked out for her parents.

      But part-Fae, part-wolf, and wolf? That’s a match she could understand. Could happily embrace. For as a wolf, she felt beautiful, strong.

      Loved. You are loved, Megan. I love you. So very much.

      She ran, hugging his words to her heart.
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      They sat on top of her car, still parked at Leo Carillo, and watched the sun set. Neither of them had felt like going back, so they sat and rested.

      “You are magical, do you know that?” Raven smoothed her hair, for once unrestrained, behind her ear. “How did you know to find my wolf? Wake him up?”

      “I…don’t know.” She turned and smiled into his eyes. “What do we do now?”

      Raven settled his cheek against hers as they looked out over the ocean. “I’ve already marked this spot with the GPS on my phone, so we’ll be able to find it again. I’m…as much as I believe the authorities should know about the two corpses in there, I also believe we should keep this quiet. Besides, the cave where the bones are is now blocked.”

      “It wouldn’t do any good to involve the humans,” she murmured. “That was one of my father’s maxims. ‘Don’t involve the humans if not strictly necessary.’ He was always saying that.”

      He rubbed her back in slow, soothing circles. “Unfortunately, he was right. Not to mention, the cave-in. We don’t know how extensive that is. And finding the right floor again from that elevator, in that weird building in the middle of pretty much nothing? I’m guessing our luck won’t be that good.”

      “Grrr. I know you’re right, but I feel so helpless.”

      “Question.”

      She leaned against him. “Shoot. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Almost the entire time in there, I could feel the weight of the land above us. One good earthquake and we’d be toast, you know? And trust me, when you disappeared and then the rocks started to fall? I was sure I was dead. But it didn’t seem to bother you, all that rock and dirt on top of us.”

      She laughed softly. “It didn’t bother me. It…energized me. The pulse of the land, of the earth itself, is still running through my bloodstream. I haven’t done anything like that in far too long.”

      “What do you mean, energized you?” He turned so they sat cross-legged, face-to-face.

      “The Fae are a part of the natural world, Raven. There is magic here that humanity has not learned how to tap, though I am certain it will happen one day. Until then, this world is like a big shiny, just full of energy, for any paranormal creature to take advantage of.”

      “And now you’re wolf, too.” He smiled then. “I’m so damn proud of you.”

      “You didn’t seem too surprised, now that I think about it.”

      “Oh, I wasn’t. And before you get angry, let me put it this way.” He held her hands, gazed into her clear gray eyes. “I had just made love to a very sexy Fae who not only claimed me but goaded me into claiming her. Soon after…well, let’s just say I knew you had to have wolf inside you. And you didn’t know.”

      “Ah. Not exactly the time to break out the surprise in the Cracker Jack.”

      He turned his cheek into her touch, keeping his gaze on hers. “I love your way with words.”

      She laughed.

      “Tell me more about the magic in this world.” He watched as her eyes grew wide with knowledge.

      “Demons have always come through to this world, wanting to control it. Some of them looked enough like humans, assimilated enough, to come to seats of power. They ruled, briefly, before the other powers in this world came together to take care of the imbalance of power.”

      “So you’re saying there’s magic here?”

      “Haven’t you felt it? Running as a wolf, your paws on the dirt, haven’t you felt the magic that lies there?”

      “I know you’re magic. But the planet? Mm, doubtful.”

      “All the way to its molten core.” She held up her workman’s hands. Hands, he knew, dedicated to saving the lives of her kind, as well as those of her adopted home. “It’s why I’m here. It’s been difficult, being on my own as much as I am.”

      Compassion streamed from him. “I’m so sorry, Megan. So damn sorry.”

      She shrugged. “It’s okay. I’ve been here long enough that I’m resigned to it. In a way, I love it all. Los Angeles is a chaotic city filled with so many different people. So many different oddities.”

      “And now, you have your wolf.” He breathed her in, her musky wolf scent more to the fore than he had known previously. “You also have me. You are intoxicating.”

      “I think you’re biased,” she said, her cheeks going pink under his gaze.

      “If I am, it’s for a good reason. Are there other Fae here, on this Plane, doing what you do?”

      Megan stared at him. “What kind of question is that?”

      With a blinding moment of clarity, he saw straight through to her lonely soul. “You are amazing. What you do here is amazing. Surely you can’t be the only one expected to stitch together the paranormal element. Surely there are others like you, scattered about the world. Right?”

      He watched with some amusement as she struggled to answer him.

      Finally, she shook her head. “I don’t know. I’ve never…I’ve been focused on my job, which is here. This plane. This city.” She swung around and let her legs dangle off the side of the car. “We should go.”

      Raven took his time getting off the hood and rounding the car, fascinated at the glimpse of her uncertainty, of her unflinching purity.

      She needed him. The thought settled into his heart and expanded. He hadn’t forgotten about Lisette or her babies. He hadn’t forgotten his main mission.

      But loving Megan had certainly added a new dimension, a new direction, to his life.

      He just hoped she understood that, since she allowed the claiming, he was never letting her go.

      Ever.
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      It was full dark when they got back to her apartment. Raven, his duffle bag over his shoulder, stopped in the hallway.

      “I’ll put this in the second bedroom. Use that shower, to give you some space.” He sent her a smile.

      She turned away. “Sounds good. There’s plenty of hot water so we can shower at the same time, no problem,” she added. She disappeared into her bedroom.

      Raven went into the guest room and dropped his bag on the bed, feeling every bit the fool. Maybe she didn’t need space, but he did, for just a bit. Her wolf was overwhelmingly beautiful.

      Her coat was a gorgeous gray-white, and those gray eyes, so excited. She was dainty, yet strong. Pushy in the same way she could be as a doctor, but in a way she wasn’t as a woman. Someone had done a number on her head, and he’d bet his last hour as a wolf it had been her dad.

      Stifling a growl, he stripped, went to the shower and turned the water to scalding. His system was still in a bit of shock, and he needed time to process. A stray thought crossed his mind, and he frowned.

      He also needed a heart to heart with the resident vampire, Derek. And if he didn’t like what he heard, he’d kill the motherfucker.
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      Megan sat in the bath until the water grew cold. She’d washed her body and her hair but then had just…sat. Thinking.

      Processing.

      She wasn’t full-blooded Fae. That fact made the rest of the puzzle of her life all fall into place. Of course her father didn’t want her back on the Fae Plane. She was his little mistake, why would he want her? The thought left a bitter taste in her mouth.

      She pushed the thought away and turned, instead, to her wolf. Light filled her, and wonder burned away the bitter taste.

      Maybe she hated the way she learned about herself. Maybe she hated that Mengele had the power to force her to shift. But when she had? Such a power had filled her limbs, a power similar to Fae powers. Different, but just as heady.

      Strength had flowed through her body as they ran, her paws giving life to the earth below, and it had responded, giving her back energy. Was that the mingling of Fae and wolf powers? Or did Raven just accept what had always been for him?

      Raven. Her fingers went to the place where he had marked her. A deep bruise had formed, but when she touched the spot, a healing heat spread, went deep. She felt connected to him, had felt it even before they’d taken each other.

      Claimed each other.

      Raven was so much more than she’d ever dreamed. No wonder her longing for Derek now seemed a girl’s crush, a stand-in for the real thing. No wonder she hadn’t been sure, during his kiss, of what she felt for him.

      The Fae, as a rule, kiss all the damn time. Except for her, stranded with few other Fae around. Charged to heal those around her, do what she could to keep humanity safe by healing the Guardians, she hadn’t felt she could make time for a life.

      That’s what she chose to call the Caine family. Guardians. They had never liked Derek, she mused. He’d been right about that.

      Derek. She needed to speak with him. Preferably without Raven around, though at this point she thought that would be impossible. Though his point about putting his stuff in the second bedroom hurt, she did understand.

      Maybe the claiming thing wasn’t forever. Maybe it was just a one and done type of thing?

      She sighed and let out the cold bath water, dried off, and slipped into a pair of clean jeans and a loose white v-neck t-shirt. Dinner. Man, but she was starving. She sniffed the air. Raven was cooking.

      Following the delicious scent to the kitchen, she took in the sight of him in tight black t-shirt, clean pair of jeans, bare feet, and her soul gave a happy little sigh.

      “You cook. I’m pleased.”

      Raven jumped at the sound of her voice and turned to greet her with a grin. “There you are.” He put down the knife he was using to chop veggies, wiped his hands on a kitchen towel, and held open his arms. “Come here.”

      Without hesitation, she went into his arms, folded hers around him, and nestled into him. Shuddered with need when his tongue traced the bruise on her neck.

      “I’m not going to apologize for that,” he murmured.

      Lust rose up in her fast, a wave she never saw coming as it crashed into her. Blind with it, she lifted her face to his, seeking his mouth. Relieved for only a moment when his lips crushed hers, his tongue flicking the seam of her mouth.

      She opened for him, just as she always had.

      Is this Destiny?

      Raven reassured her. From the minute I heard your name. Destiny. Only not the way I thought it would work out.

      He eased back from her mouth. “You need food, baby. We ran hard and long for your first time. You’ll feel it tomorrow, and what’s worse, you’ll have full-body convulsions if you don’t eat enough protein tonight.”

      “But I want you. I need you. Damn it, Raven,” she whined.

      “Pull your control up, Megan. I need you to do that for me right now. Can you? Control your need? Because first, your body needs food. Trust me, you won’t be happy if you don’t eat.”

      He set the full plates down on the table, and her mouth watered.

      They tucked into the food. Steak, a huge green salad, sweet potato fries on the side.

      “Talk to me about what happened to you when we were apart. Those hours took years off my lifespan,” he added.

      “They came up from below. From the sand.” She shivered. “They shot me full of something, I don’t know what. I barely had time to say your name before the pain hit, and then the blackout.”

      His jaw ticked. “I am so sorry I wasn’t able to protect you.”

      She shook her head. “How could you have known? No. When I woke up, I had an awful headache. I was tied to this chair. Total cliché.”

      “In what way?”

      “A plastic room. A chair. A spotlight, so I couldn’t see who was in the room because the rest of it was dark. The scent of vampire was overwhelming.” She wrinkled her nose at the memory.

      “Your sense of smell is getting stronger, now that your body remembers it’s a wolf. Anything else you can remember?”

      “Yeah. He wouldn’t give me a real name, but called himself Doctor Mengele. The name made me shiver, but I don’t know why. Soon after that, he told me I was a wolf. More than that. He pulled my wolf out of me.” She shivered. “It hurt. It’s not going to hurt that way all the time, is it?”

      Raven set down his knife and reached for her hand. “No, baby. It’s not going to hurt like that all the time.”

      His thumb made circles on the back of her hand, and she found comfort in it.

      “Anyway, that’s how I knew I could get you to change. I just used coaxing, rather than brute force.”

      Two lines showed up between his eyes. “Did he really call himself Doctor Mengele?”

      “Yeah. Is that a bad thing?”

      *“Probably. And look at you, clearing your plate. How do you feel now?”

      Megan relaxed back in her seat, replete. “Wonderful. What? Don’t look at me funny like that with no explanation.”

      “You ate your steak. With no problem. More surprising than that, you had steak in your freezer. How could you ever think you were full-blooded Fae?”

      “That’s…um.” Megan considered her now-empty plate. “Yeah. I’ve always been able to eat meat, I just usually didn’t. Until now.” She frowned, checked her body out. “But you’re right. I needed the meat. I needed the protein. Does that make me weird?”

      He covered her hand with his. “It makes you wolf, that’s all. Wolves are carnivores.

      The world shifted yet again around her. “I didn’t know I was part wolf.” She searched her past, couldn’t find any hint she was wolf, except for those newly-remembered pieces of time with her mother. “How could I not have known?”

      “Megan, look at me.”

      Reluctantly, she met his gaze. “What?”

      “None of this is your fault, and damn it, that didn’t come out right.” Raven fumed for a moment, and she waited while he worked it out.

      He tried again. “Your parentage was a surprise to you. Your father obviously kept it from you, and maybe there was a block on your memories about your mother. But the truth is, you have always been this person you are now. You just didn’t know you had an extra oomph in the form of being part wolf.”

      Her eyes filled. “I have been more alone than you can know. With a vampire who says he wants me. With my patients. Even with the Caines, who keep me in business and care for me as family…even with them, I am alone. Is it the wolf in me?”

      “Have you never thought that you were merely waiting for the right person?”

      She stood, stripped off her t-shirt. “Are you the right person, Raven? Because if you are, take me to bed. Now. I can’t hold back any longer. Don’t you feel it?” Desperation rode her, and she moved to where he sat. “Can’t you understand what it is I need?”

      Relief swept her when he stood, picked her up, and carried her to her bed. She’d dimmed the light and pulled the covers back. Now, he stripped her of the rest of her clothes, and his own, and pulled her down onto the bed with him.

      “You. Are. Mine,” he growled.

      Her spirit rejoiced, and her body softened, opened for him. She wrapped her arms around him.

      “I am yours, as you are mine,” she answered, loving the way he felt against her feverish need.

      “Never doubt me.” With no warning, he plunged into her.

      Her back bowed with his possession, her breath tangled in her lungs until he kissed her, gave her air, then lavished his kisses on her nipples, tight with need.

      It was a battle between them, who could make the other weak with longing. They rocked to a climax, and took a breather, cuddling until their need rose again.

      She rolled him over and took him into her mouth, licked and sucked and loved him until he couldn’t hold back, her mouth felt far too good, and he finally came, over and over. And then she licked him clean.

      Cuddled together once more, a light sheet covering their bodies, she let out a sigh.

      “I feel amazing.”

      He nuzzled her cheek. “You are amazing.” He’d never fallen so hard, so fast.

      “I need to talk to Derek.”

      “This doesn’t make me happy, but yeah. I know.”

      She shifted in his arms to face him. “I need to talk to him alone.”

      “Never happen, babe. I’m not letting him near you unless I’m guarding you.” He hugged her to him, reveling in the satiny feel of her skin against his. “I have a vested interest.”

      “Lisette’s babies. I know,” she said, and there was sadness in her words.

      “Baby.” He lifted up on his elbow and tilted her face to his. “No. My vested interest is in you. I’m not letting you go.”

      Her sigh of relief caused him to frown. “Did you seriously think I would? Do you not know what a mating bite is?”

      “Raven, considering the fact that until today, I thought I was a full-blooded Fae? I’m not exactly aware of the mating rituals of wolves.”

      He snorted. “I’m happy to teach you everything you need to know about mating rituals of wolves, my love. That includes the fact that male wolves are protective of their mates.”

      She sighed a gusty sigh. “All right. I suppose you can be there when I talk to Derek. But I’m asking the questions, you hear? I need the answers.”

      His gut twisted. “And you think I don’t? If he knows anything about the cave, he needs to tell us. I’m not happy that the unknown vamp who questioned you called himself Mengele.”

      “Who is that, anyway? You reacted as though you know him.”

      “He’s dead. Josef Mengele was a doctor in Nazi Germany under Hitler. He was renowned for performing experiments on twins. Children, to be exact, though his repulsive experiments were also done on adults.”

      Megan sat bolt upright. “What? Children?”

      “Yes.”

      “That bastard. He wanted to become a partner in my clinic. Set up a phlebotomy lab. And more. God damn him.”

      “I’m as pissed off as you are. More so. He stole my sister’s babies, and for what? What kind of experiments?” He shook his head. “My heart weeps for those pups. I hope against all hope that they are no longer alive.”

      “I was within reach of a child killer.” Horror reverberated in her voice, and he cuddled her close.

      “We have each other. We can keep each other strong. When this is all over, I’m not going back to Arizona. There’s nothing there for me.”

      “No? What will you do?”

      “I did tell you I’m a trauma doctor, didn’t I?” He grinned at her surprise.

      “Shut. Up. You are not.” But her eyes were shining, and hope lit her sweet face.

      “I am. I just need to take my boards here in California, and I’ll be all set to go.” He cuddled her close again and dared to believe they had a chance together. “I lost you today. Not for long, and not permanently, but when I thought it was forever? When I thought I would die in that cave?” He shook his head and fell silent.

      Sighed when her hand came up and touched his cheek.

      “I’m here. I’m right here, love.”

      He heard the tears in her voice. Kissed her, hard. “I want this life with you if you’ll have me. But first I need to know what happened to my sister’s pups. I need revenge. Closure. Is that wrong?”

      “It’s understandable. Okay. We talk to Derek.” She kissed his chest and sat up.

      He sat up too, missing her. “Where are you going?”

      “Getting dressed. Derek often drops by for a glass of wine around midnight. You are invited,” she added, a chuckle in her voice.
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      Derek scented the two of them in the elevator. Good. While he had hoped she would turn to him with all her heart, she was not for him, and he’d known it long ago.

      His options had narrowed rapidly in the last few days. Expected, yes, but that didn’t mean he had to like it. Nor did he have to make it easy for them.

      The elevator to her floor opened, and he moved cautiously forward.

      “Derek. There you are. There’s wine if you’d like some.” Her voice was affectionate as usual, but this time there was an added richness to it. He swiveled to see her, and fought to keep his shock from showing.

      “Thank you. You look well,” he added drily. Well? Fuck, she glowed. Her inner wolf flickered around her, and the browns and golds of the Fae mating threads were blinding, binding the two of them without a doubt.

      “I feel good. Your glass is on the counter. Go ahead and bring the bottle, please.”

      Derek poured a glass of chardonnay and brought the bottle to the couple on the couch. “Could you turn down the flash? Brown and gold, well done. Fae and wolf. But they’re a bit bright to my sensitive eyes.”

      “Brown and gold?” Her eyebrows rose. “What are you talking about?”

      He huffed. “Mating threads, tangling the two of you together. I suppose congratulations are in order. Cheers.” He lifted his glass and sipped. “Ah, excellent, as always.”

      Megan’s eyes widened. She set her glass down and stood, walked to the far side of the room and whirled around. Stared. Her hands reached out, wove through the strands, and her whole body softened.

      “Mating threads.” She looked at the wolf, her heart in her eyes. “We’re truly mated.”

      “Told you.” Raven’s voice was gruff, but he held his arms out.

      Derek turned away, not wanting to see yet another part of life he’d never have. Not now.

      “I’ll just take my wine to go. We’ll catch up at another time.” He headed back to the elevator but hadn’t gone more than a couple of steps before she called him back.

      “No, Derek, please. I need to talk to you.”

      He came back to the comfortable armchair and took a seat. “What’s up?”

      Raven stood behind the couch where Megan sat. “What do you know about a guy named Mengele?”

      “Wait, Rave. First, Sol sent us to a cave on the beach, near tide pools. That was all he gave us, but I found it. That’s…it leads to a place.” Megan sputtered a little, trying to describe it before she gave up. “A place underground. There was a guy there, who wanted me to work for him. Called himself Mengele.”

      Raven took up the tale. “My sister’s babies were taken from her belly before their time. She died. Three vampires made their way here, to California. They talked about some boss who wanted the pups alive.”

      “Some guy named Mengele?” Derek snorted, but fear iced his spine. “As if.”

      “He said it wasn’t his real name, but he was someone important out in the world. He reeked of vampire. The whole place did. It brought out my wolf to the point where he could see it. He forced my change, which was…not pleasant.” Megan waved a hand. “That’s beside the point.”

      “You two look good together. I would say, that is the point.” Derek lifted his glass to them.

      Raven folded his arms. “The vampires I saw in Arizona were called Debra, Erick, and Veronique. It was Veronique that took the babies from my sister’s womb. I want revenge, Derek. More than that, I want those babies back.”

      Fuck. Derek shook his head. “I don’t know much. But I do know the babies didn’t make it.”

      Before he could take another sip, Raven had vaulted the couch and grabbed him by the throat. His grip was strong, and Derek knew a quiver of fear.

      “Tell me what you know. All of it. Every drop. You know who Mengele is, don’t you?” Raven’s voice was fierce, and his fingers tightened.

      Derek kept his gaze on Raven, his eyes as blank as his heart.

      “Raven. Stop it. He can’t talk if he can’t use his voice.” Megan’s voice cut through to Raven, and the wolf pushed away with a grunt.

      “Thank you…” Derek’s voice trailed off as the point of Megan’s katana touched his chest, right over his heart.

      “Talk. Now.”

      In a flash, Derek disappeared and reappeared by the elevators. “Do we have to play these childish games? You two are strong. So am I. You want information I have. I want another glass of wine. Can we be civil about this?”

      Raven held Megan, his hand on her wrist that held the sword. “You’re right. Please, sit.”

      Derek could taste the fear in Megan, the rage in Raven. He strolled back to the chair. “You forget I really am a vampire, Doc.”

      “Start talking. Please.” Megan sank back down into the couch, Raven beside her.

      Derek sipped and enjoyed the creamy taste of the wine. Took the measure of the two opposite him, and parsed out his information. “Your Mengele is a powerful person. I don’t know his real name, nor do I care to. That said, I do know Veronique. Debra is her sister. I think I know Erick. It’s been a few years.”

      “Do you agree with killing babies?”

      He rolled his eyes. “Oh please. That’s like asking if I believe in kicking dogs and making flowers die. No one agrees with killing babies unless they’re totally insane.”

      He sensed Raven relax marginally.

      “I need revenge. Do you understand what it is to need something so bad, you’d do anything to get it?”

      Raven’s intensity shot across the room and hit Derek in the chest. He gasped, pressed his hand to where it hit, and sent an accusing glare to Megan. “What the hell? He’s Fae, too?”

      “Wait. What?” Megan shot a bewildered glare between Derek and Raven. “What do you mean?”

      “You’ve never felt that shot to the chest that he does? That’s a Fae trait, in case you didn’t know. No wolf has that ability.”

      “Oh.” Guilty awareness crossed her face.

      Raven frowned. “Stop changing the subject.”

      “Stop giving me these body shots, and I won’t change the subject.” Derek took a shallow breath, the pain easing. “You could have broken a rib,” he complained.

      “Oh, come on.”

      “Never mind. The two of you will have to figure it out since you’re both half wolf-half Fae. Not my circus, thank the gods.” He downed his wine, no longer able to enjoy it. “I can set up a meet with Veronique. It’ll be up to you to take her out. Take it or leave it.”

      “I’ll take it.” Raven stood, held out his hand. “No tricks?”

      “No tricks.” Derek stood and, gazes locked in suspicion, they shook hands, cold against hot. Yin and yang. The moment held them motionless before dissipating; they separated.

      “Soon as possible.” Megan stood.

      He extended his hand to her, grateful when she took it. They walked to the elevator, leaving Raven to stare after them.

      Derek pressed the button before he turned Megan to him, cradled her face between his hands, and searched her gray eyes. Her internal temperature had risen. She had fully come into her wolf, then. Just as her father had predicted.

      He took a breath. “You’ll need to get a new security team.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      Urgency rode him then. “Megan, listen to me. When I leave here to set up your meeting with Veronique, I probably won’t be coming back.”

      “Why not?”

      He shrugged, made his voice light. “Three’s a crowd, my dear. Maybe it’s time I saw all those other places I used to know. Stop hanging around a hospital.”

      Tears filled her eyes and pain touched his heart, and he pushed her hair behind her ear. “We were never really meant, after all. You could tell when I kissed you.”

      She nodded. “You’ve been here so long, though. You’ve helped me so much.”

      Aware of his time running out, he smiled. “It’s time to make a move. Take a stand, for once. For what it’s worth, I’m betting on you and your wolf over there. I’m betting it all on the two of you. But be careful. Veronique is deadlier than she looks. I’ll send you a package with a phone inside. When it rings, you will receive details of the meeting with Veronique.”

      The elevator dinged and the doors slid open. Derek smiled into her eyes and pressed one long kiss on her lips, mainly to make the wolf behind her angry. Parting, he released her, an unruly sadness in his heart.

      “Live well, Megan.”
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      Megan watched the elevator doors close, and her heart contracted. She had seen love in his eyes.

      Raven let out a low growl behind her. “It’s a damn good thing he left when he did. I was about to take his head.” He wrapped his arms around her. “What did he say?”

      “He said I needed a new security guard. That he probably wasn’t coming back.” She rested against his chest. “I don’t know how I feel about that.”

      “It’ll be better for the hospital to have a licensed and bonded security company. I can help find you one.”

      “The Board of Directors has been hounding me to approve one. They’ll be pleased.”

      “Don’t get carried away, love. I’ve never heard of a Board being truly pleased with anything.”

      “So many changes,” she mused. She looked up at her love. “But we aren’t there yet, are we?”

      “No. There’s a battle to come.”

      “And you’re part Fae.” She reached up to his face, held his cheek. “We are almost a mirror image of each other. Who was missing in your life, for you to only know your wolf heritage?”

      He scowled. “Lisette and I didn’t share a dad. Hers died when she was young. Mine didn’t stick around to know I’d been conceived. Now I know why.”

      Her heart ached. “Come, love. Let’s go back to bed, and I’ll show you some of the perks of being part Fae.” Her eyes twinkling, she grabbed his sweater and tugged him to her. Planted her lips on his.

      Raven groaned. Took control of the kiss, and coaxed her lips open, his only thought to plunder her sweetness.

      Pepper, wine, and her singular delicious flavor burst across his tongue, and he groaned again. Plucked out the pins that held her hair up in an intricate braid coiled around her head. As the braid came down, he gently pushed his fingers through it, loosening it, until her hair spread across her back.

      “Beautiful Megan,” he breathed across her lips. She murmured a dissent, and he hushed her. Pressed her against him until he knew she could feel the strength of his arousal against her.

      “Come on.”  He led the way to her bedroom, where she’d left one lamp glowing softly in the corner.

      “You’ve seeped into my life in every way possible, so fast, that it seems like a dream.” She touched his chest gently. “Are you sure you want me?”

      He kissed the doubt from her lips. “I claimed you. You are mine. He stripped off the sweater he’d been wearing when she first found him, stripped off his t-shirt, and fingered the silky top she wore.

      “Your turn.”

      Her ivory skin took on a pale pink hue, but she didn’t hesitate. She dropped the trousers she wore first. Her toenails were painted a lush pink. Taking a deep breath, she lifted her top off.

      He drank the sight of her in, knew he’d never get tired of her. Her skin gleamed pale, pink, and her body had curves he could get lost in. He loved the sight of her breasts high on her chest, her nipples a deep pink. Pale blonde hair graced her mound, and he could scent her arousal.

      She put her hands on her hips and sent him a sassy look. “You’re behind.”

      “I’m enjoying the view. Very, very much.”

      She snorted. “Drop trou, wolf.”

      “With pleasure, my Fae.” His jeans hit the floor, and he had the satisfaction of seeing her eyes go wide.

      “Raven…”

      “Stop thinking.” He swept an arm around her and guided her to the bed. “Just feel for me. Okay? No more thinking tonight, Meg.”

      He wanted her. The hot length of him against her belly as he kissed her had to prove that to her.

      “Stop. Thinking.” He murmured the words as he caressed her.

      She turned to him and nipped his bottom lip. “Make me.”

      His eyes gleamed, and he grinned. “Challenge accepted.”

      He kissed his way down her throat to her collarbone, sucked gently before following the path to her breast, nipple puckered tight. When he swept his tongue across it, she arched up with a short cry.

      Raven smoothed his hand down her side as he feasted on her breast. Her skin rivaled the softness of the finest silk, and her flavor was between ambrosia and a taste of heaven.

      He palmed her ass, felt the round, firm flesh, and gave it a quick pinch, unable to resist.

      She jumped and yelped. He let her nipple slip from his lips and kissed right over her heart.

      “Be easy. I’ve got you.”

      He explored every inch of her skin. Found out that her kneecaps were ticklish, but when he kissed the back of her knees, she melted with pleasure. He then pressed kisses everywhere his hand went, just to see if she would giggle or moan.

      Finally, he reached her sex. He felt her sigh of relief when he finally, finally, petted her sex, stroked the hair there, slipped down to trace the wetness. At her gasp, he slipped his finger into her wet heat. Desire clawed at him. Claim her again.

      Gods, it wasn’t any hardship to love on Megan Cavanaugh, M.D.

      He spread her thighs and, as with every other part of her body, kissed her there. She moaned, and he licked the essence of her. Her taste entranced him. Was it because she was Fae? Or was it just…her?

      He didn’t know. Her taste was seductive, though, and he found himself lapping at her, holding her hips down when she squirmed. Her clit poked its way out of its hood, and he nipped at it, lapped it, focused on it until her hips arched up off the bed and she let out a short, wailing cry.

      He waited as her orgasm throbbed through her and she finally collapsed back onto the bed, panting. Giving her one final lick, he moved up to cover her, bracketed her face and kissed her tenderly.

      “My sweet love. You’re amazing.”

      “Mm.” A goofy grin shone up at him. “You’re the amazing one.”

      “Let’s take it another step, shall we?” With that, he plunged into her.

      Megan let out a squeal, then relaxed her muscles so she could more easily accommodate him. Her legs came around his back, and her hands dug into his hair.

      “Damn it, wolf. Give a woman a minute’s warning, would you?”

      “Baby, I’m about to ride you to ecstasy.” He waited a beat. “That long enough?”

      She giggled, and he began to ride.
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      Warmth surrounded her. Warmth, and a sense of safety she hadn’t felt in years. Her eyes fluttered open. Night still held sway, no light peeking around the edges of her curtains.

      She took a deep breath, filling her lungs with the scent of Raven. Amber, musk, and desert sage. He was devastating to her senses.

      His arm lay heavy around her waist, and he’d tucked her close against his chest. The thrill of it seeped into her very soul, filled the lonely place in her heart.

      “You’re awake.”

      His breath tickled her neck, and she smiled.

      “Just for a bit. It’s too early to wake up.” She patted his arm. “Go back to sleep, Raven.”

      “You’re not used to this, are you?” He kissed the back of her neck, and she shivered.

      “Used to what?” Shields up. He couldn’t know how amazing this felt.

      “Sleeping as pack. Sleeping with another person, I mean.”

      She bit back a sigh. “I’m not a virgin, Raven.”

      “Dear girl, I learned that last night. That doesn’t mean you’re comfortable with sleeping with someone. Sleeping, not having sex.”

      “Go back to sleep, Raven.” Her tone was dry. The last thing she needed was to be analyzed by a wolf.

      He didn’t answer her, just remained there behind her. Eventually, his breathing slowed and evened out, and she knew a moment of loss.

      How many times had she wanted someone to talk to, in the dark watches of the night? And now she did, she shut him down.

      Hot tears pricked her eyes, and she shut them, willing them to go away.

      Unheeding, they spilled down her cheeks.

      “Megan. Love. What’s the matter?” His hand came up and brushed her cheek. “You’re crying. Why?”

      “I want you.” She wiped at her face. “Gods that sounds pathetic. I want you. I want more kisses with you, more sex with you. I want what two healthy adults do in a bed in the middle of the night …eep!”

      He flipped her around so they were face-to-face.

      She stared, startled, into his eyes. “What?”

      “There are a million reasons why I shouldn’t have claimed you. I’m a damaged man, Meg. Revenge and loss twist my heart. But here you are, in my arms, so damn beautiful that I can barely breathe. You healed me. You give me hope that maybe I’m not such a bitter, vengeful man, after all.”

      “You don’t need to be kind, Raven. I know exactly what I am.”

      “Do you?”

      She sighed, impatient. “Short. Most of the Fae are tall and willowy, but not me. I’m short. And on the roundish side of things. A Fae princeling refused to marry me, and that was while I was still a child. I have a mind too curious for most men, and no flair for flattery.”

      “You’re a bright soul, Meg. Your heart is huge, and the people you treat feel it.  Don’t even try to tell me I’m wrong. Plus, you’re a wolf. Like you said earlier, it’s like we were meant to be. Mirror images. Wolf and Fae.”

      “Okay, fine. Whatever. You think I’m a saint. Pfft. Whatever.” Her nerves strummed a fine tune across her belly.

      “I felt it when you came apart, every single time we’ve been together. Don’t for a moment think I wasn’t affected. I have never…it was different with you.” He brushed a kiss on her forehead and settled her against him. “I don’t know why you’re so skittish.”

      “Because you’re going to leave. Okay? You’re going to go, and I’ll be here alone, and never welcomed back to my home Plane…” tears ran down her cheeks, and she was powerless to stop them.

      “No, I swear. It won’t be that way.” He took a breath. “While my sister was being attacked, I was off having a pity party. A few days prior to this, I had a meltdown in surgery. My patient died. I saw only my failure, only how I ruined my reputation. I went to my sister’s house to cool off.”

      She gulped. “I’ve been there.” Megan wiped her tears and focused on him. “Everyone loses patients, Raven.”

      “I thought I was invincible. My arrogance cost me my place in the pack. It cost me my standing in the tribe. And it cost me my sister and her family. If I had been there, as I should have, she would still be on this earth.”

      “And we wouldn’t have met.” She soothed the bitter lines on his face. “You can’t blame yourself for her death.”

      “I can. I do. I could have made a difference, and I let my impatience ruin everything. You’re not like that. You wouldn’t have made that mistake. I have much to learn from you, baby. I’m not leaving. Not now, not ever.”

      “You will.” She sighed. “Everyone leaves. Everyone abandons me. I can’t even keep staff.”

      “I don’t think so, Megan. Rather, I think the nurses that work under you end up going elsewhere because that’s what you do. You train. You nurture. And then you release them to find jobs nearer their families. Or jobs that are more challenging.”

      She took a shuddering breath. “Nurturing?”

      “Like a mama wolf, wanting only the best for her pups.”

      She sighed and burrowed into him, glad when his arms came around her. “I feel so lost.”

      “I’ve got you.”

      “Who are you, wolf? You are not the same man who came into my apartment with an ass full of wolfsbane and rage in your heart.”

      “Yes, well. I’ve told you the worst of me.” He was silent for a bit.

      Megan sighed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bring up the past. I never want you to be in pain.”

      “Pain is a part of life. But it is not who we are.”

      She rested in his arms and thought about that. “So you’re saying…what?”

      “That maybe the Fae and the wolves are here for the joy of life, not the sorrow. That maybe those of us who are here on the human plane, but not totally of humanity, are meant to bring joy and understanding to others.”

      “Because so many non-humans bring nothing but pain and agony? Not to mention the wars that humans are so partial to.” She sighed. “Maybe?”

      He tilted her face to him. “I know that it seems like we just met. But I’ve searched my heart. And my heart says I’ve known you for lifetimes.”

      She flinched. She couldn’t help it. “The Fae don’t believe in reincarnation.”

      “The wolves do. Never mind, love. All I know is, my journey started in a bar in Arizona, where I was given your name. All the pieces seemed to fit. Until they didn’t.”

      “Until I crawled into your bed, you mean.” She snorted softly against his shoulder.

      “Nah, woman. You healed me, even though you weren’t sure about treating a wolf. I could feel your resistance, even when I wasn’t quite myself.”

      “Pfft. Arrogance.”

      “It tends to keep me alive. But I’d still like to know who shot a dart at me.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know. I don’t know if we’ll ever get that figured out. Are you okay with it?” Snuggled in his arms, she waited for his answer.

      He sighed. “If I have to be okay with it, then I guess I am. Does that work?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Get clear, Megan. I don’t want you in the fight tomorrow night unless you know, one hundred percent, that I love you. That I claimed you, just as you claimed me. I’m not letting you go. Not for an instant.”

      “You’re saying you want me to keep a clear head.”

      “At the very least. If the mating threads haven’t convinced you, I don’t know what will.”

      She drew him to her, kissed him deeply, and something inside her settled down and purred with contentment. She’d found her mate.

      “I’m sorry, love. Call it nerves, or something. You’re right, I’m yours, just as much if not more than you are mine. Forever.”

      “Let me just remind you…” Raven rolled on top of her, his cock pressing against her.

      Joy spread through her body. “Oh yes, please. As often as you need to.”

      He nipped her neck, sucked the place he’d claimed her, and her body responded. She moaned, clutched him to her.

      Take me, my wolf. For I am yours.

      Raven snorted. Damn straight you are.
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      The nightclub pulsed orange and blue, the music loud and the bodies gyrating. Derek pushed his way through the crowd to the stairs that led up.

      He never took a stair that led below ground. Not anymore.

      The upstairs was less crowded than the scene below. He headed to the almost empty bar.

      Erick stood there polishing beer glasses. His eyes sharpened when Derek approached.

      “So, you’re alive. After all these years.” Erick’s hand hovered just out of sight.

      Derek sighed. “If you can call it that. Bourbon. Double. Water back.”

      “You know my orders, De Luca.” He picked up the phone below the bar. “I need to make a call.”

      “Hey. It’s my last drink. I’m here, aren’t I? Not going anywhere. You know we can’t get drunk easily. Give me bourbon. Double. Water back.” Derek repeated his order and tossed a fifty onto the bar. “I’ll give you another fifty for some conversation before you make that phone call.”

      Erick fingered the bill, tucked it into his shirt pocket, and put the phone away. Poured the bourbon and water back, set them on the bar.

      “So talk.”

      “There’s a certain doctor in town that has been considering an offer from Mengele.” Derek watched as understanding cleared the puzzlement off Erick’s face.

      “Yeah? So?”

      “She’s got a friend. Indian. From a reservation in Arizona. You might not know about it, since you don’t get out much.”

      But Erick’s jaw ticked, and Derek knew he had him.

      “What about her friend?”

      Derek downed the bourbon. “Hit me again.”

      Erick poured. Derek drank, wiped his mouth. “Her friend wants a one-on-one with Veronique. Apparently, someone used her name out in the field.”

      Erick’s head twitched. “So what does Veronique and the Indian have to do with this woman doctor and, uh, Mengele?”

      “She won’t agree to be a partner with Mengele unless her Indian gets a chance with Veronique. That’s all.” He finished the bourbon, gave his dead-eye stare to Erick. “And considering how badly our mutual friend Mengele wants this particular doctor’s participation, anything we can do to make that happen will make us…sorry, my apologies, wrong pronoun.” He put a hand to his heart and gave a pithy little bow before he continued.

      “Anything you can do, Erick, to make this happen, to make Doc Megan work for Mengele, will make you a superstar in Mengele’s eyes. You know I speak the truth.”

      “I do.” Erick considered the proposition. “And what of Veronique?”

      Derek shrugged. “Is she important to you? If she is, then give her a heads up. If she’s not? Just set her up. You know how. I taught you well.”

      Erick relaxed against the bar. “Okay. I’m in. How’s this going to work?”

      Derek gave him a lazy smile and laid another fifty on the bar. “Give me another double, and I’ll lay it all out for you.”

      “Behind you.”

      The words, and a stray reflection off the bottles behind the bar were the only warnings he got. In a flash, Derek had the flame-haired beauty bent backward over the bar, the knife in her hand clamped in his, their mouths a whisper apart.

      “Well, hello Veronique. What a pleasure to see you again.” Her body against his no longer had the power to excite him. He’d spent too many decades in exile because of her.

      She hissed at him and glared at Erick. “Have you made the phone call?”

      “Do I look like an idiot?” Erick emptied the dishwasher of beer glasses. “Go away, Veronique. We’re chatting before he gets picked up.”

      “I could kill him here, and handle it. I’d probably get favors for it,” Veronique purred.

      Derek twisted the knife out of her hand and released her. She sprang at him, but he kept the knife pointed at her heart.

      “Go ahead, sweetheart. Or go away. I’m dead either way, and you know it.”

      Blood tears stood in her eyes. “You broke my heart.”

      “You tried to kill me. You had me banished for life. What did you expect? Besides, yawn, it was all so long ago.” Derek leaned against the bar. “That doesn’t mean I wouldn’t love to stick this where it would hurt the most though, V.”

      “Go on, get out of here, Veronique.”

      The sultry vamp leaned across the bar, captured Erick’s face with her hands, and planted a deep kiss on his lips. “See you at home, lover.”

      Sending a haughty glare at Derek, she sashayed her way to the staircase and disappeared from view.

      Derek turned to his friend and raised his eyebrows. “Seriously?”

      Erick shrugged. “Between her, Debra and I, we do okay. We’re kind of a family.”

      “But…”

      “But,” Erick continued, “I’ve been in love with Debra forever. It would be nice for it to be the two of us.”

      “So you’re okay with my proposal?” Derek threw down two more fifties.

      The bills disappeared into Erick’s pocket, and he sent an easy smile Derek’s way.

      “Looks like it.”

      “Sounds like you don’t expect your girl to win.”

      Erick’s smile grew bigger. “If she wins, it’ll be celebrations all around. If she loses, I’ll have my Debra to myself. That’s what I call a win-win situation.”

      Derek laughed. “Pour me one more before you make that phone call, and let’s discuss this.”
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      Megan checked her weapons one more time. Katana to hand, plus all she could utilize from the Fae side…fire bolts, surges of the ocean, weaves of the air, rumbles of the earth beneath them. Her hair was braided the way she had been taught by her mother’s people, and she wore her fighting leathers. She was as ready as she could be.

      Next to her, Raven had gone through a similar check, but with a lot more weaponry. A Tanto on his hip, with a wicked curved blade and tip split into two. Two wrist knives, and a belt that held six throwing knives.

      They were hiding in a shallow cave not far from the vampire cave. Megan had received instructions, and a cell phone, that morning. The two of them had been in preparation mode ever since. When the call came to give them a place to meet, they had set aside preparations, and just spent time together.

      She’d bathed them both in sacred silence, taken him to her bed, wove about him as much love protection that she could with her body, her heart, her soul.

      Felt him do the same with her, though without conscious effort, and she had yearned for more time with him, to teach him what he truly was, to learn from him who she truly could be.

      Lunch with the Caines, in place of dinner, had been a lively affair, one she had come to cherish. If all went well, they’d see their friends again before dawn.

      Now there was nothing to do but wait.

      “Stay in human form for as long as you can.” Raven murmured the words against her cheek as they sat side by side in the cave. “If you change, you can’t change back until we have won, so please, wait. If I lose, run. Hide.”

      “You—” Her voice broke, and she tried again. “You won’t lose. We’ll do this as we had planned. Teamwork.”

      “I’m going out first. We agreed. There’s no guarantee Veronique will be alone, and if she’s not, then you come out. But only as a distraction.”

      “I know.” She thought about a precaution she had taken and sat up straighter. “Remember, they’re fast. You have to be faster.”

      He chuckled. “Remember to not get in the way of my knives, my love. We triangulate her, not flank her if it comes to that.”

      Another thought struck her. “What if she has a gun? With silver bullets?”

      “You told me you know how to bind her hands with a weave of air.” He hauled her into his lap and kissed her.

      Megan sank into the kiss. Held him close, felt his heartbeat under her hand. When their lips finally parted, she put her head on his shoulder. “I do know. You’re right. I need to remember who I am.”

      “The whole of you. Megan, from everything the Caines said at lunch today, you are one strong woman. Don’t you forget that.”

      “I won’t.”

      “Come out, come out, wherever you are.”

      The sound of a female voice carried on the still night, and Megan shivered. She slid off Raven’s lap.

      You ready?

      He sent her a grim smile. Never been more ready in my life. Remember, hang back until we know what we’re dealing with.

      Right. She hated this part, but he was right.

      He stood, shook the sand off his dark pants, and ducked out of the cave. She peered out.

      They’d picked that particular spot because it hid between two folds of the cliff, giving them some needed cover. When he did become exposed, he had a place to retreat to, if necessary.

      Megan watched her mate stride out to meet the vampire who had killed his sister, the wonder of the mating threads sparkling in the dark. She whispered, and they dimmed. Unfriendly eyes would not be able to see.
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      Veronique hovered in the air, rotating lazily as she scanned the beach, her blood-red halter dress hugging her breasts before flowing in a froth around her knees.

      Raven saw his chance and sent a throwing knife toward her unprotected back. Knew satisfaction when it hit the target, causing her to lurch forward and lower to the sand.

      Snarling, she whirled around. “Not very sportsmanlike, are you, wolf?”

      “You’re not human anyway, so what does it matter?” He kept his limbs ready. “You take babies from women’s wombs. Which makes you less than the lowest life form around. Oh, wait, you’re not alive. That’s right.”

      Surprise lit her face. “Oh, were you her lover? Were those pups yours? Sorry to say they didn’t make it…but they made a lovely snack.” She licked her lips and grinned.

      Fury had him raining knives at her, getting closer to her with every step, but she was adept enough to evade all but the last, which plunged into her thigh. Blood seeped down from the knife, drawing a crimson line down her pale thigh.

      She sighed. “You’re trying my patience, wolf.”

      “You’ve outlived your welcome, Veronique. Time for a permanent nitey-nite.”

      “You have no clue who you’re dealing with.”

      “Said every cheesy villain in every cheesy flick ever.” He shrugged. “Bring it.”

      She chuckled. With a leap and a somersault, she landed on Raven’s shoulders, her thighs tight around his neck.

      Raven held still, options running through his mind as her thighs tightened around his throat.

      “Hm. How shall I kill you? Quickly, by snapping your neck? Or slower, by asphyxiation? Or maybe I should just bleed you to death like I did your lover.”

      Her sultry laugh was cut off when Raven leaped up a bit and dove head first into the sand, into a somersault of his own, slamming her down into the sand and dislodging her.

      He rolled to his feet while Veronique struggled to hers. “She was my sister. Bitch.” He punched her in the face before she could stand, sending her tumbling once more.

      Blood poured from her nose. “That wasn’t gentlemanly.”

      “Not a gentleman.” He launched at her, wrist knife sliding into his hand. She slid sideways to his right. He caught her shoulder, jammed the knife into her side and danced away before she could grab him.

      They faced off once more, the vampire no longer smiling.

      “That’s three knives in you. Hm. Wonder who’s winning this fight?”

      Blood dripped slowly from Veronique and landed on the sand. “I’ve just been toying with you until now.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.” With a grin, she rose into the air again, and made a slashing motion with her hands.

      Cuts appeared across the leather jacket.

      “How cute. Is that made of wolf hide?” She grinned and slashed again, her hands a blur of motion.

      When she was through, his jacket was in shreds; his t-shirt may as well not exist. Blood flowed from a dozen places on his torso. Veronique cackled with glee at the coppery scent on the air.

      Raven caught his breath and wiped his mouth with his wrist. “Not wolf hide, no. Though I’d be happy to wear something made of vampire hide.”  He raised a hand to the heavens and shot a lightning bolt at her. “But I rather think you’re going to be a crispy critter.”

      Veronique dodged it, but not quite fast enough, and the hem of her dress sizzled with the contact. Screeching, she flung it off, hanging in mid-air completely naked, with Raven’s three knives still in her body.

      Panting, she turned around. “Bastard.” She slashed across his face, three cuts along the left side.

      Blood dripped down his neck. “Bitch.” He tossed another lightning bolt at her, grinned at her screech as she dodged it.

      “Your sister’s spawn wasn’t worth this, wolf. Go now, and take your playmate with you.” She glanced around the area as if searching for someone.

      He laughed. “I’ve got you hanging in the air, naked and afraid. Why should I pack up my toys and leave now?”

      “Because if you don’t leave Veronique alone, I’ll kill Megan.”

      Raven stilled but didn’t turn around. “Derek. How kind of you to join the party. Set us up, did you? Well done, mate. Well done. Step to where I can see you, please.”

      Derek carried Megan in his arms, her body limp. “She’s merely conked out. You can sense her heartbeat. You know she’s alive.”

      It was true. The mating threads were muted between them, but they were still there. Raven took a breath and backed up so he could keep both Veronique and Derek in sight.

      “What do you want?”

      Derek gave a short laugh. “What don’t I want? Freedom. Love. Anything is better than the life I’ve been living, hiding in plain sight from a madman who did me no favors when he changed me, then abandoned me because I was flawed.”

      “Derek.” Veronique’s sharp voice cut through Raven’s confusion. “Don’t get into ancient history. Not now.”

      “Not now?” The words ripped out of Derek on a howl. “Then when? I know I’m slated for disposal because I’m defective, on top of you getting me tossed out. What the fuck do I have to lose?”

      The suave and controlled vampire dissolved into one wild with grief and rage.

      “Give her to me, Derek. If you need revenge, kill Veronique. You can, you know. I can feel your strength.” It was true, Raven realized. His Fae powers let him gauge the strengths and weaknesses of his opponents in a different way than his wolf powers.

      “Veronique is the stronger. Besides, I have loved Megan longer than you have.” Derek clutched Megan to his chest, and she let out a low moan.

      A dark streak blurred the air until another vamp settled beside Veronique and handed her a black trench coat. He cast a sharp look at Derek.

      “Why are you even here?”

      “I want her. You can have him.”

      A roar from the cliffs had them all looking that way.

      Raven took his chance and sidled closer to Megan. New shapes dropped down from the sky. Three big demons landed and roared. Out of the dark came fireballs directed at the vampires.

      One of the fireballs caught Derek’s feet. With a yelp, he danced back, Megan bobbling in his arms.

      Raven saw his chance and snatched her from him as he ran for the ocean. He pulled her to him and was startled when her eyes flew open. She blew him a kiss. Relieved, he set her on her feet. “Go get ‘em, baby.”

      He turned to the fight on the beach. More vampires had swarmed down the cliff and were battling the huge demons.

      One used his tail as a whip, slicing a vampire in two. Quickly, Raven called down a firebolt, and the vampire’s remains went up in flames.

      Raven, out of knives, shifted to his wolf. His nose stung with the scent of vampire and he sneezed before leaping up and grabbing one by the throat and taking it down to the sand.

      The vampire screamed and died with Raven’s teeth still in its neck. He dropped the vamp and sniffed at it.

      What the hell?

      Bewildered, he noticed that, one by one, the demons took down the vampires with little trouble. Was that the power of the demon, or something else altogether?
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      Pulling her katana from her holster, Megan moved toward Veronique and twirled her sword.

      “Wanna play?” With a rush, she slashed at Veronique, leaving a line across the vampire’s chest.

      The vampire squealed and flew up into the air while slashing back with her hands.

      Blood dripped from Megan’s face and hands. Cuts appeared in her uniform.

      “I’ve had enough.” She chanted a quick weave, and Veronique’s hands were bound together tightly.

      Enraged, Veronique dove for her, a full body-slam. The two tumbled to the ground. When they stood, the vampire’s hands were her own again. She grabbed Megan by the throat and lifted her off the ground.

      “Stupid human.” Veronique shook her, hard, and threw her toward the rocks.

      A demon dashed in front of the cliff and Megan bounced off his hard hide, landing on the sand bruised and bloody, but alive. She wiped her mouth and stood, wavered a little bit. She couldn’t see Veronique.

      The beach was a battlefield, pure and simple. Smoke from fires made it difficult to see.

      She searched for Derek, the pain of his betrayal fresh in her heart.

      Away from the battle, Derek stood talking to someone, who gestured to the sand. Derek got to his knees by the edge of the ocean, bowed his head. The vamp in front of him raised a strong sword.

      Before she could cry out in horror, Derek’s head lay in the sand, separated from his body. The unknown vamp lifted his head, and his gaze found hers across the battlefield of the beach. He tipped his head in her direction before disappearing.

      Megan’s legs turned to jelly and she dropped to the sand, tears clogging her throat. She stared at Derek’s body, unwilling to cross to him. What could she do, after all? He was dead. Deader than undead. Gone.

      A passing fighter flicked a fireball at Derek’s body. It went up in flames with a whoosh.

      “Oh yes, cry, Fae bitch. Your lap vamp is dead for reals.” Veronique laughed, venom in her eyes, and she circled behind Megan. Grabbed her braid and yanked her to her feet. “I’m taking you with me.”

      Rage filled her then, and Megan whirled around, katana at the ready, and kept going, sweeping her blade through the fleshy part of Veronique’s waist. The blade stopped when it met the vampire’s spine, a good six or seven inches into her body.

      “You’re the one taking a trip. One way to hell.”

      Veronique’s eyes rolled up into her head. Her body dropped to the sand. Megan dug the sword into the sand and sat guard until a fireball winged toward her, caught Veronique’s red hair. Megan moved hastily away from the flames.

      The stench of burning vampire stinging her nose and eyes. Fires flickered here and there along the beach.

      Raven, in wolf form, padded to her and she hugged him close. She took comfort in the long swipe of his tongue against the cut on her face. The tears came then, for her friend, for the man she’d spent many an evening with, sipping wine and talking about the day’s news.

      After a long while, she let him go and wiped her eyes.

      Raven shifted, dropped to his knees in front of her. She felt him lift her chin and took a shuddering breath before she met his gaze.

      “You’re okay?”

      She nodded, though her head rang and her cuts ached. She’d heal at home, they both would, but in the meantime, her wounds itched with dried blood, and she longed for a bath.

      “You?” She hissed at the bite marks on his neck. “We need to fix that.”

      “It burns,” he admitted.

      Gregor Caine knelt beside her. “You were right, Doc. They weren’t going to play fair.”

      “Vampires rarely do.” The only one she’d ever known to do so had been Derek, but now he’d tarnished that. She pushed the thought aside and met Gregor’s concerned gaze. “Thank you for coming.”

      “You know we are always up for a fight. Maggie refused to stay behind,” he added.

      “I thought that was her. Well.” She held out a hand to Raven. “Help me up, love. Let’s go home.”

      They gathered on the cliff, the six of them, and just looked at each other. Raven broke the silence.

      “Thank you for being here tonight. Not sure what we’d have done without you.”

      Gabriel, Justin, and Gregor stood there, looking tired. Justin sighed.

      “There was something off about this whole thing.” He shook his head. “It’s been a long day, and an even longer night. Gather tomorrow?”

      “I’ll take a day off.” At their surprise, Megan raised an eyebrow. “What? I can take a day off.”

      “It’s just that you don’t, usually.” Maggie smiled at her friend. “We’re all drooping. Late breakfast at the homestead, say, eleven? It’s almost two now. That will give us time to get home, decompress, and get some sleep.”

      Megan leaned into Raven as he slipped his arm around her. “That sounds perfect.”

      She let Raven lead her to where he’d parked his truck. She had no more words and a gaping hole in her heart.

      When they got home, she treated the vampire bites on his neck with holy water, wincing at Raven’s creative cursing. Once the wound stopped bubbling, she laid a chamomile and coconut salve on the bites. “Good as new.” She sent a wobbly smile to him.

      “Almost. Let’s get cleaned up.”

      It wasn’t until they were in the shower together that she broke down again.

      Raven held her until she had no more tears. Watched as she healed her own lacerations and bruise on her face, neck, forearms. And when the time came to go to bed, he took her in his arms and loved her with a single-mindedness that brought her focus back to him, to them, to the magic of their coupling, and all that now lay before them.

      When she finally slept, he kept watch, with her tucked against his side. Tonight was the second time he’d almost lost her in the span of two days. That was a record he didn’t want to repeat.

      Ever.
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      The Caine homestead was warm and welcoming. Gabriel and Rose’s daughter, Brenna, was a happy toddler.

      They had finished eating and moved to the great room. A fresh breeze came in through the windows.

      “So I noticed something different in the fight last night.” Justin glanced at Raven. “You did too, didn’t you?”

      “Yeah. The vampires preferred to play keep-away, rather than get down and dirty. Not a typical fight.” Raven took Megan’s hand. “They bled out fast.”

      “Not only that but when you beheaded one, the body didn’t go searching for the head.” Gabriel, on one of the couches with Rose, leaned back, Brenna on his lap. “It was an easy fight.”

      “Almost too easy,” Gregor mused.

      Megan stirred. “There was one vampire that left alive last night.” She lifted her head, glanced around the room. “The one that beheaded Derek. After he did it, he looked right at me. I think he might have been the one who called himself Mengele. He looked at me, and disappeared.”

      “An old vampire, then.” Serra cuddled next to Gregor. “They are difficult to kill, but not impossible.”

      “I kept losing sight of Veronique in the night.” Raven frowned. “I’ve never had trouble keeping an enemy in my sights before.”

      “How often have you fought vampires?” Kellan sat in a window seat, Aubrey several feet away from him.

      “Not often. Okay, this was my second time. But still. I should have been able to focus better.”

      Megan patted his hand. “You were focusing on firebolts. It’s a matter of making room in your mind for all the things you are. The wolf, the Fae, and the human. It’s not a wonder you lost track of her, my love.”

      Aubrey spoke up then. “So we have vampires who are, what? Not as strong as they should be? Is that what happened last night? Or did I hear wrong?”

      “You heard right. The vampires tossed at us last night were weak, if such a thing is possible.” Gregor steepled his fingers together. “They weren’t fledglings, that’s for sure.”

      “The vampires were weak. The bites Raven sustained were easily cleared out and didn’t cause him the amount of pain that is normal. And a master vampire was there, with us, last night, but he didn’t fight. Why?” Megan’s eyes grew unfocused as she thought. “Why would a master vampire want to work with me? Why my children’s clinic? Why would he offer to build me laboratory space? Phlebotomy space? It doesn’t make sense.”

      Gregor leaned forward. “Did you see his face? Would you recognize him again, if you did see him?”

      She shook her head. “There was too much smoke. Too dark. He disappeared so fast that I couldn’t track him leaving. It was disorienting. The whole night was disorienting.”

      There was an uncomfortable silence, broken finally by Gregor.

      “I want to extend my condolences on the death of…hell. I’m not sorry Derek is gone, but I’m sorry for your loss. I know you were friends.”

      Megan lifted her chin. “Friends, of a sort. But he betrayed me. He was supposed to deliver me to Mengele. I’m not sure if he was killed because he failed, or for some other reason. I suppose I’ll never know, now.”

      “It’s the betrayal that cuts deepest, isn’t it?” The pain in Kellan’s voice had them all glancing his way. His eyes were unfocused. “You never expect betrayal from the people who know you best.”

      Aubrey stiffened and kept her gaze on the floor. Megan shot Serra a questioning look, but Serra only shrugged.

      Rose spoke up then. “I want to offer Megan and Raven congratulations on their mating bonds.” She sent them a sweet smile. “You have much to offer our community, the two of you.”

      “Which reminds me, I made some phone calls this morning. The Board has agreed to stop dragging their feet, and will hire a chief hospital administrator as soon as they can find a highly qualified candidate.”

      “Gregor, that’s great news. And more staff?” Megan clasped her hands. “Please, more staff?”

      “Yeah. The Board is going to work with the administrator and look at scheduling to add more staff.”

      “Well, you can tell them that Raven is going to take his California State boards. Join me at the hospital, on the fourth floor. He’s a trauma surgeon.” Megan beamed at them.

      “That’s great news.” Serra clapped her hands, her smile wide. “We have news, too. I’m pregnant.”

      Rose laughed. “So am I. Soon there will be lots of baby Caines running around.”

      Kellan got to his feet and left, and an awkward silence fell. Aubrey stood.

      “I’m just…I’ll just…yeah.” With a little wave, she picked up her purse and followed Kellan out the front door.

      Serra sighed and stood. “I worry about those two.”

      “Don’t.” Gregor put his arm around her. “They’ll find their way.”

      Maggie leaned against Justin. “I don’t know what all this means. The vampire we call Mengele, the weak vampires, the stealing of wolf children. But it’s here, and now we know. Now we can be vigilant.”

      “A year of calm did us all good,” Rose offered. She smiled, though her eyes held an anxious look. “I think Gabriel was getting tired of taking photos of cheating spouses and looking for lost dogs, though.”

      “Peace of mind.” Justin toyed with the ends of Maggie’s hair. “We had peace of mind this past year.”

      “And now something else has come along. Something big.” Megan snuggled into Raven’s arms. “We’ll handle this. After all, it’s what we do. Right?”

      Gregor spoke up. “By the way, Raven. Yesterday I pulled the footage from the security cameras. Derek was the one who shot the dart at you. He also put you in the elevator, pulled the dart out, and sent you to Megan.”

      “There’s our answer, but the bigger question is why?” Raven frowned. “How did he even know I was there?”

      Rose smiled. “We all have jobs to do on this journey of ours. Perhaps that was one of his? Making sure the two of you met, and in such a way that would pre-dispose you to each other?”

      “Maybe so.” Raven twined his fingers with Megan’s. “Out of such heartbreak comes such love.” He shook his head. “I don’t understand it, but I’m not about to turn away from it. So what happens now?”

      Justin stood. “I’m taking Maggie on vacation. We’re going to Spain.”

      Rose picked up Brenna from Gabriel’s lap and cuddled her daughter. “We need to get this one down for a nap. I need one too, so we’ll go on upstairs.”

      Raven stood, bringing Megan up with him. “No, wait. I mean, what do we do about the vampire threat?”

      The Caines turned to look at him. Serra gave him a smile.

      “We watch, and we wait. There are a couple of channels we can alert, but for the most part, it’s just us.” Gregor came over, slapped Raven on the back. “Welcome to the family.”

      “Wait, I’m not family,” Megan protested, but the rest of them overrode her.

      “Of course you are. Which makes Raven one, by extension.” Serra gave him a brief hug. “We are so glad you’re here, to watch out for this one.”

      “Well.” Raven looked down at Megan, saw the sheen of tears. “Megs, why don’t we go home? I have some work to do, calls to make, if I’m moving to L.A.”

      She took a breath, and happiness shone from her like a beacon. “That’s a great idea.”

      The clan laughed and chattered as they all went their separate ways, each of them hugging and kissing Megan and Raven.

      Once in his truck, Raven just sat there for a moment, absorbing everything that had happened to him the past few days. “Not even a week,” he murmured.

      Megan fastened her seatbelt. “What, honey?”

      He started the truck. “I was just thinking about how much my life has changed. Three months ago, I was looking for meaning. Now, I have you. I have challenging work to do, on both the medical and the community side. You all really are the guardians of the area, aren’t you?”

      She tilted her head, a sassy smile on her face. “I told you.” She turned thoughtful as he pulled away from the house. “Are you going to miss Arizona?”

      “No. And yes. I’ll miss the freedom of running as a wolf in the desert, or the mountains, anytime I want. We’ll have to consult with Danny and his pack, about where we can run.”

      “It shouldn’t be too difficult.”

      “No. And at some point, I’ll take you back home. I’ll show you my tribe, my pack. Where I grew up.”

      “Oh, that’s magic! And I can show you my favorite parts of Los Angeles. Oh, and San Diego. I love San Diego. Of course, we have to go to wine country. You’ll love Sonoma. Paso Robles. Oh oh, and of course Napa Valley.” She bounced in her seat.

      As he drove, Raven listened to her happy chatter. Out of all the places he could have ended up, he never would have expected to find the perfect mate for him in a busy metropolis. Love expanded inside him, along with an overwhelming sense of happiness.

      His heart had found a home. After all the false starts in his life, he’d finally come home.

      “I love you,” he blurted out.

      Megan stopped her chatter and touched his arm. “I love you. You are mine. I am yours.”

      “Forever,” he vowed. “Forever, and beyond.”

      
        The End

      

      [image: ]

      
        Start at the beginning of the Caine Brothers Series with DEMON SOUL, Gabriel and Rose’s story. Find all of the Caine books at City Lights Press.
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        The Mother will guide you. The dragon will call.

      

      Johanna Kozak used to believe that, until her best friend was murdered on a reconnaissance mission gone awry, for a rebellion that was the only family she’d ever known. Now on trial for a murder she didn’t commit, Johanna knows her days are numbered, because being a half-breed in a Supernatural world is a death sentence unto itself.

      Imprisoned in the bowels of the Council, the days blend together as the pain of reliving the past and the present collide—forcing her to question who she really is. And who she wants to be remembered as. A martyr who went down for a rebellion against the injustice done to half-breed’s—like her best friend? Or one of the last descendants of the dragon who can bring about a reckoning like the world has never seen?

       But when the verdict is in, and the time comes to make her choice—only one thing is certain.

       Vengeance will come for those who have wronged her, whether she stands on this side of the veil…or the other.
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      Sunset. It was time.

      I motioned silently for Jayma and the others to continue as I split myself in two. One half stayed with them, moving at a stealthy pace, while the other half streaked through the spirit realm like a wraith in the night. In some ways, that was what I was—a ghost who wielded death’s touch, acting as a hand of justice. Tonight wasn’t for killing, though. This was a scouting mission. Or a trap, depending on how you looked at it.

      Spirit-me broached the wall of Fortescue mansion. Scaling that would’ve been a bitch. Luckily, this me didn’t have to.

      I passed through the wall, less than a ghost but more alive than ever. The rose garden was a remarkable sight at sunset. The skies were painted orange and pink, the roses more vibrant in the evening light. I walked through them. Unseen. Unheard. Sometimes, I preferred it this way—the peace the spirit realm brought. Now wasn’t a time for peace, so I kept going, deeper into the heart of the Fortescue Empire.

      The path sloped downward, becoming more unnerving by the second. It was as deadly as it was beautiful. Golems guarded the grounds, leaping from one rock to another as they scanned for unwelcome guests. Their black eyes absorbed any light the sunset cast as the mansion fell into shadow. Night was coming.

      Time to pick up the pace.

      My physical body was only now approaching the wall.

      “What do you see, Jo?” Jayma asked. Jayma Balewa was my best friend, a half-breed like myself, a Witch by calling, and a sister in every way that mattered.

      “We can’t go through the garden. We’ll need to scale the roof,” I said. Both sets of my eyes glanced skyward, to the deadly spires. Those were going to be a problem.

      “Have you reached the daises?” she asked softly.

      “Not yet, but I’m getting close,” I whispered back. You could never be too careful. Even the statues had eyes and ears.

      My spirit eyes focused on the sloping grounds once more, scanning the cobblestone pathways that were starting to converge. Somehow, even the roses looked treacherous here, more thorn than flower. The croak of a venommouth caught my attention. Blasted things were two feet tall and three wide. It had the body of a frog and skin black like charred flesh, making me shiver. Its opaque eyes locked on a gnome not five feet away. Its next meal wasn’t prepared when it pounced, opening its foot-wide jaws to reveal two rows of sharp teeth. I cringed as it ate the unsuspecting creature whole. Gnomes were nasty little bastards, but it wasn’t the dragon’s way to revel in death. Particularly at the hands of a carnivorous, acid-spitting demon toad.

      I kept walking, searching the skyline of the wall for my physical body. We were all invisible, thanks to the charms my best friend had created, but the spirit realm allowed me to make out our energies as Jayma’s head popped up over the wall. We were going to need to ascend quickly if we wanted to get there in time. The meeting should be starting soon.

      As if on cue, a cold laugh rang through the air, guiding me the rest of the way to the daises. In the deepest part of the garden, right off from the towering mansion, an ancient meeting place was being used…to host a party.

      The cobblestone stopped abruptly, turning to black marble steps, streaked with gold. Rising another four feet, the platform itself was probably a good forty feet wide. Black pillars rose into the sky, and a roof of sorts protected the daises from the elements. Inside, a round table overflowed with food and drink. I zeroed in on the dark red wine glasses and the young woman with a string of bite marks along her body. Her red-tinted eyes flashed open, rolling back in her head when one of them bit her again, giving her the distinct look of a crack whore. The skimpy dress they had her done up in barely covered her. She was one of the Made. Which meant that the three gentlemen with dark gazes were the Born. They were the Vampires of legend. As beautiful as the humans imagined. As deadly as the rest of the world knew. They weren’t the only ones here, though, and the final, remaining figure was more terrifying than the first four.

      Anastasia Fortescue took a seat the moment the sun slipped below the horizon, casting the daises into deep shadow. Jayma was right; something was going on here.

      I quickly looked at the roof, trying to find any way for them to get close enough, and with them, the device that would trap Anastasia. Well, potion. Just a little something Jayma had concocted, which had taken her the better part of the last year. Even for a Witch, she was rather gifted in potions and amulets, but this one was difficult because it dabbled in spirit magic, something Jayma didn’t have. Essentially, the potion incapacitated those it saw as unworthy. Trapping them in the limbo of their minds, cutting them off from the real world. Only the magic of my people could force a consciousness into the spiritual realm. It would use my power to keep them there, and—in the end—my morals to define who was worthy. Even with the dragon lighting my way, it was a dangerous move—treacherous to the Council, and downright murderous to the Court. If all went well, Anastasia would be stuck. She could be brought to trial, and Aldric Fortescue forced to name a new heir, from another house. That was the idea anyway, provided it worked...

      I can do this. For the half-breeds. For Xun. For my parents. It’s time for the Fortescues to pay.

      I ascended the pillars and swung my spiritual body onto the roof. Jayma’s yellow aura and my physical self were scaling the final spire, the others dragging behind. My friends. My family. I soared through the air, stepping back into my body just before the daises came into view. The swirling colours of their auras fell away as my vision restored itself. My physical body was no longer only seeing in black and white as my spirit-self returned, bringing colour vision back with it.

      “We need to get on top of the daises before you release it,” I projected to Jayma.

      Her yellow feline eyes smiled.

      I leaped from one roof to the next, silent as the stone. Unseen. Unheard. Jayma followed, and the rest of our group after her. Then…we waited.

      “I understand that you want the girl out of the way. We’ll take care of it, but you have still not delivered on your part of the bargain, my dear.” His voice was ancient and yet ageless. A person who’d lived—as much as a Vampire could live, anyway—and seen things one should never see.

      “I will do as I promised, but there are still things to be done. Loose ends to tie up. You will have your queen, and I will have my empire, but first I want the girl,” Anastasia said darkly.

      I shot Jayma a what the hell look, which she promptly returned. We’d come for information, for proof of treason, for the heir to the Supernatural Empire. Oliver’s source had told him the Fortescue heir was holding a meeting we wouldn’t want to miss, but a girl? This was all over a bloody, stinking girl? Jayma held her hand up to still me, as if she could sense my unease.

      “The girl. The girl. What is she to you, young one? Why do you seek out a commoner? She is one person among many, so what makes her so special?” the old Vampire asked, and a soft moan came from the blood whore’s lips. They had to be feeding on the Made again. Or fucking her. You never knew with them, but it wasn’t like she was suffering—or would want it any other way. She’d probably been sired by one of those bastards.

      “Special? Oh please, Ivan. She poses a threat to my rule, our rule, and I simply want it taken care of before we get ahead of ourselves,” she said in an overly flirty voice.

      Our rule? How rich.

      “I see,” he murmured. There was a shuffling of chairs, and we crouched closer to the spire. It didn’t help that whatever stone they used on these was as slick as rain after a drought.

      Jayma pulled the potion from her coat pocket. Her gaze never wavered as she looked to me for confirmation. While she may have led the rebellion, I was the wraith. I was the one who saw what no other could. My mouth felt dry, even as I nodded once.

      Please don’t let me regret this.

      This was it. Trap the monsters and force a hearing. Use a truthsayer. Use a shield. Use whomever we damn well needed to push the conviction, and then…I didn’t know. Jayma and Oliver still hadn’t gotten to an agreement on what we would do from there. Maybe this girl Anastasia kept going on about could do something.

      Now is not the time. Focus!

      “Go,” Jayma said.

      We dropped to the ground, facing the table that was…empty.

      “Jo, look out—”

      She hadn’t even finished the warning before I spun, kicking backwards. My boot connected with something, but whatever that something was, it was pretty damn determined to hold on. I whirled as they flipped me, landing me on my arse.

      “I smell the People of the East on you,” the old Vamp snarled. Ivan, she’d said. As in Ivan the Cruel? I filed that information away for later as the veins in his eyes darkened to black and he snapped his fangs in my direction.

      “Then you understand what you’re getting yourself into,” I said.

      He moved to backhand me, but I was just as fast. I ducked under his arm and grabbed his wrist, twisting it and myself while he was still swinging. It happened so fast that one second, we were standing, and the next, he was bowing to the battle that now raged before him, his arm cocked so far back it would come off if I put any more force into it. They always underestimated me, never realizing that this wasn’t my first brawl with a Vamp.

      “You’re quick, little one, I will give you that. Strong blood must run in those veins,” he mused.

      “Flattery will get you nowhere.” I grunted.

      He rolled forward, propelling me with him. Around us, bodies were dropping right and left. Time for plan B.

      “You do smell delicious…” he said, pinning me to the ground as he trailed his lips along my neck. While he may have looked young and hot, even if I’d played for that team, he was old as shit.

      “Not today, you filthy, leeching wanker.” The power of both the dragon and the Mother surged inside me, and one hit to his solar plexus had him flying.

      I turned in time to see Jayma break the vial on Anastasia Fortescue’s face. A scream ripped through the air, as both she and I collapsed. My vision flashed between shades of grey and saturated colour. Bodies littered the ground around us. Blood painted my world.

      “Jayma,” I choked out. The wind was sucked from my lungs as I rapidly shifted between both realms. Anastasia let out another bloodcurdling screech, her form growing blacker by the moment.

      What the hell was that?

      “Shh, it’s okay. Will you promise me something?” Jayma asked. The black mass forming behind her stood, and the screaming stopped. The pain in my chest eased enough for me to glance at her, to warn her. But, how do you warn someone who sees it coming?

      “Jayma,” I breathed, hauling myself to my knees. It was my only warning and, apparently, my goodbye.

      She didn’t turn towards the death she’d known was waiting for her, and I was too stunned to process it until it was too late. Metal streaked across my vision, and a flood of scarlet ran down her chest. I screamed her name, lurching forward. The only sound was a thick, gurgling noise as she gasped, drowning in her own blood while I scrambled for a way to save her. She reached her shaky hand to my cheek, eyes saying goodbye until the light faded from them entirely.

      The alarm sounded as footsteps ran towards us. I would’ve been a fool to hope it was the rebellion, but hope I did. I should’ve fought. I should’ve slain Anastasia Fortescue right then and there. Instead, I sat where I was and used my last moments to reach out to Jayma in the spirit realm. I had no doubt Anastasia would kill me this time.

      “I love you, Jo. Take care of Oli for me. Finish what we started,” she said.

      The moment was fleeting, but I wanted to make it last. “Don’t leave, Jayma. Please, don’t leave me,” I called, but her voice was already beginning to fade. The dragon had her now, and even I couldn’t keep her when the dragon called. The Mother would guide her.

      “I will never leave you, Jo. This was my destiny. Now it’s time for you to fulfil yours.”

      Those were the last words she ever said to me. I stared up into the hostile faces of the Council guards, but it was Anastasia Fortescue who spoke.

      “Johanna Kozak,” she purred with smug delight. “Oh, how the mighty House Kozak has fallen. The apple never lands far from the tree.” Her biting, caustic tone was my undoing.

      “I will kill you, Council Member. Sleep with one eye open.” It wasn’t the wisest thing I’d ever done, but in my grief over Jayma, a new monster had emerged. One of my own making.

      “Guards, arrest her! For the murder of that girl,” she drawled, refusing to acknowledge my threat. Her finger never wavered as she pointed to Jayma, dead in my arms.

      It wasn’t the first time a loss had rendered me useless, but as they pried our bodies apart, I swore to myself it would be the last. Our cause would not die with her.

      Or with me.
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      The day of reckoning had come.

      I was going to die, for a crime I didn’t commit.

      The guards outside my cell were as silent as my tomb, because they knew the truth. Everyone did. From the moment she’d seen my face, her heart had blackened with rage over my survival.

      With my knees pulled up beneath my chin, I huddled in the corner. Four white walls and the steel bench beneath me were all I’d been afforded these last three days. The room was cold. Clinical. The smell of bleach from the basic, steel toilet in the corner of the room burned my nostrils, adding to the nausea that churned my stomach. Stark white tiles covered the walls and floor, and the dim light from a single, caged lightbulb reflected off the matte surface. There were no windows. The only way out was the way I’d come in, through the heavy steel door I assumed would be warded against my kind and our powers. Well…most of my kind. The People of the East had powers of their own, forgotten by the monsters that now ruled this world. Supernaturals.

      What they didn’t realise was that even though I could’ve escaped, I wouldn’t. My days were numbered, and, by the dragon, my guilt was more of a prison than this sterile box.

      How long will they keep me alive?

      A door opened somewhere nearby, and footsteps, echoing along the corridor outside, came to a sudden halt not far from my cell. Keys jangled, scraping in a lock before snapping it open with a resounding click. There was a muttered command, followed by shuffling. The solid door creaked shut and the sound retreated. With a shaky breath, I closed my eyes and allowed my thoughts to wander. They immediately went to Jayma.
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      Five years ago…

      

      I’d become accustomed to my own company during the months I’d spent travelling. Over the many weeks I was in hiding, aboard ships and freight trains, I’d found comfort in my solitude. Having learned to become invisible, I could pass unnoticed in a crowd, my slight frame and downcast eyes rendering me unthreatening and unworthy of the attention of passing strangers. That was what kept me safe. Unseen. Unheard. Despite this ability to blend in and hide in plain sight, I still sought out the black markets. I craved the feeling of belonging, however dangerous and unrealistic the prospect of re-joining a community was. So, I lingered in the shadows as people went about their business.

      A small boy skulked between two stalls. Starvation was a look I knew, thanks to the hand life had dealt me. The boy knocked into a woman carrying a heavy basket, mumbling an apology before stepping away. As she spun to scold him, her basket smashed into the teetering, precariously stacked fruit pile, spilling it onto the rain-washed cobbles.

      The stallholder barked a curse, hurrying to gather the fallen food as the woman became flustered and tried to explain about the boy. Others bent to aid the stallholder, upsetting the flow of foot traffic, the tangle of bodies adding confusion to the scene as it played out before my eyes. The boy emerged from the opposite side of the stall, clutching a few items to his chest as he tried to scramble away.

      “You there, stop!” the stallholder shouted.

      A burly man with a thick, red beard hauled the boy back to the stall. Recognising the boy and his stolen goods, the stallholder pulled something small and glinting from his pocket as he approached the two.

      I knew what would happen next. I’d seen it before.

      Not this time.

      I sprang from the shadows, crossing the distance in three strides, my elbow connecting with the stallholder’s temple. He staggered sideways into his stall, trying to evade me. What he didn’t realise was that I don’t like bullies, particularly the kind who would gut a starving kid for stealing a piece of fruit.

      I gripped his wrist and twisted, splintering his bones. His fingers splayed, forcing him to drop the weapon. He sank to the ground, cradling his damaged wrist and groaning. After bouncing the hilt of the blade on the front of my boot, I flicked it into the air and caught it in my outstretched hand, whirling on the red-haired brute.

      The boy shrank back into his captor when my eyes flashed with righteous fury. The crimson-haired Supernatural pulled his lips back in a sneer as he faced me down and pushed the boy to the ground. I didn’t break my stare as the boy scrambled to his feet and ran. He didn’t look back, and I didn’t blame him.

      Good lad. Keep running until you’re home, safe.

      I sensed the stallholder shifting behind me and shot my foot back, connecting with his face. His head hit the cobbles with a satisfying crack, and I listened again for movement, but none came. Realising he’d fallen completely silent, I turned just as the hulking man before me let out a snarl, his features twisting in rage. I cocked my head. Supernaturals were always…volatile. They killed everything they touched. It was what made my job so easy. To be death’s hand was to be the hand of justice.

      I threw the blade with pinpoint accuracy, and it quivered in the wooden strut of the stall behind the redheaded giant. I retreated, edging past the dead man, giving myself room to manoeuvre as he followed. The sheer girth of him was twice that of the dead man and five of me. His legs tensed as he zeroed in on my petite frame, and I read the signs of his attack. He lunged as I moved, already swinging my body up and around his, my hand angled beneath his chin. He reached up, grasping for a hold on my clothing, my hair, anything to give him leverage as I slipped through his fingers, making him stumble back. The knife in the post gleamed, and an idea struck as I closed the distance between the ground and myself. Bringing my foot down on the hilt, I used the little piece of metal to catapult myself backwards and land behind him. He turned, startling like a wild deer as I struck him, my aim always true. There was no snapping of bones when the dragon filled me and bade me to do his will. He grunted in pain with the first hit. His eyes glazed over with the second, and his legs became suddenly useless beneath him. I didn’t hit him a third time. I had sensed my mistake, but far too late, as he toppled to the ground. Not one muscle twitched as the light left his eyes, no bruises or proof of our fight, but he was dead nonetheless.

      I rushed forward, pulling his head up by the hair to check for breathing. Nothing. Those blows shouldn’t have killed him, but perhaps his passages were more clogged than I’d initially thought. The death touch was effective, but killing unsettled me. Supernatural or not. The loss of life never sat well with me. Uttering a curse, I glanced around.

      A crowd had formed, people gaping in open-mouthed horror at the scene. I remained crouched over my victim, golden eyes flashing with the ebbing rage that had fuelled me moments before. Someone hollered a warning from the back of the crowd to my left, and I ran.

      The horde parted as I raced towards them, fleeing the retribution that was surely close behind. I knew what was in store for me if I were caught. Murder was punishable by death, and I’d come too far to die at their hands.

      The narrow, cobbled alleys weren’t designed for swift travel, and the thick throng of people made it harder to get away as I dodged and leaped deeper and deeper into the neglected parts of the city. I needed a place to hide until nightfall, when I could slip away. Slowing my pace to catch my breath, I closed my eyes briefly, listening, feeling for anyone in pursuit. I was too exposed, so I ducked into a side alley and pushed my senses far and wide.

      The steady thrum of warning in my ears was enough to tell me I didn’t need to project to find them. Not when I could physically hear four, no, five of them, heading my way. I needed to move quickly, like a phantom through the night. I spun, full circle, looking for anything to get me out of this mess.

      Think, Johanna. Think!

      As I drifted farther from the main street, a wall to the rear of the alley came into view. I hauled myself over it, landing with a grunt on a pile of wooden crates and spoiled vegetation. I rolled from the heap, scrunching my nose at the stench of rotting cabbage.

      “Fantastic, just bloody—”

      “This way,” a voice whispered from a doorway to my right.

      “Who’re you?” I snapped, preparing myself for a fight.

      “You could attack me, or you could come inside where we can help you.”

      The man had the oddest eyes. So blue, they looked electric for a moment before softening to a plainer hue. Something in my chest loosened, sensing that he meant me no harm. His lips twitched up at one side, and he held out a hand. “Your choice, girly, but they’re closing the gap.”

      I studied him, attempting to read his oddly magnetic eyes. He felt safe, but I couldn’t be sure. Not without reaching into another spiritual plane, and there was no time. The decision had to be made now. With a glance back up the alley, I took his hand and let him tug me inside.

      The door closed quietly behind us, and he led me along a dark passageway. As my eyes adjusted to the gloom, I took in small details: symbols on the walls, framed photographs with scribbled notes stuck to the glass, the smell of something cooking, and a female voice humming a melody. I followed in silence as we turned a corner into a bright, strangely comfortable room. Large armchairs were positioned around an open fireplace, and in one sat a girl around my age.

      Her long, dark hair hung beyond her shoulders in tiny, intricate braids that swung as she raised her head. Dark gold eyes, framed by thick, perfectly arched brows, held mine for a moment as she weighed me. This girl was different from the strange boy with luminescent eyes; something in her reached out with an otherworldly touch before her full lips spread in a welcoming smile that creased the corners of her eyes. This half-Witch was a seer.

      “Didn’t have to run. She came to me.” The boy grinned, glancing sidelong at me.

      The girl left her seat, approaching me with open arms. “I’m so pleased you’re all right. Did he find you quickly enough? Were you hurt?”

      I flinched as she embraced me, unused to physical contact after living so long with the People of the East. While kind and caring in their own way, the East looked down on physical touch.

      She frowned.

      “Let her breathe, Jayma!” he chided, rolling his eyes. “This is Jayma. I’m Oliver. You can stay here until you feel you’d like to leave.” He gave me a kind smile then sauntered into the adjoining room, not waiting for a reply.

      I turned my attention back to the girl, Jayma, beaming before me, and smiled. “Johanna. Thanks for the rescue.”

      Her friendly face spread into a broad grin, her round, flushed cheeks dimpling as she grasped my hand. “Come and sit. Tell me about your travels!” she gushed, ushering me towards the armchair.

      Definitely clairvoyant, I mused silently. Witches’ gifts were often tied to the Mother. Clairvoyance wasn’t uncommon among them.

      Her skin was even darker than mine, closer to Papa’s. I’d never met another half-breed Witch, although I was more of a mix than most. The Supernaturals didn’t treat our kind well, so it shouldn’t be surprising that most of us fled to the corners of the earth. Here she was, though, another half-breed in Supernatural territory, alive, and smirking, at that. My lips curved up into a small smile as I sank back into the soft cushions, physically relaxing for the first time in months.

      Jayma watched me, a frown etching furrows into her brow. “How long have you lived out there?” she asked, her cheerful tone gone.

      “A few months.” I shrugged, gazing around the room.

      Before my attention could settle on any individual feature, movement in the doorway distracted me. Oliver crossed the room, offering me a steaming mug of tea, and sat in the chair to my left. I thanked him and looked from one to the other, waiting for someone to say something.

      A look passed between them before Oliver said, “What you did for that boy… Do you know him? Is he with you?”

      I shook my head, lowering my eyes as I sipped my tea. “No, I don’t know him. All he did was steal some fruit, and that— He pulled a knife on him. I couldn’t…” My voice trailed off as I remembered why I couldn’t have allowed them to harm him. Too many had died, just trying to survive in this cruel, unforgiving world.

      While Europe may have been Supe country, it wasn’t much better in the East. The People of the East had nearly been wiped out by the Supes until they went into hiding a thousand years ago. Now the rest of the world thought they were dead. The East didn’t take kindly to travellers, though, and unless you shared the blood of the dragon, they couldn’t care less whether you lived or died. The South was more ideal from a freedom perspective—if your goal was to escape persecution. The Witches who lived there were kinder, but most couldn’t survive Africa’s desert long enough to find them. They’d hidden their villages much like the People had, but the world still knew that Witches lived. They’d thought being on the Council would change things, that the Supes would accept them well enough to leave them be…but some still hunted them. Needless to say, being a half-breed in a world ruled by the pures wasn’t easy.

      Oliver twisted in the chair, facing me. “You killed two men, Johanna, to protect one little thief. Why?”

      There was no anger in his tone. No threat. No malice. His gentle voice seemed to hold more concern than anything else. How very strange for a Supernatural. I considered how to answer, but I had questions of my own. “Why did you offer me sanctuary?”

      His gaze flicked to Jayma, who simply nodded and settled back into her chair. “We are a small group,” he began, uncertain. With a subtle nod of Jayma’s head to urge him on, Oliver loosed a sigh of resignation. “Who dislike the inequality of our world.”

      That’s one way to put it.

      There was a slight quiver behind his brave façade, and while Jayma looked my age, he was at least a good two years older. “Jayma saw what you did, watched you fight for that child’s life, and she believes you’re like us. I brought you here, because, well…we look after our own.”

      I processed his words carefully, reading between the lines, and nodded my understanding.

      “Technically, Oli, she brought herself here. You simply opened the door,” Jayma quipped, pulling her legs up beneath her and curling into the arm of the chair.

      His lips twitched, and he looked back at me. “Are you like us, Johanna?” he asked, his piercing blue eyes boring into mine. This boy of no more than sixteen was recruiting me to join the fight and step out of the shadows.

      I glanced at Jayma then back at him. While he hadn’t been quite as frank as I’d have liked, he was as honest as he could’ve been, given the dangerous turn our conversation had taken. If the Council knew about them, this place, there would be war, and the boot would come down on all our heads.

      I should’ve turned and left. Thanked them for their help, and walked away. Something about these two called to me though. What would’ve persuaded a Supernatural boy to turn on his own kind? And who was this golden-eyed Witch blessed by the Mother? I stilled, reaching out to see the truth. As my spirit eyes opened, I saw them for what they were: flawed but true. Jayma glowed with a startling yellow, and Oliver was an intense but brilliant blue. Loyal to a fault.

      Maybe it was time to settle for a while, and see what these young rebels were made of.

      Are you like us, Johanna? The words rang through me again. I knew my answer.

      “If you’re asking if I kowtow to them, Oliver,” I said, evenly, “then, no, I don’t. I live as I do because they took everything from me.”

      Jayma huffed a short, smug breath through her nose as Oliver sighed with relief. I looked at him, waiting for his response, and was met with a sad smile. “You’ll probably fit right in then.”
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      The small smile I’d allowed myself at the memory vanished as a key scraped at the lock of my cell door.
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      Passing through the long, tiled corridors, I continued to think of my friends. My dead friends. They were the only family I’d known for years, and now they were gone. Jayma. Jayma was gone. Who knew when I’d see Oliver again? I hoped to see him once more before they carried out my sentence—I knew it would be the gallows for me. A half-breed on trial before the Council? Not even Oliver, one of my best mates and heir to House Fortier, could save my life now; it was in the dragon’s claws.
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      Five years ago…

      

      In the beginning, I never left the safe house. Jayma had taken me up to one of the spare bedrooms that first afternoon, told me it was mine, and that was that. I had a home again.

      Over the following weeks, I became accustomed to being around people, getting to know Jayma and Oliver a little better and learning about what they did. Oliver, it turned out, was very well connected. The only son of one of the more prominent Supernatural Council Members in England, he worked covertly to help as many half-breeds as possible escape the tyranny of a small but powerful sect of Supernatural elite. One his family happened to belong to, as did several of our small but growing rebellion.

      Admittedly, it took me a while to relax around him. He was a pure-blooded Supernatural, and having only ever been on the receiving end of their hatred, I was wary. He soon changed that. His easygoing, friendly nature won me over as the weeks passed. It helped that he was loyal to Jayma; I’d never seen a pure-blood treat one of my own as an equal.

      Jayma, half Witch, half Supe, was the spearhead of their organisation. Her bubbly, optimistic nature was in stark contrast to her fierce opposition to the oppression of our kind by the ruling families.

      It made for some heated conversations where she and Oliver were concerned. They had a difference of opinion as to what the end game was, if we ever did succeed in overthrowing the ruling family. Oliver wanted to see the Council reformed, and actually do well by his people—and ours, by extension. Jayma wasn’t keen on this idea, though, because she, like myself, knew that for true change, it all had to go. The Council wouldn’t allow itself to be reformed, and eventually the same evil that came from the Fortescues would pass on to whatever ruling family was next. I understood where they were both coming from, being both a half-breed and the should-be heir of House Kozak. There wasn’t a right answer, but for the most part, they worked towards the same goal, and until House Fortescue fell, that would be enough.

      Sometimes, the house was busy, people coming and going, relaying information or calling in for news. Other times, it was just Jayma and me. Those quiet times were nice, getting to know her better, spending days discussing the rebellion, and gleaning more of an insight into who they were, what they were doing, and why they were doing it. I never told Jayma about my own past; she’d already seen it, of course, but in the five years I knew her, she never mentioned it, and for that, I was grateful.

      I was sitting on the floor, between Jayma’s legs, as she braided my wet hair by the fire. “Do you think you’re ready to come out with me tomorrow?” she asked, gently kneading my hair apart like my mother used to. It had been several weeks since they took me in, but going back out still didn’t sit well. I hadn’t forgotten my time in the real world, and the things I’d seen before I was even a teenager.

      “Do you think it’s safe? What if I’m recognised, after…?” The shame of killing those two men was still gnawing at me, however deserving they’d been of their fates.

      “People have short memories, Jo. No guards saw you. You’ll be fine,” she assured me, fastening a bobble to secure my hair.

      “If you’re sure…”

      She leaned over my shoulder, her own dark braids jingling as the wooden beads knocked together. Smiling, she raised a brow. “I know you’ll be fine.”

      I laughed. Of course she knew. “Fair enough,” I conceded, jumping up to look in the mirror. “Brill, thanks! I can never get them that tight.”

      She settled back into the chair, tucking her feet beneath her. “You’re welcome. You owe me a brew.”

      Rolling my eyes, I headed for the kitchen. “You’re going to turn into a teabag, all the tea you drink.”
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      Of course, I was the last to arrive for my trial. The very act of parading me before the families gathered as my jury was contrived to intimidate, to unnerve and muddle me, forcing my admission of guilt. They sat in a semi-circle on varnished oak benches, higher up on a platform. Heads turned to catch a glimpse of me as I was ushered into the centre of the room.

      Trying not to make eye contact with any of them, I kept my gaze above them and admired the chamber. With a high, domed ceiling, the acoustics of the room were amplified. While respectfully quiet, the families murmured to one another as I passed, creating a low hum of sound that carried around the vast space.

      To my left were arched, stained glass windows that provided ample natural light, with book cases lining the walls beneath them. The sharp morning light was subdued by the warm reds and yellows of the glass, which would’ve given the room a welcoming feel were it not for the vultures gazing down on me from the benches up ahead.

      There was a faint scent of lemon and oil, which I assumed was used to polish the many wooden surfaces, mingled with the slightly floral smell of the old books. I focused on the carved arch and beautiful pillars that framed their semi-circle of injustice as my guard positioned me before a solitary chair beneath the judge and jury. The Council chambers had a very gladiatoresque feel to them, even if the grandeur was breathtaking. A younger Johanna would’ve been swept away by the beauty used to showcase the Fortescues’ might, but such pretty things wouldn’t intimidate me. Not anymore.

      Anastasia Fortescue glared down at me, a smirk playing on her lips. I met her eyes with an icy glare as I waited for my charges to be read out.

      The room fell silent when Aldric Fortescue rose from his seat.

      “Johanna Kozak.” I flinched at the venom in his voice. “You are charged with the murder of Jayma Balewa, half-breed Witch. This is a fact-finding hearing, an opportunity for all evidence against you to be presented. You may be seated.”

      He sat back down, and the families followed suit. My guards kept a tight hand on my shoulder, not allowing me to sit in the small, decrepit chair they’d dragged out for this, until the hearing began.

      Aldric smirked as Anastasia took a sip from a glass and rose. I closed my eyes, fists clenching at my sides in anticipation of what was to come, at the web of lies she would weave.

      Stay calm. Stay rational. This is about justice for Jayma. My best mate, the first real friend I’d had since I fled the East all those years ago.

      She surveyed the families to either side of us, her eyes passing over each of their faces in turn, as if measuring the weight her words would carry with them.

      She flicked her chin, instructing me to stand. “Ladies and gentlemen,” she said as soon as I was on my feet. “We are here to present you with the evidence against Miss Kozak. I, personally, witnessed the horrific events and shall present my statement first.”

      She paused, looking down on me, and I held her in a cold stare. I know what you’re going to do. I’ll fight. I’ll expose you for what you are.

      “Three nights ago, I had a private meeting with some members of the High Council, to discuss the attacks that have been plaguing our people for months now. Jayma Balewa was there to ensure the meeting went off without any interferences.” She sneered down at me before continuing her blasphemous story that twisted lies with truth. “As a servant of House Fortier, she and others who were killed in this attack were there to do their duty to myself and the ruling family.”

      No. This cannot be happening.

      It was, though, because in all our grandest attempts at pinning her and the Fortescues down, I’d never accounted for her dark energy, how she could manipulate with more than words. Her eyes went black, like the demons she worked with. The others couldn’t see what I saw, a darkness that came from within. She was twisted, her energy altered in such a way that it made me wonder what had fostered the darkness inside her, leading her deeper down this path than should’ve been possible for a mortal.

      “Johanna Kozak attacked that night, killing everything in her path in an act of revenge she should never have lived to carry out. House Kozak was burned at the stake eleven years ago, as traitors to the Council. I saw it with my own eyes, to ensure the job was done. This girl disappeared just before the burning, to hone herself into a weapon, and come back and kill us all.” Anastasia’s voice rose, and she was only a breath away from declaring my death sentence herself when her grandfather put a hand on her lower back—a gentle reminder of his power, and that she would not be decreeing anything. The tension in the room turned volatile as she gave him the most saccharine smile I’d ever seen. She didn’t respect this man and his power; she envied it.

      “Miss Kozak descended on the meeting, tore our servants limb from limb, and killed several of the Born. Any hope I had of forming a treaty to stop the killings is gone, because of this girl.” The black energy coming from her poured out so rapidly it was hard to tell the difference between woman and monster. Two obsidian eyes stared down at me, ready to kill.

      “So, I ask you, Johanna Kozak, half-breed from the fallen House Kozak, where is the honour your House prided itself on so much that it turned against the Council and our wishes? Where is your honour?”

      This trial had turned to interrogation faster than even I’d expected, but I had my answer, and they would hear it. “Honour wears different coats to different eyes, Council Member,” I said defiantly.

      Her lips curved up in snake-like smile. “There is no honour in killing one’s own kind. You slit Jayma Balewa’s throat and let her drown in her blood.”

      My head moved slowly from side to side. I’d expected a string of untruths, but this was unbearable. Jayma had died from her throat being cut, yes, but I hadn’t been the one wielding that blade.

      The families shuffled in their seats, murmuring to one another as they listened to her half-thought out lies, only held together by a thread of darkness.

      Surely, they don’t believe this?

      Even taking her power into account, it was unfathomable that some of these families could stand to hear the rubbish spewing from her mouth.

      I clamped my mouth shut, biting my lip so hard it bled.

      Anastasia took her seat, eyes still fixed on me; she leaned slightly to listen to something her grandfather was saying, and her lips twitched into a malicious grin.

      My stomach churned as Aldric stood and addressed me. “Miss Kozak, have you anything to add to Miss Fortescue’s statement?”

      Really? What could I possibly say to refute those blasphemous claims?

      I swallowed hard and opened my mouth then closed it again as I considered my response. I hadn’t killed Jayma. She had. But who would believe me? Who would dare to challenge her?

      “Miss Kozak?” Aldric pressed. “If you do not respond, your guilt is implied.”

      “With respect, sir,” I replied, trying to stop my voice wobbling, “my guilt is already presumed. Council Member Fortescue has given an inaccurate account because I did not kill my friend.”

      Whispers broke out in the chamber room, and Anastasia wasn’t such a fool to think that no one would question her story. Narrowing her eyes maliciously, she slammed her open palm on the table before her and yelled, “Silence!”

      Aldric shot her a furious, warning glare as the table split in two from the impact. She stared brazenly at him with an ambivalent expression, almost bored. I saw it, though, the hatred that burned in her veins. She didn’t have a scrap of love for the man she dotingly called grandfather—if anything, she was a snake in the grass. Silently, she settled back in her seat, quietly trying to worm her way into my mind. For all her wicked powers could accomplish, though; my soul was untouchable. The dragon had blessed me with something more valuable than gold or power. My mind was unreadable.

      Returning his attention to me, his expression blank, Aldric said mildly, “Emotions are running high today. We shall dismiss at this point and hear the accused’s testimony tomorrow.”

      There was a long pause, Aldric looking at me as I glared at Anastasia.

      The Council chambers broke out into uneasy murmuring as Aldric nodded to the guard at my side. “Escort Miss Kozak back to her accommodations.”

      A rough hand grabbed my arm, wrenching me from my seat. I could fight it. I could fight them all, but what was the point when they’d already made up their minds?

      I was going to die, and Anastasia was going to put the last nail in my coffin.
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      The chamber had lost some of its glamour when they dragged me back the next day. The light streaming through the arched windows did nothing to raise my spirits; the smell of the books and polished oak walls were not comforting. They marked the place where Anastasia had dug my grave.

      “You expect us to believe that?” Aldric asked, after I recounted what had happened that night. “That my granddaughter, a respected member of the Council, was responsible for the death of that poor girl?”

      Unwavering, I maintained eye contact. “It’s the truth. I’m happy to give you a full account.”

      My words fell on deaf ears. The cowed people before me were unwilling to see the truth.

      His eyes narrowed as Anastasia snorted. “You expect us to believe a half…sane criminal over a member of the Council?” he said, covering his very-near-slip with a humourless laugh. While they persecuted my people endlessly, they never said it in so many terms.

      My brows rose at his faux pas. Careful, Council Member. Your true colours are showing…

      “Why wouldn’t they? She killed any possible witnesses. She’s well connected, revered even, by some.” My eyes flicked to House Lis. The cowardly bastards kowtowed to the Fortescues, always bending over backwards. “More reason to think she could frame me,” I stated, almost belligerently.

      “Do the honourable thing and admit your guilt,” Anastasia purred from her grandfather’s side.

      “Honourable?” I scoffed, struggling to contain the rage building within me. “What do you understand of honour? Where is the honour in slaughtering thousands of mixed lineage families because there’s a slight possibility they may challenge your self-appointed rule? The unspoken war on my people is not honourable, Council Member. It’s genocide.”

      I stared her down, challenging her. The inky black substance of her hatred billowed around her, invisible to the others, as always. I see you, though. I know what you are.

      Barely controlling her fraying temper, she said with a vulpine grin, “We only ever dispatch those who are a threat to our society, Miss Kozak. People such as yourself.”

      Fists clenched, jaw set, I growled through gritted teeth, “My family was not a threat.”

      The smug smile on her face had me so enraged, I would’ve happily torn her head off there and then. It wasn’t the dragon’s way though. With a deep breath, I calmed the simmering rage and levelled my tone. “They were peaceful, honourable people, and you slaughtered them. Jayma was honourable, and you killed her. You are the ones who lack honour. You exploit your position, use your power to manipulate and kill those who question your methods. You are the threat, Anastasia Fortescue.”

      “Silence,” Anastasia hissed, shaking with contained rage.

      The families before me muttered between themselves.

      Making sure she noticed the twitch of my lips, I took my seat and looked at Aldric. I held him in my stare, defying his self-imposed rule, hating what they were, what they represented. I made sure he saw it, because while the Fortescues may have been king here, both they and I knew that just as kings rise, they also fall. He wasn’t a fool, and, as outrageous as Anastasia’s outbursts were, neither was she. I may’ve been about to meet my end, but the rebellion would live on, and I would be a martyr. If they killed me, it would give legitimacy to the half-breed outcries of injustice. It would put to words that which they’d intentionally ignored for centuries, despite their crusade against my people. Against Jayma. Even in death, I would find justice for her. I had promised.

      Aldric tore his eyes from mine, looking at the blond Supe who twitched in his seat with disapproval. “Yes, Graeme?” Aldric asked, coolly.

      Council Member Graeme shifted uncomfortably, and his bright blue gaze darted from Aldric to Anastasia then finally to me.

      Don’t get your hopes up. They know better than to fight for you here. I dropped my gaze to the floor. Pretending to be unseen. Unheard.

      Clearing his throat, he said, “All evidence must be examined.”

      I snapped my head up, peering at Aldric through my eyelashes as murmurs of agreement followed his statement.

      They’re speaking out…for me.

      House Graeme had been part of the rebellion for years now, but minimised their involvement to keep the Fortescues off their back. While I stalked the streets and did the dirty work, the Graemes navigated much more treacherous territory on an everyday basis.

      Aldric stiffened, a coldness entering his eyes as he looked at his challenger. “Indeed,” he said thoughtfully. Falsely. His cold eyes were taking in everything, and even the Council could see through his façade when he pretended to care what the others thought. He never gave a damn about anything except the throne he’d built from the bones of my people.

      “No,” Anastasia snapped, “this is outrageous! A common criminal… Grandfather, no!”

      Another voice rose above the murmurs. Female. “I fail to see how listening to two young women disagreeing serves to reach a sentence.”

      That was House Berg, down to earth and steady as ever. They’d been with the rebellion even longer than I.

      “The girl is entitled to a fair hearing,” another voice insisted. House Kearney, the newest family to be recruited. I’d won them over several months ago. The Irish were always an interesting lot, no matter the scene.

      Anastasia was livid. “That girl,” she spat, “is a danger to us all. Hang her, and be done with it.”

      The debate continued, her outburst ignored, as the families agreed and disagreed over my right to a fair trial. I kept my eyes firmly on Aldric, gauging his response. His dark, calculating eyes followed the debate that had taken over his Council chamber. He wasn’t listening for my sake; he was feeling out the traitors among them.

      They need to tone it down or they’ll be caught. There’s no rebellion if everyone’s dead.

      Anastasia was the first to speak out, assaulting them all with the authority behind her words. “Enough! This hearing is adjourned for today. We will continue tomorrow.”

      Aldric gave a curt nod of agreement, turning his furious gaze on her as the guard hauled me from the rickety chair and pushed me out the door.
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      It was a relief to be back in my cell. The atmosphere in that chamber was aggressive, invasive, so much so that it still clung to my bloodstained shirt like a fog that wouldn’t lift. I worried for the others, knowing how big a risk they were taking in standing up for me.

      Foolish. They’re going to get everyone killed. Underneath the chaffing and scolding, I knew why I worried. I don’t want another death on my hands, another Jayma.

      I lay on the steel bench, staring at the ceiling for a while, replaying the events in the chamber over and over. To openly challenge a Fortescue! It was both brave and incredibly stupid. Why would they risk it all for me?

      Footsteps along the corridor drew my attention briefly, and I wondered if they’d decided to reconvene. I didn’t bother to get up as the door creaked open, and didn’t look at the guard as he stepped inside.

      “Thank you, Caleb. Lock the door.”

      I almost toppled to the floor as I scrambled from the bench. “What are you doing here?” I whispered, rushing into his open arms.

      “Visiting,” he said, smoothing a hand over the top of my head.

      I pulled back, studying his face. “Oli, if you’re caught… Wait a minute now—how did you get in?”

      “Oh, you know, a pretty face and favour from House Fortier…gets you everywhere.”

      I smirked at his lopsided grin and nudged him with my shoulder as I returned to the bench and sat down.

      “You shouldn’t be here. If they catch you…” I shook my head.

      He sat beside me and placed a gentle arm around my shoulders. “Don’t worry about me. I’m… We’re all more worried about you. You’re here because of us. You took the fall for us.”

      I sighed, choking back tears, and whispered, “Jayma…”

      “I… Jo, there was nothing you could’ve done. She didn’t see it herself. Please, don’t…”

      He was wrong. I wasn’t going to tell him that, though. The only thing worse than losing the person you love is knowing they saw it coming—and still chose to go. To leave you. I wasn’t going to put that burden on him.

      “She died for me, Oli. Because of me.” I turned and buried my face in his shoulder. I focused on the how, not the why. She may have known it was coming, but I was still the one who’d lived to see the next sunrise. I should’ve killed Anastasia Fortescue when I had the chance.

      He held me for a few moments, unsure how to proceed. For all his wit and charm, he’d always been hopeless with displays of affection. I’d softened over the last few years with Jayma. She was so touchy-feely, always linking our arms or rubbing my shoulder, it was becoming natural for me to seek the physical comfort of a welcoming embrace.

      Tightening his arms, he said, “I loved her, Jo. Part of the reason I’m doing this was so we could be together without risking her life, without my family facing the shame of…the pain of losing their only son. She did all this so that we, and others, could live without fear of them and their retribution.” He paused, taking a shaky breath. “You didn’t do this. They did.”

      Despite my grief, I smiled sadly at his unyielding loyalty to her, even after her death. Every risk, all the dangerous situations he’d placed himself in, it was all for her. For them. My best friends. His family loved Jayma. His parents would’ve supported them, but at the cost of their reputation and social standing. Without that, they couldn’t influence and monitor the Council. They couldn’t have kept him or Jayma safe. Not that I was sure how they could save him anyway, when word got out that he was here.

      “When the time comes,” I said quietly, looking up, “I don’t want you there.”

      “The time isn’t coming, Jo. I won’t lose you both,” he said firmly, his steel-blue eyes flashing with quiet rage. “They won’t take you from me too.”

      I knew that look. Knew what his determined tone meant. “Oli, please…”

      “It’s all in hand. Just do what you have to do here. I’ll handle everything else.” Movement outside, a light tap on the door, halted our conversation in its tracks. He offered me his best smile, his eyes shining as he kissed my forehead. “I’ll come back.”

      Before I could say anything, he removed his arm and winked, striding out the door. I stared blankly at the space he’d left. My cell suddenly felt too big. Too sparse. The loneliness sank like a stone in my stomach as I settled, cross-legged, on the bench.

      There was only one way into this place. Only one way out. If I walked out of here alive, it would be through that door, and that door alone. Oliver was good, and he was smart, but we both knew there was no way Anastasia would let me leave this cell unless it was for a march to the gallows.
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      A sharp rapping startled me out of meditation. There was a clinking of metal against the door, the hinges complaining with a screech as it opened. I peered up at the golden half-breed before me, holding a plate of food in one hand and a washcloth in the other.

      “Can I help you?” I asked flatly, too tired for another round of questioning. I’d had enough in the chamber the other day.

      His eyebrows quirked up as he looked over me, a ghost of sadness in his eyes as the guards behind him pulled the door shut. Closing us both in. “My name is Alec. I brought you something to eat…” His voice trailed off at the stony look on my face.

      “I gathered,” I said, pulling my legs back to my chest. I nodded to the spot I’d just made, motioning for him to sit.

      He looked down at me for a moment, assessing me. “You don’t seem too anxious, for a girl who’s on death row.”

      I liked his honesty; it was refreshing in this den of vipers.

      “Fortescue lackeys don’t come for friendly chats, bearing gifts,” I murmured, gesturing to the plate on his lap. “Yet here you are. What do you want?”

      “Touché,” he said as he handed me the plate of food. Cold ham, hard bread, and a chunk of cheese. It wasn’t much, but it was better than the porridge they’d been passing off as food. The blond-haired man leaned back against the white walls, looking far too bright, even in this sterile room. His golden eyes glowed with an effervescence that reminded me so much of my Jayma that my heart ached.

      “So, tell me, how are you doing it?” he asked suddenly, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees. His face turned towards me, rapt with interest.

      “Doing what?” I asked around a mouthful of bread. I knew full well what he was asking, but I wanted to make him say it. If he wanted information about me, he’d damn well work for it. Also…it was lonely down here. Any company was better than these four walls. Was that selfish? Knowing I was going to die and wanting a few minutes with another living being? I didn’t think so.

      “Remaining calm. You’ve been here five days, you know.” He wanted to know how I wasn’t babbling to myself yet and clawing at my own eyes. Maybe they were just hoping they could wait me out, and I’d do the job for them. No. Anastasia was too spiteful for that. She craved the display of power over me, the glory of striking the final blow…or kicking the chair. Whichever.

      “There are worse things than death,” I said dismissively. Jayma came to mind.

      “That’s very true.”

      I narrowed my eyes, peering through the spirit realm into his aura. Dark green and orange muted his natural sense of self. Flecks of black and gold fell from him like fireworks, and the thinnest line of gold ran from him to the wall, disappearing entirely. I frowned to myself, stepping out of the realm of the dragon and into the cold prison cell.

      “Tell me about your signasti,” I said abruptly.

      He stiffened, brows pulled in, and looked at me for a long moment before responding. “How do you know?”

      He seemed relieved that I’d asked, that someone had sensed it… Whatever was weighing on him had hurt his other half. The bond was so thin it was almost nonexistent.

      “I know many things,” I said vaguely. There was no need to get into the People of the East; their secrets would die with me.

      “So I’ve heard. Are the rumours true then?” he asked, referring to the very people I wanted to keep out of this. They’d been persecuted enough.

      “What rumours?”

      “About where you come from,” he said boldly, implying he knew more about me.

      “I suppose that depends on who you ask, doesn’t it?” I answered lightly, brushing the crumbs from my torn black shirt. I nibbled at the corner of the cheese, listening to the hum of the lightbulb as I waited for his reply. It was the only noise in this silent cell, far enough underground that a bomb could go off and I may not even hear it.

      “Not really. Your story is your own. Their twisted versions don’t change the truth.”

      I frowned. Lackeys don’t usually have a backbone… “You should tell them that. See how that goes for you,” I suggested with a shrug.

      He leaned back again, running his thumb over his bottom lip. His eyes darkened, briefly, in the grip of some internal conflict.

      I continued picking at my plate, giving him time to think.

      “If what they say isn’t true then who are you, Johanna? Because you don’t strike me as a cold-blooded killer.” Those were dangerous words down here, where there were eyes and ears everywhere. They were true nonetheless.

      “I’m not,” I said darkly. That’s not quite true. “Well…you know, I didn’t kill my best friend.”

      “Then how did you get here?” he asked softly, locking his eyes with mine. His manipulation was so subtle he probably didn’t realize he was doing it. Unfortunately for him, I was looking for it.

      “That’s a long story, Alec.” I pushed the tray of cold ham back to the beautiful boy, who stared unabashedly, before shuffling back, resting my head on the wall, and closing my eyes.

      Americans, I thought. Such compassionate fools.

      “Who are you, Johanna?” he repeated, completely enraptured by my ease.

      I stayed that way for a minute, enjoying the break from the harsh light of the cell. They expected me to be afraid of death, not understanding that it wasn’t the end. Life went on, in its own way. The dragon ensured it, as he guided souls to where they needed to be. Jayma was still out there somewhere—maybe not as she’d once been, but she was there.

      Maybe in the next life, I thought wistfully.

      “I’m…tired,” I said quietly, wanting to say more but coming up short. I was tired, but not physically.

      Wiping my mouth on my sleeve, I frowned down at my filthy arm. Alec offered me the washcloth he’d been holding. With a brief nod of thanks, I rolled up my torn sleeves and scrubbed at the dirt and dried blood, Jayma’s blood, trying to get my skin clean.

      “You’re different than I expected,” he said as I turned the cloth over and started on my face. “When I first started working at the Council, I was hired to track down a girl. My mistress called her a terror. She said this girl would be the death of us all, and that if I wanted to please her, I needed to scour the streets of the London Black Market. No one had managed to catch her yet, but I somehow thought I’d be different. It was just a girl, after all.”

      Goose bumps broke out along my arms, despite his soft tone. I rubbed at my skin, hoping he wouldn’t notice.

      “I searched for four months, with nothing to report back to my mistress. She grew more impatient by the day, threatening to hurt those I care for if I couldn’t deliver results. I was desperate and down on my luck, when one day, I saw the strangest thing. There was a fight in the square, down at the loading docks. A new group of slaves had been brought in for shopkeepers to bid on.”

      As he spoke, the day formed in my mind. It was drizzling outside through the heavy fog. My cloak was already sodden, and Jayma wanted me home, but there was trouble in the air, and we both knew it. I stayed at the loading docks, and watched as they unloaded a young slave girl with cloudy eyes and brown skin. Her tight curls flopped over in the rain, and her tiny body shook from the cold.

      “There was a girl. A young slave, half-breed, by the looks of her, but her eyes were all wrong. They auctioned her off to a brute of a man. He hadn’t owned her for five minutes before he laid his hands on her. I wanted to do something myself, but before I could take more than a step towards them, the man was dead. Stone. Cold. Dead.” His voice was hypnotic. “It was the oddest thing, for a Supernatural to die so suddenly with no cause of death. The crowd fell into a frenzy, thinking it was the girl who’d killed him. It wasn’t, though. As they closed in on the small Witch child, a shadow moved with them, and then they started dropping, one by one, falling away. I moved to get closer, but the crowd panicked and fights broke out. Stalls were smashed, people burned, others starved for days. The girl, though, the young Witch, was nowhere to be found.”

      I dumped the filthy cloth on the plate at his side, and nodded to indicate that I was listening. At least he wasn’t asking questions.

      May as well let the lad talk.

      “Here’s the strangest part, though. I saw the Witch leave when this fight broke out, and she had help from a girl cloaked in night. It was so fast I almost missed it. You were that good. But when you reached to help her over a wall, I saw the briefest flash of a tattoo that looked like scales. I didn’t pursue you, even though I was ordered to. For months, I thought about why, and I think…it was because I wanted to know what kind of person would take on a crowd to save a young Witch’s life. You don’t have to say anything, Johanna, but I know a fighter when I see it, and you’ve been fighting for a long time, haven’t you?”

      He held me in a curious gaze for a moment then glanced at the partially uncovered dragon tattoo on my arm. I didn’t move to hide it. There was no point. He already knew.

      His words were touching, so reminiscent of a young Oliver. I had a feeling which family this boy served, and his masters were losing their hold on him. He was turning with the tide.

      “As long as there’s injustice in this world, I will stand to fight it,” I said softly, leaning back into the white tiled wall, which felt a little less cold for once.

      His lips twitched at the corners. “Tell me about yourself. Tell me about the girl who would stand up before the Council and give them a lesson on honour.”

      I sighed softly, peering up into his eyes. Maybe it was time to tell someone my story before the dragon claimed me. Just once.

      “Come back tomorrow with news of my trial, and I’ll tell you a bit about myself,” I said.

      With a reproachful look, he nodded. Taking the plate of untouched ham and dirty washcloth, he hammered on the door three times with the side of his fist before the guards let him out. He glanced back, offering me a small smile before disappearing from view.

      The guards flinched as I shifted my position, as though they expected me to jump out at them and attack, like the demon Anastasia tried to paint me as. So loyal to their superiors, they didn’t know that the real demon was the one outside the cell, not in it.
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      Two days passed, marked only by the five plates of unappetising food that were brought to me and the sound of footsteps and muffled conversation as the guards at my door changed over. I was thankful for the training the People of the East had given me in meditation; it was the only thing that could soothe my lonely soul. I spent my time in fitful sleep, restful meditation, and mourning the loss of my friend. Sometimes hours would go by in seconds, when I let the abyss swallow me whole. Other times…I would sob for hours that felt like days at the realization that Jayma was gone. I missed her carefree nature, her warm smile, her steady assurance that we would, ultimately, succeed. We would win the fight. See our kind live free from fear. I wouldn’t let that die with her. I’d fight as long as I had breath in my body, and face my own death with the confidence that it wasn’t in vain.

      The now-familiar sound of an approaching guard marked another mealtime. Another unfriendly face at the door, another pair of eyes watching me closely because they still feared the monster they thought I was. I stayed in the corner of the room as the door opened and Alec strode in.

      It was odd that after everything that had happened, a small spark of joy could still rise in my chest. Someone to talk to. A friendlier, if not entirely trustworthy, face.

      Without speaking, he put a plate on the bench by my feet then took a neatly folded pile of clothes and a small bucket from the guard as the door closed, locking us inside.

      “More gifts?” I asked, sullenly.

      “You haven’t washed in a week,” he said, placing the water on the bench beside the plate and turning to face the door.

      I quickly stripped off my clothes, throwing them in a heap on the floor. Jayma’s pendant hung between my breasts, warm on the side that touched my skin. She’d said it would bring me peace, and even though I’d never been trained in the arts of witchery, some part of my soul still recognised the jewellery for what it was. A carrier for powerful magic. The Supernaturals hated them for their turbulent and uncontrollable gifts. Unlike Supernaturals, who only manifested a single ability, Witches had many affinities for which they thanked the three-faced goddess. Their power lay in something new, but still old, something flexible, and yet the most unwieldy of any known magic. For all my talents, it was my witchery I’d never come close to mastering.

      I made quick work of scrubbing from my skin the blood that had seeped through that night, as I’d held her dying in my arms. The water in the bucket slowly turned from clear, to reddish-brown, and eventually so dark it looked black. With my skin finally clean, the green scales of the dragon’s tail gleamed on my hand, running up my right arm and around my back. Its body extended from one side to the other, coming across to my right shoulder. The scales crawled up my neck, stopping short and fading off where the tattoo was never finished. I’d left the compound before I reached the final stage of my training, where the tattoo would’ve been completed, with the dragon’s face tattooed over half of my own. Symbolizing that my soul would guard the gates to the celestial heavens and beyond. And that the People of the East owned me.

      After wringing the washcloth dry, I threw it on the pile of discarded clothes and dressed in plain linen pants and a long-sleeved cotton shirt.

      “Thank you,” I murmured, plucking the apple off the plate and taking a bite.

      He sat on the bench. His eyes looked wary, but I wasn’t one to be put off by normal social constrictions. I crunched down on the core, before tossing it aside and moving the plate away. “Did you bring news, or have you come to watch me eat?”

      The shadows left his eyes, and he raised them to meet mine. Momentarily mesmerised by their golden glow, I checked myself and looked away.

      He smiled, huffing a small laugh, and said, “It’s your turn.”

      I frowned. That wasn’t what I’d agreed to. At least he brought you food. Clothes too. Maybe the soft-hearted American isn’t so bad.

      “What do you want to know?” I asked, chewing the inside of my lip.

      Cocking his head, he thought for a moment then said, “Start at the beginning.”

      I rested my chin on my knees as we settled back, beginning my tale about a girl from a distant country, a long time ago.
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      Eleven years ago…

      

      “Johanna, you must hide. They are coming!” Papa said, waking me from my dreams.

      Wide eyed, I shook my head. What was he talking about? We were safe here. This was our home. “Papa…” I said, my voice trailing off into quiet sobs. The time had come, the very moment he and Mama had trained me for.

      “Shh, you’re going to be okay. Get dressed. Faster now. We haven’t much time.”

      I pulled on my clothes and followed him out of the house. My father took me in his arms and ran to the square, my mother waiting by the alley that led behind the bakery. We moved faster in the shadows, concealed by darkness. My parents spoke in hushed whispers as they smuggled me out, just like they’d told me they would. It was happening. The bad people were coming. The Council had turned on us.

      My parents held me tight as they ushered me towards a parked van. Opening the rear doors, my father said, “We are doing this to keep you safe. We love you, Johanna.” He choked on his words, turning away as my mother pulled me into her arms. Her sleek black hair stuck to my cheeks as I sobbed.

      “Run, Johanna. Run, and run, and keep on running. Do not use your powers unless you are certain you are safe,” she said, squeezing me tightly.

      She released me and pushed a small backpack into my arms. “Everything you need is in here, and—” Her head snapped up, and her eyes widened with fear. “Inside. Hide. You will head East. Keep going East, and never look back. The Mother will guide you. The dragon will call.”

      She walked away, her eyes heavy with unshed tears.

      My father placed a large, comforting hand against my cheek and nodded once before closing the van doors.

      Dazed and hopeless, I didn’t know what to think when they rushed away as the engine started. They ran in one direction, but we were headed in another. I hugged the backpack and stared at the reflection of my tear-streaked face in the window as we picked up speed.

      Then I saw them. The van rolled straight past where the Fortescues built their pyres, oblivious to the child hidden in plain sight, as the baker and I streaked across the cobblestone path. A dark goddess with hair black as coal strode forward. Her blue eyes were dangerous, more frightening than the gnomes that liked to pull my hair and play mean jokes on me in the garden. I knew who she was. I knew what she was there to do. My parents came forward, and I watched as they faced their extermination at the hands of Anastasia Fortescue and her henchmen.
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      “So, I ran, just as they told me to.” I shrugged—projecting apathy was easier than letting him see the truth. I wouldn’t show him what those memories did to me; I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of reporting my heartbreak to her.

      He bowed his head and sighed, sadly. “Eight years old?”

      “They’ve killed younger,” I said, curtly. “I was lucky. I could’ve watched my parents burn as they lit the fires beneath my own feet.”

      He flinched, horror on his face. He parted his lips slightly—likely forgetting that he was supposed to be interrogating the prisoner he found too interesting—before snapping his mouth shut. I could only imagine what it would be like to be one of the Fortescues’ henchmen. “What happened when you left the van?”

      There we go, boy. Don’t get all emotional on me now.

      “Your turn,” I countered with an insistent glare.

      “What do you want to know?”

      “What’s happening up there?” I asked with an upward glance, indicating the Council chamber.

      “Well,” he said with a resigned sigh, “Anastasia is adamant that you be hanged.”

      My brows rose. “That’s a given. What else?”

      “Aldric concurs.”

      “Fine.” I rolled my eyes. “From there, I kept moving East.”
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      Eleven years ago…

      

      The baker delivered me safely to the Russian border. He didn’t speak as he walked me into a train station and arranged a ticket across the country. Leaving me on a platform, he hurried back to his vehicle without a backward glance. Just as I was told to do.

      Gaze darting around the empty platform, I waited in silence for my train. It would take me across Russia, where I was to continue into Kazakhstan, and eventually on to China. I may’ve been able to speak every language known to man, mimic every action, and even cross into other realms—but the one thing I wanted most I would never have again. My family.
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      “So you were taken in by the People of the East?” he asked as I finished my tale.

      “They were wiped out,” I said, flatly. “Now. My trial.”

      He glanced at the door then turned to face me. Suddenly intense, his eyes flashed as they held mine. “It isn’t going well. The families are bickering, and lines are being drawn. Those loyal to the Fortescues are vehemently supporting Anastasia’s stance. Those against…well, they’re exposing themselves.”

      I shook my head, not believing what I was hearing. “Why would they do that?” I said in a hoarse whisper. “Why would they risk their lives like that?”

      Standing, he looked me over and smiled. “They clearly see something in you they think is worth saving, Johanna.”

      I snorted, shaking my head. “It was a done deal before I set foot in that room. If they want me dead, they’ll see me hanged. I just hope the others are smart enough not to be hurt in the process.”

      He took my plate and dumped it in the bucket, followed by my ruined clothes, then lifted it by the handle. “I don’t know how this will end, Johanna, but they’re fighting. Be careful.”

      Swallowing the lump in my throat, I nodded.

      He banged on the door three times.

      A thought occurred to me. “Alec?” He looked back. “I never mentioned that there were others on the Council, people who despise the Fortescue rule. So I have to ask, is this you talking? As a friend? Or are the Fortescues even more clever than I gave them credit for?”

      His eyes widened, just a little, and the door flew open.

      “Maybe some of both. Be careful who you talk to,” he repeated, and then he was gone.

      The guards cast me a wary glance as he left, slamming the door shut. The room was cold, the bench colder, but even in the frigid air, I could still feel the flames of the fire that had destroyed my family. Jayma wasn’t the only one who warranted justice, but I was in no place to give it. If anyone deserved the gallows, it was Anastasia Fortescue.
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      The squeal of a door woke me, but I didn’t react. Facing the wall, I curled into a tighter ball, ignoring the guard with my breakfast. As it slammed shut again, I sighed with relief.

      “While I didn’t expect you to bake a cake, I had hoped for a hello.”

      A smile split my face. Grinning from ear to ear, I rolled onto my back. “You don’t like my cooking, remember?”

      “No,” Oliver agreed, smirking. “Budge up,” he said, batting my feet out of the way and looking me over. “I see you’ve been shopping.”

      “Yeah, grey is really my colour,” I said, rolling my eyes as I settled against the wall. “How are they?”

      The sparkle left his eyes. “Worried, but it’s going to be fine. They’ll be okay.”

      “Really? How?” I asked, aghast. “The families are showing their colours, Oli. Anastasia wants me dead, and you’re risking your own neck coming here to see me. How is any of this fine?”

      “This is only a flying visit, actually. I’m going to get you out, Jo. Three days. We’ll have you safe in three days, I promise.” He rose from the bench as he spoke, leaned down, and kissed my cheek. “Trust me,” he whispered then turned and tapped on the door.

      I watched him go, unable to speak my tongue was so tied. Three days? He thought he could get me out in three days? More like get them all killed trying.

      He stiffened at the door, offering someone a curt nod. “Hunter.”

      I didn’t know who Hunter was, but they’d clearly ruffled Oli’s feathers. I frowned at the door and listened to his footsteps retreat down the corridor.

      The door hung open for a few, long seconds before Alec stepped inside.

      “Two visitors in one day. I am honoured,” I drawled as he closed the door behind him.

      He cocked a blond brow. “You should mind the company you keep,” he said, handing me a bowl of porridge. “Especially with the climate upstairs.”

      “I don’t see what that has to do with me, Alec. I’m a dead woman walking. What brings you here again?”

      “You didn’t finish your story,” he stated, taking a seat and leaning into the wall. “There was more.”

      “Then more news from above?” I asked, pointing a finger towards the ceiling.

      He inclined his head in agreement, so I began.
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      Eleven years ago…

      

      Call the dragon did. The Mother guided me from one corner of the earth to another, or so it had felt at the time. When I stepped onto the train, I said goodbye to my homeland—a land green and flush with life, where the trees towered over Papa, and Mama would sing with the birds. That land was gone though, and so was my family. Over the weeks on the train, my isolation grew, but some part of me always felt that someone would be there to greet me when I reached my final destination. It wasn’t until I stepped off the platform that I realised the earth had changed. Desert sands blew for miles, staining my world a haze of orange and blue. It didn’t take me long to figure out that only the strong would survive in this climate. I stayed at the crossroads for a week, watching caravan after caravan go through, never stopping for more than a night. The heat itself was more scorching than anything I’d ever encountered before, turning my tanned skin brown. My family now lived in my memories alone, and my only friend was the tiny stitched rabbit Mama had made me. My bed was a pile of crates just big enough to sleep in while shielding me from the unrelenting sand. As the week trudged on, my spirit wore thin. I hadn’t heard the dragon’s call in days, and the Mother was nowhere to be found. I searched for a sign in the tea I sipped, and the food I stole. Johanna Kozak, from the honourable House Kozak, was nothing more than a common thief.

      What would they would think of me now? Maybe this is why I can’t hear the dragon’s call.

      An old woman attempted to haggle with the street vendor over her lunch. Her understanding of the language was minimal, and the vendor took advantage as he scammed her out of her precious gold coins. The wind whipped the white hood from her head, revealing skin so dark it looked like ink. Her eyes flashed from red, to blue, to green—a kaleidoscope of colours. A Witch if ever I’d seen one.

      The vendor balked, backing away slowly and muttering for her to leave. The Witch murmured her apology before covering herself once more and turning to go on her way. I followed, hidden in the shadows like the thief I was. She limped as she took the long way around the market, oblivious both to me and the others shadowing her. She made it back to her caravan at a crawling pace. Night was already falling, and she struggled to carry the heavy wicker basket up the creaking stairs. A strong gust of wind blew down the alley, sweeping her hood back once more and tearing the basket from her grip. The precious fruit sailed fifty paces left of where she stood.

      The vultures were already moving in, even after robbing this woman of her money.

      I ran from my place in the shadows, scaling the wall the same way some of the boys had done earlier, by launching myself up with a foothold made by a crack and rebounding off the surface towards the falling basket. I swiped the handle right out of the air and landed deftly on my feet.

      Uh oh. I shouldn’t have done that.

      It wasn’t just the Witch they were after now. Hate filled their eyes, so familiar and far too soon after leaving my home. I ran towards the Witch’s wagon, where she watched me with wise eyes. For an old lady, she moved awfully quickly, sweeping the curtain aside to usher me in. Not that that would stop them. I bounded up the rickety stairs, diving into the only shelter I’d been offered in weeks. Shouts followed me as the Witch stepped in after me.

      This is it. Maybe the dragon isn’t with me after all. Maybe the Mother no longer guides my path. Maybe for all my magical blood and gifts, I really am meant to die.

      The curtain swished shut like a gentle breeze, and the shouts disappeared entirely. I lifted my head slowly, taking in the wagon and the old woman standing before me. Her staff was strong and sturdy, the orb at the top glowing with a soft blue light.

      “Who are you?” I asked, forgetting that she may not have spoken my native tongue. None in the East did, making the homesickness sting more with each passing day.

      “I have gone by many names. You may call me Baba Yaga,” she said.

      Baba Yaga… Oh man, what have I gotten myself into? I just wanted to help.

      With a crack of her staff on the wagon floor, the world became hazy and faded to black.
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      “What happened after that?” he asked, confused by my not-so-gentle saviour.

      “I woke up, and she was gone, and that was the last I saw of Baba Yaga,” I said distantly. Even to this day, her ever-changing eyes haunted my dreams. Was she Baba Yaga? I didn’t know. Any Witch going by that name wasn’t one I wished to tangle with, though. Whoever and whatever she was, it was more than mortal.

      “Then what happened from there? Where did you go?” he continued, frustrated by my intentional vagueness.

      “Nowhere. I told you. I woke up, and found that I was where I needed to be. The people I stayed with cared for me until I left, and that’s that.” I looked up at the matte, panelled ceiling.

      “So why did you leave?” he asked, frowning in confusion. “You were cared for, hidden. Why leave?”

      “They treated my friend poorly. He deserved better,” I said apathetically. “He died because they refused him help, so I left.”

      “Ah,” he said, nodding his understanding. “All the best love stories end in tragedy,” he added, dramatically.

      I looked up, into his eyes. They were so sad. Mourning a loss so great, the pain so raw. I lifted a hand to offer comfort, as Jayma would’ve done if she were here, but couldn’t bring myself to touch him. I looked away instead, folding my hands on my lap. “He wasn’t my boyfriend—I prefer female company—but he was my only friend there. Anyway, the tragedy isn’t in the loves we’ve lost. It’s in the way we treat one another. We hate, and hurt, and kill because we believe the blood in our veins makes us superior in one way or another. It’s disgusting.”

      He nodded, slowly. “I’ll…I’ll see you again soon,” he said quietly, taking the now-cold, untouched bowl of porridge with him.

      His abrupt departure struck me as odd.

      When the door locked again, I curled up on the bench and considered how he’d reacted to what I’d said. He hadn’t balked at my opinions. Hadn’t challenged me as I’d expected him to as one of her people. And the way he wore his emotions when he thought of his signasti… I wondered who she was. How he’d lost her. I wasn’t ever likely to find out.
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      He’d brought a tin bath half-full of steaming water and clothes with my meal this time. It took two of them to carry it inside. For once, my meal was a hot stew. He sat while I picked through it, eating the vegetables.

      “You don’t eat meat?” he asked, as I put the bowl down.

      “No. I don’t like the texture,” I said, looking at the bath. It wasn’t entirely a lie. I really didn’t like the texture, but I also didn’t care for unnecessary loss of life. There was no reason for us to kill to eat; the People of the East had taught me that. When you learned to be as in touch with the natural world as I, few could stomach eating another living thing. It was the way of the People. The way of the dragon.

      “I’ll leave you to wash and change.” He took the bowl and signalled for the door to be opened with a bang of his fist. “Take this. I’ll guard the door,” he said sternly, leaving the door ajar.

      “But…” the guard protested, sending me an uneasy look. His eyes flashed between Alec and me, and I would’ve bet he thought I was manipulating the blond half-breed.

      “But nothing,” he snapped. “Take the bowl and leave me to guard the door.” As the guard retreated, he said, “I’ll stay out here, and give you some privacy while you wash. Tell me about your friend from the East.”

      I wasn’t sure why he trusted me not to attempt an escape. He knew who I was, how easily I could’ve overpowered him, making a bid for my freedom. What I knew, though, was how many levels I would have to fight through, and lives I would have to take just to reach the surface. It was too large a task without planning, and I didn’t have the information necessary to even attempt it. I shrugged out of the shirt, and dipped down into the tub, drawing my knees to my chest. It was big enough to fit in, but still small by modern bathtub standards. I settled in the steaming water, as I began the story of Xun, the boy from the East.
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      Eleven years ago…

      

      When I awoke in the monastery, it was light outside. The people who lived here didn’t have golden eyes like my Papa did; theirs were a warm brown like Mama’s. Their skin was like mine—tanned, almost brown, but not as dark as Papa’s. Unlike mine, their hair was raven black, long, and straight. It reminded me of my mother’s hair, and brought me comfort in the coming weeks. I adjusted quickly, falling into everyday life. My ability to mimic what I saw was my greatest asset. Within weeks, I could speak fluently, and even donned a set of white robes before my ninth birthday.

      While the people at the monastery were kind, they were distant, and it never quite felt like home. In the months that followed, they taught me their ways in return for the favours I did. Many preferred not to venture beyond the protective walls of the monastery, but I was different. I sought the world around us, and sensed a connection with every being that came across my path, apart from Baba Yaga. I became the courier between the city that cloaked us and the temple secluded within. While I enjoyed my teachings well enough, I heard the dragon’s call to do more, but it wasn’t until six years had passed that I realised what more meant.

      During my time in the East, I came to recognise those who dwelled in the city and the ones who were only passing through, and I befriended an alley boy by the name of Xun.

      Quick as a viper, Xun grew up in one of the roughest parts of the desert city. Beggar by day and thief by night, he lived with the other homeless children in a crumbling den beneath the cantina. Unlike my robes, which changed colour as I advanced through the ranks, for all the time I knew him, he only ever wore rags and a vulpine grin. His hard exterior didn’t fool me, though; Xun was one of the kindest people I’d ever known. It was because of him and his skill at thieving that the orphaned kids didn’t go without. Sometimes, I wondered if the Mother guided him, so certain were his steps. How well he evaded capture, till the very end.

      Gradually, I became known as Johanna the Gold, for the kindness I tried to show them all—no matter the species or race. After all, my own father was a mix of African and European, the Witches and the Supernaturals. My mother was of the East, though, and everywhere I turned, there were women who reminded me of her. I saw her in the shopkeepers. I heard her voice in the women at the monastery. It was always the children, though, the little girls with eyes just like hers, that I couldn’t resist. When I was a child, the respect I showed beguiled them. Why would someone from the monastery be anything but ambivalent to their suffering? I knew better, though, even then. I remembered what my parents had taught me, and what the humans called me made no difference to me. I was content with my standing as the monastery’s errand girl, learning the ways of the world around me. Most paid my caretakers and me no mind, but every now and then someone from the world would wander through and sense the real reason this city was built. The monastery hidden in plain sight, concealed within the city.

      One day, a caravan had been passing through, carrying wealthier travellers than we were accustomed to receiving in this part of the world. I told Xun to be careful that day, to stick to his begging. The boy never listened when he needed to most.

      It was the day a child came calling my name that I knew the dragon’s call. I was only fourteen at the time, barely more than a child myself, when I saw him bleed to death on the sandy isle, for stealing a piece of fruit. If only I’d been the girl I was now, back then, but sometimes it takes pain to makes us change for the better. Or worse.
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      “What happened to him that day?” Alec asked.

      I lifted my legs one at a time to scrub any remnants of blood from my body, water sloshing up the edges of the tiny bath, threatening to flood the room.

      “He lost his hand for stealing from one of the passing traders in broad daylight,” I said flatly as I cringed to myself, recalling the memory.

      “For theft?” Alec asked, almost aghast.

      “Aye, it was customary for the city we lived in. Helped keep the rich richer and the poor from stealing, or so the theory goes.” Not that it stopped Xun from trying.

      “That’s rather…” He trailed off, not wanting to speak the truth.

      “Barbaric?” I asked. I’d been around Westerners long enough to know the way they thought.

      “Yeah,” he said.

      I dipped my head back into the murky water, letting out a raspy laugh. “And this world isn’t?” I asked, challenging the sentiment with one of my own. He quieted. He’d fallen so silent I almost thought he’d gone. There was no way he would leave the door ajar and walk away, though. However kind a servant, he was still the Fortescues’ errand boy.

      “It’s different…” he said, but his voice had lost all conviction. He didn’t believe that any more than I did.

      “Tell Jayma that,” I snapped.

      He sighed heavily, and I glared into the now-tepid water. “I didn’t mean it that way,” he said. Supernaturals had ruled with such an iron fist that even half-bloods like himself bought into their self-imposed dictatorship.

      “I know,” I said softly. There was nothing to say but the truth. He hadn’t meant it that way, just like he didn’t think I should die. Did that mean he would stand up against them, though? Unlikely.

      “What happened after that?” he asked, changing the subject back to my tale.

      “I went to him and sent to the monastery for aid, but no healer came. No one in the market stopped, and after twelve hours of bleeding, he died. I watched the light leave his eyes as we sat under the starry sky one last time.” Tears wet my cheeks.

      Jayma is with him now. They will guide each other.

      “No one came? But why?”

      “Would you, for a lowly beggar? For a thief?” I tried not to be accusing in my questioning, but his silence said more than my words. “Well, you have your answer then. No matter where I go, or who I’m with, I find that prejudice kills more than any blade. Humans use skin colour and money to draw boundaries, and we say they’re fools—but I’ve never met a species of beings that didn’t use some daft class system. At the end of the day, we all bleed and feel pain. That should be enough.” When I trailed off, the silence was deafening. The quiet had once been a friend to me, but now all I heard in it were the cries of the dead.

      “It should be,” he whispered.

      Fire filled my chest despite the cool water. The dragon had given me many gifts, but healing wasn’t one of them. I could mimic anything I saw, walk in the realm some people called purgatory, and open portals to those beyond. I could see auras and read people’s energy, and even had limited sight, for what it was worth. I’d grown to project my thoughts and my conscience, but despite all the things I could do, I hadn’t been able to save Xun. It was the last step in my upbringing—the only thing standing between me and the final piece of my dragon tattoo. Effectively making me a master who could’ve become an elder one day. I would’ve been the same age my mother was when she finished, because it was the only ability I had yet to conquer: the gift to save someone from death, should the dragon wish it. Not that the elders at that blasted temple would approve of using it.

      It is not our choice to decide who lives and dies, Johanna, they would say.

      Then why have the power in the first place? I always responded, but never got an answer.

      “I understand now why you left the East. Not from a broken heart, but in search of humanity. It’s a pity this is all you found,” he said.

      “It would seem so,” I said bitterly, stepping out of the water and drying myself on the rough towel Alec had left.

      “You’re here for a crime you didn’t commit.” The darkness of his tone matched his aura. We all have darkness in us to a certain degree, but Alec’s was different. His was a righteous anger that burned at him from within, lighting his aura up in black and gold. I fastened my shirt, watching his aura dance through the crack in the door.

      “I am, but many things happened between leaving the East and being brought here. Xun’s death was just the beginning,” I said, dancing around what I really meant. Xun’s death had been the wake-up call I’d needed, although I wished it hadn’t happened that way. As a child, I was called to the East, but as I grew, I knew my journey wouldn’t be an easy one. It wouldn’t be painless, but then none of the best things in life are.

      “What did you do after he died?” Alec asked, clearly eager to hear more.

      I pushed the damp towel around the floor with my foot to dry the footprints I’d left as I recounted leaving the East. “I burned Xun’s body at dawn, right there in the square, after wrapping it in the richest fabrics I could find. He was my only friend and family in that land, and then he was gone…so I did what any self-respecting young woman would do—I hijacked a camel from the traders and went West.” I blotted at the tears in my eyes, putting on the bravest voice I could muster.

      “West? Back to your home?” he asked, clearly confused by such an idea.

      “Well…not quite, and it didn’t go too smoothly. My home was gone, and I was angry at the world. I came North, through Russia into Poland and then Germany before I settled in London.” I laughed quietly to myself at the memories of my journey North. There were hardships, most certainly, but there were also moments of joy. The first time I’d mistaken a brothel for a hotel came to mind. The kind women took me in nonetheless, fascinated by my wild brown hair and exotic features; they insisted I stay longer so they could dress me up and coddle me. Then there was the incident with the Sirens in the Black Sea.

      “Can I come in?” he asked, just as I was settling back on the cold metal bench.

      “Aye, I’m done,” I called.

      The white lightbulb flickered once as he took a seat next to me. Two half-breeds. One enslaved by a prison of the mind, the other a cell of silence. The momentary peace faded to grief over the loss of Xun that intensified the emptiness in my chest. I didn’t feel anger over his death any more, only crushing sorrow.

      “So the people who took you in, they were the People of the East?” he asked, purposefully avoiding my tear-glazed eyes.

      “East, West, does it really matter? What they did was wrong. He shouldn’t have died, and I shouldn’t be in this cell, but here we are,” I snapped, causing him to flinch.

      I should’ve been more thankful for his kindness, but the memory of Xun, combined with the still-raw pain of losing Jayma, was too much to bear. Meeting his eyes, I saw more than understanding. I saw empathy. He agreed that the ways of this world were wrong. Xun shouldn’t have died for putting food on the table for children barely younger than himself.

      But did that mean he agreed that how we were treated was also wrong? Was he more like us, like me, than he would dare admit? He wouldn’t voice it. His life depended on his loyalty to them. His signasti’s life. However far apart they were being kept, their souls were still bound.

      We remained sitting quietly for several long minutes before he silently left the room, sending the two guards to remove the bath of filthy, brown water. They glared at me with fearful eyes, forever oblivious of their own part in building a dynasty of blood and brimstone.
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      Alec being sent to escort me wasn’t a good sign. Anastasia’d had him visiting me, fishing for information, for over a week. He never said it, but I knew. Just like I knew he dreaded what he would report. This time was different, though. That she’d sent him instead of some faceless guard meant she was trying to break me. Make me think the world despised me as she did, even as I looked out over it with a noose around my neck.

      He didn’t say anything when he entered my cell, and the silence spoke volumes. His shoulders squared, he stood by the door and tipped his head to the side, motioning for me to leave the room. I obeyed his order, meeting his steely gaze as I passed into the corridor. The two guards led the way out of the bowels of the Fortescue mansion. Alec followed silently behind, the sound of his footsteps urging me on. Up to the chamber to hear my fate.

      The tension in the room was palpable, the members of the rebellion looking away as I entered. I paid them no attention, fixing my gaze on the Head of Council at the centre of the room. On the two murderers who’d sealed my fate. I followed the guards to my now-familiar, creaking chair and allowed my gaze to shift to Alec as he stood before me. After nodding to each of the guards, he met my eyes briefly. The tiniest flicker of sadness shadowed his features, before he turned and strode to Anastasia’s side. He wasn’t just some errand boy, I realised as I watched their exchange. No, I’d drastically mischaracterised him, assuming she thought herself above a half-breed right hand. He knelt respectfully, kissing her hand chastely with his eyes downcast. She sneered down at him then looked at me, eyes shining at my contemptuous glare.

      Aldric gave a curt nod to the Council, taking his seat first before they followed suit. This was formal even by their standards.

      They’ve come to a verdict.

      The sound of their movements was loud in my ears. Anastasia was smiling. How many had fought for me? How many had been cowed?

      “Johanna Kozak.” Aldric Fortescue’s voice thundered into the unsettling quiet of the room. “Do you have anything to add before we conclude your trial?” He cocked his head, questioning.

      I raised my chin and said in a clear, ringing voice, “I did not murder Jayma Balewa. The true killer stands on your left, Council Member. Look at your granddaughter’s smug face as you send another half-blood to their grave. You know I did not commit this crime. Every Council Member and servant in here knows.” The crowd grew more rapt and uneasy as I continued speaking. It was only a matter of time before they silenced me.

      “Your influence within this Council chamber has forced the decisions taken by these people, and it is for them I accept my fate. I’ve fought for my freedom, and lost. There are those who will remember me, though, just like they’ll remember Jayma—and by the dragon, your faces will fuel their hatred until they see this mansion burn.” My voice had risen several octaves, becoming shrill as I spat out my defiant speech.

      “You think you can just erase me and be done. What you don’t see, what Supernaturals never see, is that I am everywhere. We are everywhere. We are your servants. We are your bakers. We are the family next door, and your children’s caretaker when you are away making laws to keep us down. I may have lost my own freedom, but I am still fighting for theirs, and word of my death will spur them to fight too. They will come for you, Council Member, mark my words. They will come with the same hatred you have shown them and burn every bloody mention of you to the ground in the name of Jayma Balewa and Johanna Kozak. This is not the end. If I am to die, it will not be in vain. The dragon and the three-faced goddess have ensured it.”

      Alec flinched as Aldric motioned for the guards, and they forced me down into my seat. The Council Members stared at me in awed disbelief. I was so angry, and I wanted justice. Even if I weren’t alive to see it, justice would be done. Reliving my past had affected me more than I’d realised, because every wound ever inflicted was now torn open. The pain would never leave entirely, but justice for those who’d died would start the process. I was done playing these games. I was Johanna Kozak.

      Part-Witch. Blessed by the three-faced goddess.

      Part-Supernatural. Beloved of Nyx.

      Part-Guardian. Child of the dragon.

      Loyal friend to Jayma and Xun.

      Wraith in the night.

      Heir to House Kozak.

      The time had come where I would no longer be unseen. I would no longer stand to be unheard. No. I would roar.

      “You have been tried, and found guilty of the murder of the half-Witch Jayma Balewa. You will be hanged in two days’ time, as punishment for your crime.” Aldric’s voice rang through the room, but it had faltered, didn’t hold the command he’d hoped for, and we both knew it.

      The Council was in a frenzy, murmurs of the dragon and the three-faced goddess even trickling down to my lonely chair. I wasn’t just fuelling a rebellion of half-breeds and mistreated creatures. I was doing what I did best, fighting for those who couldn’t fight for themselves. Spreading hope.

      Alec looked on, open-mouthed and still as stone. I’d lit the match; the murmuring Council was my kindling. His empire would burn. Even Anastasia had lost her triumphant grin as she watched Aldric try to calm the Council and discount everything I’d said.

      “Take her back to her cell,” she commanded.

      The room silenced itself, eyes turning on Anastasia as if they could sense the growing wrath from the demon hiding behind her beauty. Even Aldric gave her a sideways glance.

      Alec nodded stiffly and marched to where I stood, glaring defiantly at them. He gripped my arm and spun me, forcing me towards the door at such a swift pace I could barely keep up. The guards flanked him as he guided me into a lift. “I’ll take her from here.”

      Neither of us spoke until the cell door was firmly closed behind us.

      My voice trembled as I said, “Alec, I—”

      “Don’t,” he pleaded. “Don’t say anything you don’t want them to hear.”

      I said more firmly, “You haven’t heard the rest of my story.”

      If I was going to die in two days, I didn’t want to spend my final hours alone, as unfair as it was to both of us to continue our bizarre friendship, knowing he may be the one forced to kick the chair. Anastasia would do it to hurt him as much as me.

      And it will.

      His shoulders slumped, and he bowed his head. With a resigned sigh, he turned and sat on the bench. His usually bright eyes had faded to a dull bronze, despite the harsh, white light of my cell. He nodded, his lips pressed into a tight line, and I joined him, taking up my usual position. Ignoring the tension between us, I spoke of what it was like to grow up with Jayma.

      “We met at fourteen. Me and Jayma. I was running from the raff of the London Black Market when she saw me. It was the oddest thing to find a half-breed as outspoken as she, and headstrong too.” I smiled at the thought of her.

      “She literally pulled me off the street and gave me a room. I stayed at that house until the day they carted me off here to die. I miss it, but in some ways, I think this is better. It wouldn’t be the same without her.” I trailed off as Alec relaxed back into the wall. He wasn’t her, or even Oliver, but he was all I had in this sterile cell. I would cling to that until the moment I left this world for good.

      “Tell me about her,” he said, loosing a tense breath.

      “She fought for what we believed in even though it got her in trouble with—” I cut myself off abruptly. I couldn’t mention Oliver in this, because he was still here. I could still protect him with my silence. “With her masters. House Fortier is kinder than most, but even they struggled with having an outspoken servant. Unlike the rest of the Council, they paid her for work. It wasn’t much, but it put a roof over our heads, and that was enough.” I smiled fondly at the memory of her coming home with a coin purse full of gold. We ate fresh fish and chips, smothered in gravy, for three weeks straight.

      “They’re known to be generous masters,” he said softly. It didn’t take much to guess that the Fortescues didn’t pay him for his servitude.

      “Jayma loved with all her heart. The dragon knows she threw caution to the wind when it came to love. She wasn’t reckless, but as a seer, she saw it coming from a mile away and welcomed it with open arms. She knew the sting it would bring, but she always said that a life without love was no life at all. She was the bravest Witch I ever knew.”

      Bravest person I ever knew.

      Jayma was the sun to my moon. We balanced each other in every way. While she preferred to do the diplomatic thing and recruited others, I got the job done in the shadow of a moonless night. It worked that I had no official connection to House Fortier. She was their servant, and Oliver their son, but I was a shadow, nothing to them, and could pass unseen, causing them no trouble.

      “The thing is, before Jayma, I was nothing. Xun’s death hit me so hard I had trouble making new friends. With her, I had a friend who understood without me having to say a thing. We were best friends before we’d even met, and she knew everything about me—and she was such an open book, it didn’t take me long to get to know her.” I paused, recalling the number of nights she’d come down to me sitting alone by the fire. Sleep was harder to come by some nights than others, some deaths harder to push from your mind. Jayma simply went about it the same way she did everything, with a cup of tea and a hot soak.
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      Two years ago…

      

      “Same dream?” she asked, handing me a mug of steaming tea.

      I stared into the fire, a curt nod my only answer. She settled on the floor beside me and waited for me to open up. She never pushed. Didn’t pry. I loved how everything was always on my terms with Jayma.

      “It doesn’t get any easier,” I murmured after a few, quiet minutes. “It’s been years, and I can still smell the blood, still feel it drying on my hands.”

      I placed my mug on the hearth, as she pulled me into her arms. “The memories become quieter over time.”

      “It’s been years…” I repeated, settling my head on her shoulder. “How much longer do I have to suffer this?”

      Jayma shook her head. “I don’t know, Jo. I think it’s part of who you are, and you can’t change that. Your gifts are balanced by your sense of honour, your love for your friends. It’s a double-edged sword.”

      “How do you manage?” I asked, pulling away, rubbing the tears from my eyes with my sleeve. “How do you handle it?”

      Jayma thought for a moment, handing me back my tea, and said, “I lock them away. I have my moments, I bring them out and deal them, and then I put them back.”

      I smiled, weakly. Typical of Jayma to have such a methodical way of handling her grief. I only wished I could do the same.

      “I’ll try that,” I said, sipping my drink. “Can’t hurt to try to control it.”

      “It only hurts if you try to run from it. Nobody can run from something they carry within them.”
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      Alec was watching me, a small frown tugging at the corners of his mouth as I smiled at the memory. “I know you didn’t kill her, Johanna, but I can’t help you. I’m sorry.”

      “There’s nothing you could do. If you piss them off, they’ll hurt you, or your signasti. I won’t be responsible for that. I know you’re here under orders, but there’s more to it than that. There’s more to you.”

      He hung his head, ashamed.

      Reaching out, I laid my hand on his arm and said softly, “I’m sorry. Sorry I won’t be able to finish what Jayma started. Sorry I was captured. I should’ve died taking her down. I wasn’t enough.”

      He looked up at me, eyes flashing. “No, don’t… You’re more than you know. You’ve given people hope. I…” He paused, swallowing hard. “I’ve said too much, I have to go.”

      I nodded, removing my hand from his arm and pressing myself back into the wall. “Thank you, Alec,” I murmured, drawing my knees up and hugging them.

      He looked at me sadly then turned and left the room.

      Alone again, I thought of Jayma. One conversation came to mind.

      [image: ]

      One year ago…

      

      “That’s your problem, Jo,” she said in exasperation. “You always look for the best in people.”

      “It’s easy for you, you can see them coming.” I laughed, nudging her as we walked. “Anyway, we all have good and bad in us. I choose to focus on the good,” I said firmly, nodding to add weight to my statement.

      Jayma giggled and linked our arms. “And that’s why I love you.” She smiled, guiding me into the house.

      [image: ]

      “I love you too, Jayma,” I whispered into the nothingness.

      It was like I could feel her here, sitting next to me, but I knew better than to go into the spirit world and search. Things were different there. Stranger. The longer I looked, the more likely I was to lose myself in the process, and disappear entirely. Not that it mattered any more.

      “It won’t be long now,” I continued, talking to the empty seat beside me.

      I was set to hang in less than forty-eight hours, but death wasn’t the end. I’d meant every word I’d said in that Council chamber. Come drought or famine, their end was near, and I’d make sure of it, no matter which side of the veil I occupied.
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      In my darkest hour, I turned to meditation. I didn’t have the elders of the temple here to say the ritual rights over my corpse, so I said them for myself. I wished myself peace in the next life and beyond the veil. A world without pain or suffering. But in my prayers for a better world, I deviated from the words I’d been taught. I wished for vengeance and the suffering of those who caused it, should the dragon will it.

      I couldn’t eat the food they brought me, not that it mattered when my seconds were numbered. But the water served to dull the headache I’d developed overnight. I hadn’t expected to see anyone until they came to take me—the guards were more nervous than ever—so when Alec knocked, I nearly jumped to the door, recognising the footsteps of my fellow half-breed and reluctant caretaker. I shook my head at the plate in his hand, and he passed it back out to a guard before closing the door firmly.

      I accepted the wash things with a small smile, rolling up my sleeves and wiping my hands and face with the cloth he’d provided.

      “Why are they bothering to send this when they’re killing me tomorrow?” I asked.

      “They aren’t. I brought them myself,” he said quietly, looking at his feet.

      I scooted back on the bench, patting the seat beside me. “Thank you. I appreciate your kindness. You being here today.”

      He snorted. “Small comfort. Your killer’s lackey holding your hand until she—”

      Yeah, I knew what he meant.

      “You don’t have a choice, Alec,” I whispered.

      He looked at me, frowning. “I don’t?”

      “Because your life isn’t the only one in your hands,” I said. It wasn’t like he needed the reminder, but he still clenched his fists in anger.

      “She won’t accept me, but I’ll never be rid of her. My mistress ensured that when she took me,” he said cryptically.

      I relaxed back against the barren wall and kicked my legs up. “Tell me about her—tell me about your signasti,” I said. “I promise to take it to my grave,” I added, lifting my hand to my chest. It was the sort of dark humour I would’ve usually saved for Oliver, but he wasn’t there. Thankfully, it wasn’t lost on Alec.

      He allowed himself a smirk. “We met a year and a half ago, just before I turned eighteen and Anastasia came to claim me. I still remember the look on her face when I approached her from the other side of the cafeteria. She didn’t know who I was, but she liked what she saw. Her face lit up like my own little sun, because even though she couldn’t feel it yet, I knew she was mine.” His voice was wistful, but his eyes showed the pain of her loss.

      I listened intently as he told me of his lost love.

      “Her name is Blair. She was only fifteen at the time, barely old enough to manifest, let alone feel the pull of a signasti animam. I knew who she was, though. The moment I saw her sitting there, it was like the world aligned. She’s my other half, the one and only person my heart will ever beat for after I laid eyes on her.” His voice changed, becoming hard, clipped as he continued. The memories becoming painful to recall.

      “What did you say to her?” I asked, wanting to see that brilliant gold flare to life even if the line between them didn’t.

      “You won’t believe it. I walked right up to her, got down on one knee, and asked her if she’d marry me. Her mouth formed this little ‘O’ and her friends all giggled away, but she just looked at me and said, ‘How about dinner first?’ I was so fucking ecstatic, I nearly swept her up right then, wanting to take her away…but she was fifteen, so I waited.”

      I giggled, imagining a fifteen-year-old girl with a pretty face shutting him down. Most species knew when they found their other halves, and half-breeds were especially sensitive to it—but Supernaturals rarely felt the bond without the claiming.

      “Then what happened?” I prompted, propelling his story forward.

      “I nearly went out of my mind wanting to see her again, but my brother told me to wait. She didn’t understand yet, and I certainly wasn’t claiming her when she wasn’t even seventeen. I needed to take my time, get to know her, treat her like a queen.” He spoke so raptly, engulfed in his own story, that I doubt he even saw my face. It was nice, knowing who he was and what had driven him here—like my story, though, I knew this had no happy ending.

      “I took her out to dinner the next night. A picnic. I didn’t know what she liked, but I figured some of everything was a good start. I went to her room, picked her up, and we were on our way. It was the single best night of my life. Hands down. We spent the entire night together, sundown to sunup. I was sneaking her back into her room when my roommates called me, wondering where the hell I’d gone. Turns out my very own claiming was already happening. Anastasia Fortescue arrived at Daizlei that morning to fulfil my family’s oath.” His voice turned bitter, almost angry.

      I would’ve been too. The oath was an archaic tradition the Supernatural society still clung to. Families gave up their firstborn just before the age of eighteen, basically selling them into servitude to the Council in exchange for favour. House Fortescue always got first pick.

      “She took you away,” I said as the reality of his prison took form.

      He laughed callously, sorrow seeping into his voice like the first day of winter. “I wish all she did was take me away. I could fix that one day, if I was ever relieved of my duty. Instead, she showed up like some wraith from hell, and I begged her to take my brother instead. I threw my honour away, my family’s honour, on the slight chance she would transfer the birthright. He didn’t want it, though, and she was all the more amused when she realised I’d just found my signasti. She felt it made me more ‘pliant’.”

      My heart ached for him, knowing we were coming to the crux of the story. The reason his bond was so thin, so irreparably damaged.

      “She said I was hers, that no one would keep me from her, and that if I wanted Blair to live, I had to claim her,” he explained in a trembling voice. “Our bond protects me from Anastasia’s mind control…and because Blair took that control from her, I had to take something from Blair.”

      His eyes glazed over. I almost told him to stop, that whatever he had to tell me wasn’t worth the pain. I knew it was, though, because I’d never seen a bond as frail as his. Weak, dull, but still there…

      “I was to take her out and—and…” He broke into muttering, stuck on the one and only syllable he could utter.

      I reached out to touch his shoulder, but it was like I wasn’t there. “What did she make you do, Alec?” I asked softly. My voice broke the trance, just long enough for him to see my steady gaze.

      “I...I forced myself on— I claimed her.”

      No.

      My mind couldn’t process what he was telling me. That even Anastasia would do that…but of course she would. Rape. Murder. Pillage and plunder. It was all the same to her. But Alec…what did I say to that? How did I tell him it would ever get better, that she would forgive him, knowing it wasn’t true?

      “Why?” It was the only thing I could get out, but I couldn’t look at this boy before me and see a monster, not when the real demon had caused it.

      “It was that or Anastasia would kill her. My options were to take her or lose her forever. If I did as Anastasia wanted then she would be ‘left in peace as long as I behaved’.”

      He ran his hands over his face, as though trying to wipe the memory away. Even with everything I’d done, I’d never been placed in a situation that caused such self-loathing. He hadn’t wanted to touch her—he’d said it himself—and certainly not by force.

      It was no wonder their connection was so strained; he’d damaged their bond so far beyond repair that there was nothing he could do.

      “Alec, you didn’t have a choice. Not really,” I whispered. I scooted to the edge of the seat to hold his hand and offer the only comfort I knew how to give.

      “She’ll never look at me the same way again, and I don’t blame her,” he said.

      Had he even noticed my efforts? Judging by the faraway look clouding his eyes, I presumed not.

      “You saved her life. Even if she never knows the truth, you bought her another day with her family and friends. You saved them the grief of losing a sister, a daughter, a best friend. And she still has you, Alec. House Fortescue may have taken her love for you, but they can’t take your love for her. They can’t take your bond. If not in this lifetime then the next,” I said softly. I pulled myself up on my knees, wrapping my arms around his shoulders.

      Here we were. A girl on death row for a murder she hadn’t committed, and a boy forced to commit a horrific act to save a life. Our world was an odd place. A terrible place. It was sad and lonely, and the Supernaturals who ruled it could be downright evil at times. Today was my last day on earth, and I was happy to spend it with the boy in my arms. My new, broken friend.

      “How can you say that, Johanna, knowing what I’ve done?” he croaked hoarsely, his voice breaking in a rasp.

      “Because I know you. You’re the boy who brought me food when I was hungry. Who brought me clothes because the only ones I had were covered in my best friend’s blood. You waited outside so I could bathe, and you kept me company on my last day. You told me about your signasti, and you’ve tried to shield me from the trial because you knew my fate. You are not the monster here, Alec. You never were.” I whispered the words into his straw-coloured hair. I couldn’t protect him from the light of tomorrow, but I could hold him here, right now.

      “I won’t be there when they do it,” he said after a while, shrugging a shoulder.

      I eased back onto the bench, accepting the dismissal. “I understand,” I murmured. I didn’t blame him if he couldn’t watch another die by Anastasia’s hands. I wasn’t the first, and I wouldn’t be the last.

      “It’s not that I don’t want to be there for you. My sister and her friend have been attacked. I have to go question the girl who saved them,” he said wearily.

      “How was she attacked?” I asked, a creeping feeling making its way across my cool skin.

      “Vampires. She’s bound to blame you for the attack, saying you ruined any chance for a truce the night Jayma died.” He didn’t see the significance behind his words, didn’t possess the knowledge to piece together the jewels of information he’d just given me. No one outside of the rebellion knew the reason Jayma and I had been there.

      “Who’s the other girl, the one you have to question?” I asked.

      He twisted his hand in the air, a nonchalant motion if ever there was one. “Selena Foster. The girl’s nearly as infamous as you at this point. I’m sure you’ve heard of her.” He leaned back against the wall, oblivious to the lightbulb going off in my mind.

      I nodded slowly, trying not to show my cards, even if I never got to tell a soul. “She’s the telekinetic, from America?” I asked, hope filling my chest.

      Maybe the world wasn’t over just yet. Maybe there was some way to get the news back to them.

      “She is. Brutal girl. I saw her box last year with my twat brother. She just about killed him with a hit to the chest. It has the Council all worked up. My mistress wants her out of the picture.” He rolled his eyes, and after the story he’d just told, I understood why he had trouble getting close to anyone. You never knew who your next target might be, even if that target may have been the saviour you were waiting for.

      “I believe that,” I said slowly.

      He turned his head a fraction of an inch, his eyes flaring gold as he picked up on the note in my voice. “You know something.” It wasn’t a question.

      Dragon knows, the grave doesn’t talk.

      “You’ve no idea,” I said with a mirthless laugh. “Be careful, Alec. Remember your honour.”

      He leaned forward, hands on his legs as he debated whatever was chewing at him. “I will miss you, Johanna, however short our friendship’s been. Whoever this dragon is, I hope he takes care of you in whatever comes after this.” He stood, holding out a hand to pull me up. I took it, wrapping my arms around his waist, knowing that this was the last friendly touch I would ever feel.

      “Be ready. They’re coming for you,” he whispered.

      My body went stock still as he held me for a moment longer before pulling away.

      “Thank you, Alec. For everything.”

      The sad look in his eyes wasn’t faked, but there was a glint of hope there too. A gleam of determination. He was willing me to live, and in doing so, getting himself tangled in the net of a sinking ship.

      I hoped his message was worth it—not for my sake, but his. I hoped the girl he loved didn’t die for this small act of defiance. I hoped he found happiness, despite his dark past. We probably wouldn’t see each other again, but maybe my life here wasn’t done. Maybe the dragon had more plans for me yet.

      “If you ever need me…” I said quietly, unable to finish as a lump filled my throat.

      He stroked my hair. “I know how to find you. Be careful.”

      With a watery smile, I watched him leave.

      Be ready. They’re coming for you.

      Oliver had told me three days’ time. This was it. Live or die, I would be ready.

      May the dragon wish it. May the Mother be with us.
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      Alec’s story haunted me all day and night. That he’d been forced to go to such lengths, to make his signasti hate him so completely, just to save her life…it was terrifying. What these people did to maintain their grip was barbaric. Their methods to enforce their rule had to stop, and now I had the name of the girl who could make it happen.

      The guard who brought my evening meal was even more terrified than the one who’d delivered my breakfast. On the eve of my death, they expected a final attempt at winning my freedom. I was sorry to disappoint. Oliver had said he would handle it. Alec had confirmed. My friends, my rebellion was coming for me. To make a move now would hamper their plans, so I waited.

      After forcing the meal down, I lay back on the metal bench one last time and listened for the sound of footsteps.

      I fell out of meditation at a strange noise coming from outside my door.

      Guards changing over. It must be late evening, I thought and closed my eyes.

      There it is again.

      I wasn’t imagining it this time. There should’ve been footsteps retreating along the corridor. There should’ve been the murmured conversation of the two guards at my door. It was the same every night.

      I scrambled to my feet as a key turned in the lock of the solid steel door. With his usual nonchalant gait, Oliver stepped into the cell, allowing the door to swing wide. My breath hitched in my throat as his glowing eyes found mine.

      “Don’t just stand there, JoJo,” he said, extending a hand. “We have a plane to catch.”

      “How?” I asked, blinking at the open door. “Where are the guards?”

      “There’s been a disturbance on one of the upper levels. We don’t have long,” he explained, tugging me out into the corridor. “Scarlett and Seb are keeping them busy. We have about five minutes. Take the lift.”

      He’d held the doors with a small piece of wood that he kicked aside as he forced them to fully open. I stepped inside, facing the doors, and prepared myself for a fight.

      “You aren’t fighting, Jo. You’re running. We don’t have time to take anyone down. That plane can’t wait any longer. Run, and don’t let go of my hand. I can deflect the attacks. Okay?”

      I nodded and squeezed his hand as the doors slid shut.

      “How did you pull this off?” I hissed, finally able to speak.

      “Friends in low places are helpful.” He grinned. “Your new friend particularly so.”

      Oliver gave me a curious look as I smiled. “What?” I asked, glancing at the red arrow above the door.

      “How did you find him?”

      “I didn’t. He came to me. Alec is one of us. He’s just…stuck.”

      The lift slowed, cutting our conversation short, and I prepared myself to run.

      Oliver gripped my hand tighter as the doors swept open and hauled me into the ground floor entrance hall of the mansion.

      Finding my feet, I kept pace, our footsteps thundering on the marble floors. The hall stretched the entire length of the building, and was strangely deserted.

      “Where is everyone?” I asked as we hurtled towards the magnificent glass-paned doors ahead.

      “Other end of the building handling the twins. The others will meet us on the plane,” he panted.

      As we approached the doors, one of them swung open. Oliver skidded to a halt, releasing my hand as he prepared to fight. “Shit…”

      “Don’t stop, moron!” Alec barked. “Move!”

      He held the door open, allowing us to pass. Pausing, I touched his arm gently and said, “Alec…thank you.”

      “Keep moving. Be careful,” he said quietly, his golden eyes searching mine.

      “Don’t give up hope, Alec. The People of the East are with you,” I added as Oliver grasped my hand again and broke into a run. “Go to her!” I called over my shoulder, following his lead.

      “Where?” I panted, as the mansion fell away behind us.

      “Not far. I hope the twins are on their way. We’ve no time to wait for them. Maestri better be putting on the show of his life out there.”

      We rounded a line of pristine hedgerows to see a landing strip not far ahead, and a passenger jet waiting, ready for take-off.

      As two figures disappeared into the plane, I scanned the area, listening for signs of pursuing guards, and allowed myself a sigh of relief when all I could see and hear was the jet and its whining engines.

      We sped up the steps that formed the open entry door and into the safety of the plane as I looked around wildly for signs of our friends.

      “Master Fortier,” Anastasia Fortescue’s silvery voice rang in greeting. “Your father will be so very disappointed.” She clicked her tongue in dismay as two guards grabbed us from behind.

      “Not nearly as disappointed as I am in his blind worship of you,” he spat through gritted teeth, keeping up the charade. There was no reason to bring them down too.

      I clenched my fists, knowing a fight when I saw one. This could only go one of two ways.

      “Leave them be, Anastasia,” I growled, looking at the twins who were fighting just behind her. “This isn’t about them.”

      “On the contrary, Miss Kozak,” she sang in a saccharine voice. “This is entirely about them. All hope of ruining us died with your family name in the fire, but the rest of them? They were sneakier. Smarter. But all of you traitors share one fatal flaw, Miss Kozak. You care too much.”

      Her smug grin pushed me, and I twisted, breaking the forearm of the guard who held me. As he dropped, groaning in pain, I sent the heel of my hand into the face of the guard restraining Oliver, knocking him unconscious with a single blow.

      With Oliver free to shield me, I turned to Anastasia.

      “You’ll have to do better if you want to impress me,” she said.

      Her guards should’ve picked up on the blatant disregard for their lives, but if they did, they didn’t show it. Rushing at me blindly, the first fell onto Oliver’s blade before he’d even had a chance. The others followed suit.

      Why are they just running at us? It didn’t make sense.

      She laughed gleefully as they continued to rush, one by one, to their inevitable, senseless deaths, and then it occurred to me.

      “Stop!” I yelled to Oliver, advancing on the next one to disable him before Oliver could strike.

      “What are you doing, Johanna?” he shouted, trying to protect me.

      Meanwhile, Anastasia continued forcing them towards us. Her dark gifts truly knew no bounds.

      “She’s controlling them, Oli. They aren’t even fighting. You can’t kill them!”

      I kicked one to the side and disarmed the next with a well-placed kick to the hip. He doubled over, gripping the seat to his right with a grunt, and I brought my hand down on the back of his head, knocking him unconscious.

      How many could she fit on this plane anyway? As the ninth one charged, I realised that we’d come to the end of her list of attackers, leaving her open. I only had one chance, and I was taking it.

      “What are you doing, Jo?” Oliver yelled, as I moved on Anastasia. She faced me with a sneering grin.

      “Finishing this!” I hissed. It was now or never.

      I merged the worlds around us in a flash, but my body wasn’t meant to inhabit more than one while still in my physical form. Her beautiful mask turned black as the real creature before me took its place. Her pathways were so clogged it was a wonder she wasn’t already dead.

      “Big words from such a little girl,” she said. Physically, she was taller than me.

      The bigger you are the harder you fall.

      “You talk a lot,” I said.

      She didn’t seem to mind me drawing near, or notice when I focused my energy on her, trying to smother the darkness like a fire without air. Her black, soulless eyes met mine as she lunged for my stomach. I leapt back in the confined space of the aisle; her sharp nails raked at the space I’d left.

      She jerked to the side with a shriek of rage. “You little bitch! How dare you—”

      I brought my hand down towards her temple, narrowly missing and instead hitting the carotid artery, her energy pathway for vishuddha, also known as communication, and a pressure point I hadn’t meant to open. Her lips parted, eyes widening in horror as I stepped forward. I was close enough. Allowing the full force of the other world to take me over, I prepared to destroy her.

      “Johanna, now!”

      “Oliver, cease this madness at once!” his father roared, the fear masked as rage in the man’s voice interrupting our battle.

      The interruption drew my attention, halting my attack.

      When I turned back to Anastasia, her eyes were closed, but she was rising again. Slowly, so meticulous in her movements it was almost inhuman—if such a word could even apply to Supernaturals. The way she clenched and unclenched her hands seemed odd, almost like she was having trouble using them, but that couldn’t be right.

      Oliver’s head snapped around as a guard hit him on the back of the head with the hilt of a dagger. I lunged to break his fall, the movement leaving me open, costing me a blow to the side of the head. My ears rang, my vision blurred as I fought to steady myself.

      The heads of each family on the council filed onto the jet behind me as Anastasia focused, recovering her stance, and finally said, “You see, gentlemen? The wretch has corrupted your own children. This is what happens when you allow dangerous individuals such as Miss Kozak to run amok.”

      Oliver was hauled to his feet, groaning as he winced against the pain in his head. His father gripped the collar of his jacket, pulling him away from the guard, and pushed him through the door.

      I looked at my friends, knives at their throats, then at Anastasia. Her eyes were colder than the peak of the Himalayas, the look in them equally as treacherous.

      I’d failed. Again.

      “Get them out of my sight,” she spat, striding towards me.

      My heart pounded as my team was manhandled from the jet with knives at their backs.

      “You!” she snarled as I was roughly pushed towards the door. “One wrong move, and they die.”

      My heart slowed to a steady crawl, devastated by the brief glimpse of freedom I’d thought was mine. I should’ve known better than to hope. Even the dragon couldn’t change some things, unless the Mother willed it.
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      I’d taken up my usual position on the bench, huddled in the corner. At least they’d put us all in here together. I think the solitude would’ve been worse for them—Scarlett in particular. She was the eldest of the twins, the House Graeme firstborn, which didn’t bode well for her parents. Anastasia was a lot of things; a fool wasn’t one of them.

      In one corner sat Constantine, my dear friend who was a half-breed from House Berg. His parents had loved him so much that they’d refused to make him a ward and play this game of pawns. I wished the same were true of twelve-year-old Camilla, who sat next to him. Her father was disgusted by her existence and would’ve put an end to it had the three-faced goddess not intervened. She was one of the divine, though; with her youth, she embodied the Maiden, who looked to the future. Her cloudy eyes made her physically blind, but she saw more than anyone. Myself included. Out of everyone here, she was the most at ease. I had my suspicions about what that meant.

      In the other corner sat Scarlett, curled into Seb’s shoulder as he murmured reassurances. They sat so close together, the only way to tell them apart was her long blond hair and Liam sitting on the other side of her. The young sound manipulator was humming a melancholy tune with a familiar Irish lilt to the melody. His family had been around nearly as long as my own, and the stories they told were passed down through their songs. He was gifted with sound, the ability to control it, and often used it to remind us of happier times. His low voice was hypnotic in the cold silence of the cell. I kept my eyes fixed on the tiles above the door, but let his unrestrained music calm me as it did her. The songs he carried with him, much like his red hair, always made me think of the dragon. That maybe, despite our blood, we were somehow all connected.

      Donte’s rhythmic footsteps caught my ear as he paced back and forth. A lock of black hair had fallen over his brow as he looked down into his hands, where he played with a small beam of light. It bent, fragmenting into a shower of rainbows on the tile floor. His deft manipulation was another gift that piqued my curiosity. The colours he could create were something out of this world, quite literally, from the point of view of someone who could walk in other realms.

      Oliver cleared his throat, and my eyes flicked to him. He hadn’t lifted his head for the last hour as he leaned against the wall on the other side of the room. His face was a mess. His father had done a convincing job of being infuriated. One side of his face was grazed from forehead to jawline where he’d skidded over the hard floor. His lip was swollen, and nose crusted with dried blood. I suspected he felt better than he looked. First Jayma, and now…

      “You look like you’ve had better days,” I whispered dryly, tears welling in my eyes at the sight of him.

      It’s not the time for tears, Johanna. Be strong. For Jayma.

      “Quite,” he said, lips twitching into his familiar, trademark smirk. “You’d think he was pissed off.”

      Donte huffed a small laugh through his nose, closing his hand around the beam of light, dispersing it back to its natural form in an instant. “It could’ve been worse, my friend.”

      “Indeed…” Oli remarked, cocking a brow. “Much worse.”

      “How could this be worse?” Scarlett snapped, pulling away from her brother. “This is a sodding disaster!”

      Seb murmured something, and she leapt to her feet. “No, Sebastian! We’re all stuffed, and he’s draped against that wall, smirking, and not giving a shit!” While she was German by descent, the amount of time she’d spent in London over the past few years had given her an odd accent. Seb’s, by comparison, was almost indistinguishable from ours by this point—must’ve been all the time he’d spent at the bloody brothel last year.

      “Well, if she’s using my Sunday name, she must be mad,” Seb said.

      She kicked his feet in frustration, while Liam continued humming his sad tune.

      Donte braved a chuckle, falling silent as she hit him with an ice-cold stare.

      “You’re quiet,” she spat, whirling on me. “What the hell was that? You had her! You’ve gone soft, Jo.”

      I flinched at her accusation. I hadn’t gone soft, but I couldn’t explain. She wasn’t interested in hearing my excuses. Emotions were running high, however much they should’ve been left on the tarmac of the landing strip.

      “I know…” I said, lowering my eyes. It was the only thing I could say.

      Oliver cut in. “Enough. She’s been through enough. You volunteered for this, Scarlett. Don’t blame her because it’s gone tits up.” He pushed off the wall and strode to me, taking a seat at my side. “It’s not your fault, Jo.”

      “No? Whose fault is it, then?” she yelled, her shrill voice ringing almost painfully around the small room. “Milla came because she said had a vision that she was needed here. Do you know what will happen if they bloody kill her? Of all the foolish…” She continued ranting, but I no longer had it in me to listen. At this rate, she would be a loon by sunrise.

      I couldn’t muster the strength to argue the point. I was already fully aware of my failings, and she was right, of course. She was right.

      “Sit down, Scar.” Seb sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose.

      “Yes. Sit. None of us were forced to come. You knew the risk.” Donte looked at me as he spoke to Scarlett, his eyes soft and sad—a direct contrast to the curt tone he used with our contemptuous blond friend. “I will not hear you speak to her with such venom. She has risked her life for us too many times. Has she once pointed the finger of blame when it was you who made a mistake?”

      “I’ve never…” Scarlett blustered, looking to her brother for support.

      He gave a subtle shake of his head and looked away.

      “Forget about it. We’re here now,” I said in a brittle voice.

      Seb turned to me, his blue eyes bright and encouraging as they searched mine. “Jo, please don’t cry. We could make it out yet…”

      I snorted. “I’m not crying. And as much as I admire your optimism, Seb, I don’t think we’re getting out of this one. Scarlett’s right. This is my fault. I’m sorry.”

      Oliver pulled me into his arms, wincing at a pain in his shoulder. He glared up at her until she sat down.

      “Oli, stop it,” I whispered into his chest. “She’s entitled to be upset.”

      “She’s out of order,” he said, loud enough for her to hear.

      She frowned and looked away but said no more. In some ways, I admired her outspoken attitude, her passion and brazen confidence. It was familiar now, so like Jayma’s in its way. I’d failed her, just as I’d failed Jayma. Another friend lost. More red in my ledger. Every single one of them would die at the hands of a Fortescue because I’d hesitated.

      “Your clock still ticks, Johanna. You know your purpose,” Milla said. Her voice was quiet but calm, with a subtle authority I didn’t have the strength for.

      My heart picked up, letting that one glimmer of hope fill me. The rest of the room caught their breath. I was the one on trial for this little stunt, and their fate was linked directly to mine. If I survived, so did they.

      “And your own, Milla? Has the Maiden shown you that?” I asked, knowing the answer before she gave it.

      A wry smile crossed her lips, those opaque eyes shifting like the clouds of a coming storm. “You know it’s not her way. It’s impossible for me to search my own future. I see only what she shows me, until the Mother guides my path.” Her answer, vague and cryptic as always, offered no information. I let it slide.

      “What does that bloody mean?” Scarlett snapped in frustration.

      “It means,” I sighed, “our time here isn’t done yet. Your prison break wasn’t for nothing.”

      Instead of taking some sort of comfort from Milla’s revelation, she only groaned, conking her head on the wall.

      Oliver’s arms stiffened around me. “Do you really believe that, Jo? Really?”

      I shrugged out of his embrace and moved to stand. Jitters were making their way up my spine. “If Milla saw it then I trust in it. The Mother has more in store for us yet.” I thought for a moment, processing the new information. “You asked me about my friend? The one in low places,” I hinted to him. I wasn’t sure if everyone knew who Alec was, and I wasn’t going to blow his identity without good reason. Anastasia was bound to keep closer tabs on him than most.

      “Yes, of course. What does he have to do with this, though?” Oliver asked, wrinkling his forehead as he drew his brows together.

      “Who’s she talking about, Oliver?” Scarlett said, confirming my hunch.

      “A guard from her cell. The one who helped us,” he said quickly, the lie slipping so smoothly from his lips I almost believed it myself. I loved him dearly, but the boy was a politician through and through.

      “Oh, and what did your ‘friend’ have to say that’s so important?” she asked, bitter as the sauerkraut she was so fond of.

      “He gave me the name of a girl from America who could turn the tides. The first telekinetic in a millennium,” I said. My heart raced with a thunderous gallop. I wiped my slick hands over the hem of my linen shirt.

      “The Foster girl?” Oliver asked.

      I nodded.

      While they were confused now, once I told them what I’d seen that night, it would all make sense. Jayma wouldn’t have died for nothing.

      “That’s hardly news, Johanna. We’ve been hearing whispers for months,” Donte said kindly.

      “That’s an understatement. Anastasia hasn’t shut up about her ever since that blasted dinner party they had. I’ll give you that they look more alike than is comfortable—”

      “That’s my point, Scarlett,” I said smugly.

      She stared at me, daft as a gnome on incense. “I hardly see how that matters—”

      “Let her talk,” Oliver said sharply, sensing that there was more to this than an errand boy’s gossip.

      “That’s what I’m trying to say, Scarlett. This girl…Anastasia herself said that she’s the one thing that could bring them all down. She wants her eliminated.”

      They all stared at me open-mouthed—even Liam’s tune came to an abrupt halt—and then they exploded.

      “You can’t possibly know that for certain, Johanna—”

      “How did you learn this?”

      “A guard told you this?”

      “Why does it even matter when we’re all going to hang?” Scarlett shouted.

      The room fell silent again, until Milla broke the silence with a childlike giggle. “Supernaturals. So pure. So powerful. For all your gifts, somehow you always seem to doubt that which should be impossible. It’s no wonder the goddess cursed you, that the dragon has forsaken you. Even Nyx, in all her darkness, has all but turned her back on the lot of you. Are you so self-absorbed as to think we do not have our own ways? That the Maiden does not bless me with sight, and the dragon Johanna with her gifts?”

      Silence.

      Their surprise was astonishing. I believed, Constantine believed, but somehow our friends, who’d seen it with their own eyes, couldn’t believe in something that wasn’t inherently Supernatural.

      “We will live, and we will find the Foster girl. Even if you can’t have faith in me, have faith in that. Camilla has seen it. We won’t let Jayma’s death go unanswered,” I said firmly. I looked from one face to the next, searching for a challenge, but all I saw was grim acceptance and mild determination.

      “We’ll avenge her. She will have justice,” Oliver said gravely. Our eyes met, a silent pact that we, above anyone else, would ensure it.

      “And if we die tomorrow?” Scarlett asked, still sceptical but more panicked than anything.

      “There are worse things than death,” I said.

      “How do you know?” she breathed, as footsteps carried down the corridor.

      Before I could answer, a key turned the lock. My time was up.

      Donte smiled over at me as Scarlett and Sebastian moved from behind the door. “Let’s see if you’re right,” he said with a wry smile.

      “Trust me,” I whispered to Scarlett.

      The door swung open, and Oliver gripped my hand protectively.

      “It’s time. You first,” the guard growled, grasping me by the shoulder and dragging me away so fast my hand was ripped from Oliver’s grip.

      Flanked by enemies, there was only one way to go.

      Up.

      Up to face my executioners. The Council.

      While the Maiden may have seen it, I had no idea how I was going to get out of this one, even if I’d told Scarlett otherwise. There’s a fine line between bravery and stupidity, and for all my assurances, I was in one hell of a hole.
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      Their voices carried as I approached the doors. My guards exchanged a sideways look before pulling both arms rigid, forcing me to a stop in an empty hallway. I had no plans to attack, but they didn’t know that. Still, whoever’d had the bright idea to keep me in the hallway while the Council debated deserved to be fired.

      “Your children are traitors! How do we know you’re not working with them as well?” a particularly sly voice asked pointedly. The Polish accent led me to believe it was House Lis. Bastards.

      “Now that’s quite the accusation there, isn’t it, lad? You may want to reconsider who you’re insulting,” another voice said. House Kearney, definitely; I could spot that voice a mile away. Iain Kearney was a broad man, barrel-chested, and nearly seven feet tall. I pitied the man who’d insulted his son.

      “We’re not accusing anyone here,” another man said. His thick French accent pointed to House Guillory. A house more traitorous than the lot of us, they wanted the Fortescues out of power as much as anyone. Except they kowtowed to the Fortescues’ every whim, biding their time. They were the real backstabbers of the Council. Always waiting in the wings for a chance to rise to power.

      “Oh really? What exactly do you classify as a traitor then?” Evelyn Fortier asked shrewdly. She was Oliver’s mother, and damn near close to family, but not a woman I would’ve crossed. I could already imagine it, her blue eyes peering at the man across the chamber. A slight frown would grace her lips, the only look she wore at a Council meeting.

      “Your son broke that terror out the night before her execution—”

      “The girl has a name. If you’re going to condemn her to death, you could at least do her the courtesy of using it,” Evelyn said.

      My eyes watered in gratitude, the thanks I’d never be able to voice.

      “So, you’re condoning his actions?” House Tormenta fired off. The Spanish were renowned for their volatility and blindly served in the name of keeping their superiority.

      “My approval or disapproval doesn’t matter when we haven’t yet heard his statement, nor anyone else’s, for that matter,” she replied. Deft as always, even with her words.

      “Council Member Fortescue will—”

      “Will what, Ivan? Last we checked you’re not a Fortescue and shouldn’t speak as one,” Iain Kearney piped up, blasting the Member of House Branislav. I bristled at the sound of the Bulgarian House that had aided in the execution of my own. Those beastly people still gave me nightmares, but they hadn’t spoken out during my trial, and I’d focused my energy on the bigger danger. The only one yet to speak.

      “Speaking of House Fortescue, where are they?” Helen Graeme—Scar and Seb’s mother—asked the question that had been on my mind since I’d arrived at the doors to the chamber. Anastasia didn’t stand Council Members questioning her, and Aldric only allowed it when he felt he had something to gain.

      “Feeling guilty, Council Member?” House Lis replied smoothly.

      Helen Graeme wasn’t one to be goaded. “I’m not on trial, Lis. Save your questions for someone who has to answer them.” At least I knew where Scarlett had gotten her temperate personality. Subtle as a brick.

      “Is that evasion I hear in your voice, Helen?” the man asked. He was treading a dangerous line in openly disrespecting her by using her first name.

      “Where is House Fortescue? I will not ask again,” she said. Her tone came across as annoyance, but I noticed a distinct note of concern.

      Thunderous steps demanded my attention as someone came up behind me. I turned just enough to see a Witch so dark he was truly black. He stepped carefully around us, and the guards yanked me back against the wall roughly. After three knocks on the heavy oak door, he pushed it open slowly, allowing the Council Members to situate themselves. Swung wide, the doors caught, giving me a clear view of the room.

      “Your Head of Council has sent me, bearing g-grave news,” he announced, dabbing beads of sweat from his smooth-shaven scalp.

      “Get on with it, boy,” Guillory snapped at the Witch, looking down on him as though he were filth on his shoe.

      His hateful eyes made my blood boil, and heat flooded my head, making me feel woozy with power. A tight squeeze to my arm reminded me of the guards holding me back. I looked at the Witch, along with the rest of the Council, waiting for a reply.

      “Aldric Fortescue is dead, killed by Vampires in the early rise. Anastasia, as his heir, has been appointed Head of Council and will grace you with her presence shortly,” he announced.

      Silence was followed by rapid murmurs that grew to furious shouting as the Council no longer pretended to be anything but what they were: the plague of our world.

      “Dead? What do you mean dead?”

      “How could this happen?”

      “We must evacuate at once if the High Council—”

      “There will be no running. Let them come!” It was Iain Kearney’s booming voice that rang out over all.

      The other members looked at him, some in abject horror, others with a steely determination to stand with the burly Irishman.

      “Vampires? Tell me, boy, how Vampires killed the Head of the Council. I see none here. I haven’t heard any call of alarm. So, when did they get here, and where are they now?” Council Member Berg inserted in her thick German accent, her face stoic as ever. She came from a House made of earth-users, and she was one of the most level-headed on the Council. Unfortunately, her son was currently in the bowels of Fortescue mansion, a half-breed and one of the strongest earth-users of the generation.

      “Are you doubting—”

      “Do not put words in my mouth, Guillory,” she warned the sneering Frenchman. “Let the boy talk.”

      Every pair of eyes in the room turned to the servant. His hands quivered a tad too much as he locked them behind his back, only visible to me and my guards.

      “The b-break o-out last night left a h-hole in security. Several of the Made broke through and w-w-were not noticed in the commotion. Council Member Aldric Fortescue was found d-dead a few hours ago.” He stuttered his way through the report, causing several sighs of exasperation.

      “Why were we not notified sooner?” Helen Graeme asked, wasting no time beating around the bush.

      The boy shifted uncomfortably before answering, “My m-mistress wished to be left alone t-to grieve, until she is r-r-ready.”

      By this point, the Council Members were all exchanging glances. A shift in power at the top was always accompanied by a struggle for power down the ranks, but would any of them challenge her?

      “And the Vampires? Where are they?” Council Member Graeme continued, pressing for as much information as possible before the chamber erupted in heated exchange again.

      “Our late Head of Council fought valiantly to protect himself, but it was not enough. The bodies are being disposed of, the grounds are being searched now for survivors, but it appears the Made have all been eliminated.” The quivering behind the boy’s voice made me think he didn’t believe this story any more than I did.

      “This is such a bloody crock of—” I started.

      “Quiet, prisoner,” a guard snapped. He moved to jam a rod into my back and silence me, but, on my last nerve, I retaliated. I was done being treated like a damned prisoner they could manhandle when they felt like it.

      Your fear of me was well-founded.

      I shifted, sending my elbow back into one as I kicked wide for the other, missing his baton but hitting my target square in the chest.

      “What’s going on out there?” House Lis hissed.

      The servant boy stepped aside as I grabbed the other end of the baton. Wrenching it from my guard’s shaking hands, I then whirled it on the one currently holding me. As I brought it down on his head, he blacked out like a shattered lightbulb. I flipped around as the remaining guard tried to hold me. With my back to him and his hands around my waist, I grasped both ends of the baton and brought it over his head. Forcing his neck forward, I crossed my arms and threw my weight back, crushing his windpipe. A gurgling sound escaped his lips as he struggled.

      “Stop her!” House Branislav shouted.

      I pivoted to the side when he sent a falcon after me. It dived for the dying guard and landed with its claws in his eyes. The guard shrieked, strangling the bird before they both fell silent.

      “Really? You’re resorting to that? You’ve already signed my death warrant. May as well wait for your beloved Head of Council to do it herself now.” I projected my voice, tapping into the power of the spirit realm to aid me. I had no intention of attacking the Council, many of whom were my friends, supporters of our cause. Instead, I took my seat in the rickety chair before the platform where my noose hung.

      Be strong, Johanna. It’s just a rope. Milla said you would make it out of this. Trust in her, in the Maiden.

      “How dare you—”

      “How dare I?” I asked Ivan Branislav. How fitting that he shared a name with Ivan the Cruel.

      His wild brown hair was braided back, and he wore the skins of his kills for all to see. The Branislavs were a people who truly had the soul of a beast.

      “How dare I?” I repeated, swallowing hard. “How dare you? I am the rightful heir of House Kozak, and it was not your, or anybody else’s, right to strip us of our name because we were not pure-blooded Supernaturals.” The blood of the guards covered my hands, but I was done shying away from the blood of those who deserved their fate.

      “Look at you! Look at all of you! You position yourselves on your pedestals, believing yourselves better than the common man, and condemn us to death for something your Head of Council did. Where is the justice in that?”

      Several of the members looked away. All those who fought with me, aided my cause, they couldn’t agree with me now. Not without taking themselves down too. They could think it, though, and fight in the only way they knew how.

      “So, Council Member, with all due respect, the real question you should be asking yourself here is why your lovely Head of Council is not here, because, if I remember rightly, she was meeting with—”

      “I’m glad to see they already brought the prisoner. Someone fetch a servant to clean up the guards in the hallway, and get that damned bird off my floor!” a cold voice snapped from behind me.

      How fitting for her to show up now.

      A chill ran down my spine as my family’s killer rounded the noose and ascended to her seat in the centre.

      Not a word was uttered as they rose in unison and bowed their heads before their dark queen. Her eyes were rimmed red, but I wasn’t fooled. I’d seen the way she hungered for power, the contemptuous glances she’d given her grandfather. This was all too convenient.

      “I would like to ask the Council to reconsider Johanna Kozak’s verdict.” Her silvery voice rang out across the chamber. Her blue eyes shifted to mine, no trace of a smile gracing her lips, and I froze.

      I didn’t know where her sadistic smile had gone, but the cold look in her eyes didn’t bode well. Something had happened out there, because this wasn’t the same Anastasia Fortescue I’d come to know. The look in her eyes was more dangerous than any noose. They were colder than normal, more desolate than any desert I’d crossed.

      There were worse things than death. Wasn’t that what I’d said?

      I prayed I wasn’t about to find out what.
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      Why on earth would she want to reconsider my verdict?

      I didn’t know a power alive that could swing my balance so swiftly from one side to the other. I should’ve been grateful but this defied any logical explanation.

      “Why now? On the morning of her hanging? With all respect, Council Member, I know your grandfather’s passing—”

      “He did not simply pass away,” she hissed. Her cold eyes turned on House Lis, not fooled by their pretty words and charlatan ways.

      “Of course, but—”

      His breathing hitched, eyes widening as he reached a pale, trembling hand to rub his clammy forehead.

      “Did you question my grandfather’s choices?” she asked pointedly, holding him under her cold gaze.

      “No, of course not,” he whispered reverently, bowing his head while still rubbing his temples. This was a new trick. Something I hadn’t seen before.

      “Then what makes you think you can question mine?” she spat. Only when she turned away, did the man’s symptoms stop. He loosed an unsteady breath, leaning back into his seat.

      The Council said nothing, and for once, neither did I.

      “Now, we have a verdict to reconsider. It has come to my attention that we have a very real war on the horizon with the High Council. Their power has gone unchecked too long. In light of this morning’s events, I propose an amendment to Miss Kozak’s sentence. We cannot fight a war on two fronts. The girl considers herself a force to be reckoned with, and after her little prison break, I cannot disagree that there are better uses for her demonic gifts than the noose. She has inspired a rebellion, of sorts, and no matter how premature it may be, I will not make a martyr of her.”

      Her words were carefully chosen. Guarded. If the warning flags hadn’t been there before, they were now. She’d never openly admitted to a rebellion, nor had the rest of the Council. Not good. Not good at all.

      “I propose that Johanna Kozak’s sentence is carried out in servitude to the Council. She will hunt both the Made and the Born with her dark powers. Then, when the war is won and she is no longer useful, she will meet her end. All those in favour?”

      Every single person in that room exchanged glances, as if asking who she was to make demands of the Council. Aldric had ruled with authority and an iron fist, but this wasn’t even pretending to take the others into consideration.

      “And the others, Council Member?” House Guillory said, wasting no time before sucking up to the next Fortescue in charge. No one cared that a man had just died. It was the Supernatural way.

      Oliver liked to say that they were impervious to death’s sting, but I thought nothing was farther from the truth. Supernaturals feared death because they didn’t understand it. It was part of the reason they could be so ruthless, but also why they couldn’t fathom their own lives ending. The concept was beyond them because of their pride. It would make the traitors in this room all the easier to spot when they thought their children were going to die.

      “We haven’t yet heard testimony from them, and you would sentence—” another Fortier, Evelyn’s sister, Abigail said. I’d always liked her, but her soft heart would get someone killed.

      “There’s no time for a full trial. They’ve already killed my grandfather—who’s to say they will not come for me next?” she demanded, but the Council didn’t offer an answer. They didn’t seem to notice the hint of fear in her voice. “I leave it in the hands of the Council to do what you’ve sworn to do. I want an answer from every House. Given that the Council has already come to a verdict, Johanna Kozak will be put to death when she’s exhausted her uses. The others will be tried at a later date to determine their loyalties.”

      My stomach squirmed. I didn’t like her lack of an answer about what would happen to them. This was her play? In response to a mass breakout and a dead Council Member, she wanted a hit squad against the very wankers she was in cahoots with? I shook my head, not believing what I was hearing.

      “House Tormenta, your answer?” she pressed, beginning the vote.

      “Servitude, my Lady.”

      “Branislav?” she continued.

      The dark-eyed man looked down at me, his lips pulled back in a wicked sneer, exposing his aged, yellow teeth. “For all your efforts and brave speeches, you will die a slave.” He spat the words, spittle spraying across the desk. I glared up at him, biting my lips as I fought to contain my retort. “Servitude, Council Member,” he said.

      That was two out of ten, and Anastasia was going to vote yes.

      “House Lis?”

      “Slavery,” he hissed. His wicked grin chilled my blood, raising the hair on my arms. At least he called it what it was. I already saw where this was going, and it wasn’t pretty.

      Think of Jayma, I chanted internally.

      “Guillory, your vote?”

      “I vote servitude as well, Your Highness.” He even added a little bow at the end. Was she royalty now? Might as well be with how she was treating this transition of power.

      Anastasia didn’t smirk, though; it was like she hadn’t even noticed as she continued down the list.

      “Graeme?”

      Helen didn’t look at me, but she swallowed hard before speaking. Her jaw set just before she said, “Death.”

      Under other circumstances, I would’ve balked, and even been hurt. Not this time, because whatever Anastasia had planned for me, I knew I’d prefer death.

      Think of Jayma, you selfish cow. Would she give up because the road looked hard?

      I couldn’t look away when she called Iain Kearney. The giant of a man glanced at me, glassy eyed, as he choked out, “Hang her.”

      Then came House Maestri, Donte’s family. They were pure as pure came, and no supporters of mine. When they voted for death, it shouldn’t have surprised me, but it did. While they detested the Fortescues, they were too cowardly to ever stand against them. Even Donte had only found the courage after his sister’s death.

      “House Berg?” she asked. I was only two votes away from a tie.

      “Her honour lies in the dragon, Council Member. Try as you might, even stone cannot tame fire. Death.” Lady Berg’s words were short and to the point. A compliment and goodbye masked behind logic. Always the realists, and I loved them for it.

      “It comes down to you, Council Member Fortier, to decide Johanna Kozak’s fate. Do you wish for her to serve or hang now and be done?”

      I didn’t look in Evelyn’s direction. I couldn’t. Instead, I kept my eyes locked on Anastasia Fortescue. She was my judge, jury, and executioner, despite the imitated act of democracy carried out here.

      Evelyn sighed deeply. Both sides of this coin were bad, and deep down, even I didn’t know what she would say.

      “Any day now, Council Member. You have a choice to make, and if you do not voice it, I take it by default,” Anastasia said curtly. This was her move: choose or lose her vote. Pay no mind that there’d been no one there to choose for Jayma or my parents when she’d come calling.

      I ground my teeth, gripping my arms tightly across my chest.

      “You have come before this Council without delivering answers, and now expect us to change a verdict you’ve argued for from the very moment this girl stepped foot in here. She’s on trial for her life, and my own son hasn’t even been afforded that pleasure. I must ask, Council Member, what will become of the rest of them? My child and many others were led astray by this rebel, and you want to keep her alive? To use her and them for some sort of gain in a war that isn’t theirs to fight?” Evelyn Fortier was a force to be reckoned with, and wreak havoc she did.

      Anastasia’s eyes darkened, just like they had last night on the tarmac after I hit her. “You are out of line, Fortier. You were asked to vote, not make speeches. Time is of the essence, and—”

      “Time? We haven’t even seen a body, yet you walked into this room and declared yourself Head of—”

      “Servitude or death. Those are your only choices. Another word, and I will have you stripped of your title and thrown from this courtroom. Do not underestimate me, Fortier,” Anastasia threatened. Her dark energy was already traveling when Evelyn spoke.

      “Servitude,” she whispered.

      A small part of me shattered, because no matter how well-intentioned her decision was, there were some paths even the dragon couldn’t see. Some places even the Mother couldn’t walk.

      My mouth went dry. It opened and closed, but no words came out. She had me. Owned me.

      I wanted to weep, but there was no time for tears. I could save those for my pillow at night.

      Milla’s words echoed in my mind.

      “Your clock still ticks, Johanna. You know your purpose.”

      My purpose. End this. Find the Foster girl.

      Milla had told me my time was not over, and I’d promised my parents I would avenge them. I’d promised Xun I would find a better world. I’d promised Jayma I would make one.

      “Johanna Kozak, you have been tried and found guilty. The Council has voted, and you are now property of House Fortescue,” she said.

      I leaned back in my chair, tilting my head slightly as I gaped at her audacity. “I was under the impression that the Council owned me,” I said slowly.

      Some of the Council Members looked up, narrowing their eyes. Others looked like they agreed, and even some, like Evelyn Fortier, looked both sick and royally pissed off.

      “Excuse me, Miss Kozak, but you are property, and property doesn’t talk back,” Anastasia said, twirling a piece of hair as if she were already bored of me. There was no way she would want me dead so badly just to change her mind and argue for this. I didn’t give a flying fuck what she said; she’d probably killed her grandfather too. Something had happened.

      “Bring them in,” she said suddenly.

      The oak doors were opened once more to reveal my cohort of friends, half-breed and Supernatural alike.

      I moved aside to offer Milla my seat, and the guard shoved her roughly down into the chair.

      “Watch it, prick,” I cursed.

      He struck out, an attempt to backhand me, and I ducked, sweeping his feet out from underneath him before the other guard grasped my shoulders.

      “Put her down!” one of the Council Member’s bellowed at my actions.

      “She’s an abomination,” called another.

      Evelyn looked away guiltily, and I wondered what had fuelled her decision to keep me alive. It clearly wasn’t for me. Every person in this room knew that I would rather die than face whatever awaited me…but I wouldn’t. For Jayma, I reminded myself again, letting the guards grab my arms and force me to the ground.

      “Release her.”

      The guard holding me paused before removing his hands.

      I looked up at the only person who had the power to give such a command.

      “She will obey. They all will. Won’t you, children?” he asked softly, almost caressingly.

      She sounded like she was starting to crack, but I chose not to say so. I preferred not having the guard’s hands on me in any form or fashion. Oliver was positioned on my right, a smirk tugging the corner of his mouth in defiance. I scowled at his flippancy and looked to the others. He didn’t realise what I’d been sentenced to yet. None of them did. Except Milla. She sat in my rickety chair, opaque eyes as cloudy and pensive as the eye of a storm.

      Anastasia swept her gaze over them and turned immediately back to me. “For your crimes, you have all been enlisted to help fight in the war against the Made. Think of it as a goodwill gesture. Probation, if you will. You will serve the council for the foreseeable future, and be tried at a later date. Only if you’ve proven your loyalty to the Council, will the charges against you be dropped.” She paused here for dramatic effect, her eyes turning angry and hateful. “My beloved grandfather was killed today because of a hole in security you exposed and exploited. Frankly, your lives should be forfeit. I give the orders, and you will obey. Step out of line, and you will be punished. Do it again, and one of your compatriots will be punished. This is not a game, children. If you are so powerful that a handful of you could get through security to break this girl out, taking on the Vampire High Council shouldn’t be a problem.”

      “And what of Johanna?” Oliver asked. He was being far more flamboyant than he needed to be. His casual use of my first name was enough to pique the interest of some in the chamber. I wanted to kick him for his stupidity.

      “Johanna will be joining you, provided she proves herself useful and obedient. When she ceases to be of use, she will be hanged for her crimes against Jayma Balewa.” She smirked, watching me struggle to be obedient.

      I bit my lip so hard it bled.

      Oliver did the bravest and stupidest thing he’d ever done. He wrapped an arm around me in comfort, his own silent protest to my mistreatment by his world.

      Anastasia rolled her eyes, and Evelyn Fortier looked like she was about to rip her son’s arm out of its socket. She may have loved me, but Oli was her baby.

      “You would do well to learn now, boy, that the company you keep can have dire consequences for you and yours.” Anastasia was frank with her statement, and Oliver’s mother blanched at the threat.

      Oliver, though, didn’t tense next to me; oh no, he was too cocky for that. That bastard grinned up at his Head of Council and said, “Right and wrong are relative, Council Member, depending whose lens you wear.”

      It was a rebellious statement, crafted in the pretty words the Council liked so much. I loved him all the more for it, idiot boy though he was for saying it.

      “Your silver tongue is amusing at best, Fortier.”

      Oliver’s lips twitched, but he didn’t respond. His mother looked about ready to skin him for dancing on already thin ice.

      “My Lady!” a servant called out, running down the hall.

      Anastasia looked up, clearly annoyed, until her eyes lit up with interest.

      “The tele—”

      “That will be all. Leave. Now,” she snapped, holding up a hand.

      I glanced sideways at the young Supernatural, who skulked away. I hoped Alec was a long way from here right now.

      “I call an end to this hearing, as I have urgent business to attend to. Funeral arrangements must be made for the last Head of Council. You may go.”

      The Council splintered into two factions: those who lingered to speak with their children and those who grovelled at Anastasia’s feet, even if they would both put an end to her if given the chance.

      I remained still, not knowing yet what I was allowed to do or where to go.

      Oliver tugged me closer. “We’ll work around it, find a way out. We always do. Just promise me one thing,” he whispered. His voice was so low I barely heard him. There was no way the others would.

      “I’ve been sentenced to slavery and then death. Not much I can promise, Oli,” I whispered back. His mother was slowly making her way towards us.

      “No matter what happens—”

      “Oliver, you are a damned fool. How dare you behave in such a manner? We were already—”

      “Mother, please. Everything will be fine, but it’s time for you to go home. I will be in touch when I can,” he said firmly. His eyes, however, pleaded.

      Her own softened, barely, before she turned to me. “You take care of him, Johanna. Bring him home safely.”

      I smiled sadly, bowing my head. “I promise. I will not fail again.”

      And I meant it.

      There wouldn’t be another failure.

      He wouldn’t die. I’d promised Jayma that as she died in my arms. I would protect him, just like he protected me.

      “How touching. Let’s hope your sentiments don’t get in the way of your work,” Anastasia cut in. “When I give an order, you carry it out, without question. Protest, you die. Fail, you die. Your lives are in my hands. Prove useful, you shall be rewarded. Are we clear?”

      “Yes, Madam Fortescue,” Milla sang from my left.

      Oliver did extremely well to hide his smirk as Donte and Liam sniggered. We’d just been sentenced to servitude for a timeframe without an end date, and they were bloody mocking her.

      Anastasia narrowed her eyes and turned to a guard. “See that they’re watched closely. I expect them clean, suitably dressed, and ready to move out within the hour.” Turning her attention fully on me, she added, “You will be my alpha team in this war. You are the spear in my hand. I expect your absolute best, Miss Kozak. Anything less will have, shall we say, dire consequences. You have an hour to prepare yourselves. Now get out of my sight.”

      We were escorted from the Council chamber rapidly while Anastasia watched, her eyes never leaving us. I spoke quietly, not loud enough for the Council to hear.

      “Honour wears many coats, as does right and wrong. We have a long way to go. Stay on the path, and the Mother will guide us. The dragon will call.”

      One of the guards butted me in the back of the head, telling me to shut up. The others didn’t need to hear it, not really. We’d been in some pretty tough situations before.

      “You know, Jo, maybe you’re not so full of it,” Scarlett said.

      “Or perhaps, Scarlett, you’re merely not as blind,” Milla said simply, somehow knowing just where to look.

      We were treading dangerous waters here, but it seemed that somehow the universe had bought us time. We would live and find the girl, the one who would bring this whole bloody Council to its knees. Starting with Anastasia Fortescue.

      And even if it killed me, I would be here to watch the new dawn rise, as a millennium of oppression came crumbling down.

      

      
        The End
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