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one


“Where are you heading, buddy?” I muttered, squinting at the taillights of the motorcycle I was following and regretting the impulse that had led me to this course of action.

It was frustrating to know that after an hour of painstaking surveillance I was no closer to learning what my quarry was up to than when I’d first started. In a city where you could be pretty much anywhere you wanted within half an hour, it was unusual that a trip would take this long. Especially at this time of night when traffic was at its lowest.

It made me think there was more going on than I’d previously suspected. Like maybe my friend on the motorcycle wasn’t quite as unaware of my presence as he was pretending. Not surprising really. Stalking a hunter, an individual whose job it was to hunt down and execute those of the supernatural persuasion, was never my best idea.

Curse my curiosity.

He’d probably driven past the apothecary I’d been staking out on purpose. Normally, I would have ignored him. Chalked up his presence to a fluke and continued on with my night like nothing happened. If only the hunter in question hadn’t declared himself my cousin. In front of my human family, no less.

How was I supposed to react in a situation like that? Pretend I didn’t have a burning need to find out everything involving him and the rest of his so-called family?

Ha. If only.

A hunter had already come close to killing me once. Okay, maybe twice. No way was I going to allow one to gallivant freely all over my city. Not without having an idea of his intentions, which right now were about as clear as mud.

“You sure he doesn’t know we’re following him?” Caroline asked, echoing my thoughts. Though her delivery was slightly garbled from the taco she was in the midst of devouring.

“You’re not helping.”

I didn’t need any negativity right now.

Caroline shrugged and took another bite of the delicious smelling taco. “I’m just saying—our chauffeur isn’t exactly a master of covert surveillance.”

I glanced at the unlucky human who’d just happened to be getting into his car at the exact wrong time and place.

“Stop that,” I snapped as the man shivered like a wet dog.

His back snapped straight as my compulsion forced him to obey. Seconds later, a high-pitched whistle like that of a boiling tea kettle escaped his nose.

The sound was more irritating than the shivering.

I sent Caroline an annoyed look. “Now look what you’ve done. He’s scared.”

He’d just started to calm down too.

“Don’t blame me. It’s your compulsion. Just order him not to be afraid.”

“It doesn’t work that way,” I grumbled.

I could force someone to do my bidding. Even make them forget everything they did or saw while under my influence, but I couldn’t manipulate their emotions. That was a skill that was still beyond my capabilities.

Caroline occupied herself with devouring another taco as I went back to staring at the taillights of our quarry.

Much as I hated to admit it, she was onto something.

He had to be aware that he was being followed. There weren’t that many other cars on the road. No matter how far back I told our driver to stay, our presence was bound to be noted. Unless he was an idiot—and I very much doubted that—he’d know what was going on.

Normally, surveillance of this nature was conducted with a team that involved several tailing vehicles that switched on and off of the mark. Hunters were naturally observant, paranoid individuals. I should have known after the first ten minutes of nonstop turns that he was taking us for a ride, but I’d been too focused on my obsession of finding answers to recognize counter surveillance tactics when I saw them.

Caroline dropped the taco she was holding into the to-go container and set it aside before grabbing a napkin to wipe her hands. “You never did tell me what’s so interesting about him that we had to kidnap a poor human so we could use his vehicle for this. I thought the plan for tonight was to spy on the sprites causing trouble for the druid.”

“I told you it’s not called spying. It’s surveillance.”

“What’s the difference?”

“Intent.”

By definition, spying implied a nefarious purpose. Whereas surveillance was done by governments and private investigators as a tool to gather information. Hence, my stakeout of the apothecary was a perfectly legal endeavor. If I’d been licensed and part of the mundane world, that is.

What I was doing now, on the other hand, following the hunter—that was closer to spying.

I was splitting hairs, I know.

Caroline wedged herself in the corner of the back seat, propping one foot on the console between the driver and passenger seat as she quirked an eyebrow at me. “I notice you still haven’t answered my first question.”

“Didn’t I? Must have slipped my mind.”

I kept my voice deliberately airy, trying not to give anything away. Caroline had always been protective. Since becoming a werewolf that part of her had kicked into overdrive. If I told her that the motorcyclist we were following was a hunter, she’d try to end the threat to her pack—aka me—before it began.

There’d be no chance to explain the hunter’s connection to my dad. That he was Dad’s nephew. Or that Dad had once been a hunter himself. That he was descended from a whole line of born hunters.

It was another secret on what was becoming a growing pile of them.

It seemed my life post transition to vampire-dom was built on a shifting foundation of lies and deceptions. It meant I was no stranger to keeping the people I loved in the dark. For their safety—and my own.

I pretended not to notice Caroline’s stare as she practically bored a hole in the side of my face.

“Who is he?” Caroline demanded.

“Just someone involved in a different case.”

Caroline studied me quietly, her intelligent gaze picking up far more than I wanted her to. She knew I was bullshitting her. I could see it in her face. The slight furrow of her forehead. The way the skin around her blue eyes crinkled like it did when she was trying to work through a particularly troublesome problem.

Her blond hair was swept up into a high ponytail, and she was dressed entirely in black. She’d even worn combat boots.

Her softer edges had burned away since becoming a werewolf. Her frame leaner and covered with muscle. Her features sharper. More feral. With an edge of wildness that threatened to lure the unwary closer. Like a moth to the flame.

“You realize werewolves are as good as vampires when it comes to sniffing out lies,” Caroline informed me seriously.

“I’ve been a supernatural longer than you. Of course, I do.”

Unlike her, most of that time was spent as a courier to the supernatural world. I wouldn’t have survived if I didn’t know the capabilities of the spooks I suddenly found myself surrounded by. I was betting I knew almost as much about werewolves and their habits as her.

“Besides, what part of my statement was a lie?” I asked.

Not a single word.

I’ll say this for hanging around vampires—they’d taught me how to deceive without ever having to speak a word of falsehood. It was a skill I’d come to appreciate. Mostly because it had saved my life more than once.

“You’re keeping something from me, Lena,” Caroline said.

“Quite possibly, but I’m not the only one keeping secrets, now, am I?”

Caroline shut her mouth at the pointed look I sent her.

Yeah, that’s what I thought. It wasn’t so fun when the shoe was on the other foot. I’d known there was a reason she volunteered to accompany me on this stakeout despite it being a work night. Caroline had always been a workaholic. Becoming the assistant librarian of the supernatural library hadn’t changed that. If anything, it made her worse. All that knowledge, just waiting to be consumed. I was surprised she ever left the stacks.

For her to take time off; something was up.

I just wasn’t sure what. She also wasn’t talking.

The driver darted a fear filled look over his shoulder. “Um—”

I didn’t take my eyes off Caroline. “Eyes on the road.”

The driver’s shoulders crawled toward his ears but he faced forward again.

“You have something to say?” I asked.

Caroline’s expression was blank. “You’re getting good at that.”

“Practice.”

It really did make perfect.

“It’s just that not too long ago, you never would have considered compelling a human.”

“People change.”

I’d come to understand that compulsion was a tool. One I desperately needed in my arsenal. I couldn’t continue to rely on the vampires around me on the rare occasion I needed it. They might not always be there to make humans forget when my world spilled into theirs. I had to be able to handle things on my own. Otherwise, people—innocent people who, like our driver, were simply in the wrong place at the wrong time—would get hurt.

Caroline broke our stare off to nod at the highway we were heading North on. “We’re getting close to the outer belt. Do you have a plan?”

I let her change the subject.

Up ahead, the motorcycle moved into the far, right hand lane in preparation of taking the on-ramp to 270.

“Too bad you didn’t give me a heads up about him beforehand,” Caroline drawled. “I could have done some flirting. Maybe found out where he was going. If nothing else, I could have tagged his bike with a tracker.”

“For so many reasons—no. Just no.”

Like I was going to let my best friend turn herself into bait for a hunter.

“So, he’s dangerous. Good to know.”

Damn it. Caroline always was too smart for my own good.

“Am I still following?” the driver asked in a quavering voice.

“Yes.”

Caroline snorted at my answer, slouching further in her seat. I noticed she hadn’t bothered with a seat belt. Another change in my formerly cautious friend. Prior to growing hair all over her body and howling at the moon, Caroline never would have sat in a moving vehicle without buckling up. She hadn’t even liked to ride in the shuttles at the airport because of the lack of seat belts.

“Slow down a little,” I ordered as the car sped up slightly.

“I’m going to lose him,” the human protested, gesturing at the road ahead where the motorcyclist had pulled far enough away to be a tiny dot on the horizon.

Seconds later, we lost sight of him momentarily as the on-ramp curved, obstructing our line of sight.

“You’re not going to lose him.” Caroline leaned forward as we followed the curve around, the motorcyclist coming into view far up ahead. Just barely visible. “He’s not getting on 270. Looks like he’s taking the exit for 23.”

With a satisfied look more suited to a feline than a wolf, Caroline crossed her legs, sitting back and making herself comfortable.

The driver sent her a startled glance. “You can see him from this far away?”

Caroline arched an arrogant eyebrow at him “You can’t?”

A range of emotions played out on the driver’s face as his gaze darted to meet mine in the rearview mirror before he looked away just as quickly. Uncertainty. Disbelief. Apprehension. Followed by a growing realization that Caroline wasn’t pulling his leg. Every word she spoke was the truth.

His throat worked as he swallowed hard, his hands tightening on the wheel.

Caroline’s nostrils flared. Probably picking up on the subtle changes in scent as adrenaline and stress flooded his system.

My sense of smell wasn’t nearly as developed as hers—one of the differences between a werewolf and vampire—but I could hear his heart rate speeding up. The changes in his breathing as it grew rapid and shallow, the knowledge that the two individuals in his back seat may not be entirely human sinking in.

Was it strange that a small part of me enjoyed his fear? It made me feel powerful. A dark queen basking in her place at the top of the food chain.

It was odd. There was once a time in my life when the thought of someone looking at me with that kind of terror and dread would have been a blade in my heart. It would have left me feeling like a monster. Something that didn’t deserve to walk under the same sky as the rest of humanity.

Instead, his fear sent a pulse of delight through me. It made me feel indestructible. He was right to fear me. I could end him with a snap of my fingers. All it would take was a moment of carelessness on my end. A split second of inattention in regards to my strength and squish. Bye bye, human.

“You okay?” Caroline asked, a concerned look on her face.

I shook myself, her question jogging me out of the strange place I’d just been in. “Yeah. Of course.”

Caroline stared at me for a second. Long enough that it was obvious she didn’t believe my assurances.

“I’m fine, Caro. I promise.”

The harsh frown lines in her brow softened as she finally let the subject drop. “We’re going to talk about this later.”

“Uh huh. Whatever you say.”

Despite my flippancy, a part of me was hoping she followed up on her threat. Something in me had changed over the past months. The worst part was how little the change in my personality bothered me.

That lack of concern was what scared me the most.

Caroline nodded at the exit up ahead. “What do you think? North or south.”

I hesitated, putting some thought into my answer. “South takes him towards Worthington.”

There wasn’t much there that I could think of that would interest a hunter. It was a cute neighborhood, mostly geared toward families. As a result, its downtown pretty much closed by nine.

“His end goal might be further south. There’s a lot of bars just a few minutes outside of there.”

I’d considered that. The Blue Pepper, a bar owned by a friend of mine and Caroline’s, was in that direction too. It was a mecca for supernaturals. Exactly the sort of place a hunter might stake out to find new prey.

Except if that was the case, he would have gotten off the highway much earlier. There were easier and more direct routes than the one we were on. Unless his goal was to be as confusing and obnoxious as possible.

A possibility I wasn’t quite ready to discard.

“Looks like we’re wrong, he just got off heading north.” Caroline grinned over at me. “This night just gets more and more interesting.”

I’ll say.

For the life of me, I couldn’t think what could be drawing the hunter in that direction.

Caroline tapped the driver on the shoulder. “You can go ahead and speed up. We don’t want to lose him.”

The human made a high-pitched sound that could have been a moan or a mumble of agreement. It was hard to tell.

Caroline frowned in disgust as she slanted a look at me. “Tell me again why we couldn’t take your car?”

“Besides the fact that it screams ‘look at me’ and isn’t suitable for surveillance work?”

I loved everything about my Jaguar F-Type. Its speed. Its maneuverability. Even its very distinctive color. A burnt umber that stood out even at night.

Its only drawback was how noticeable it was. It wasn’t exactly the type of car that went unnoticed.

Besides, my quarry was familiar with the car I drove. He would have known the moment I started tailing him.

Though since he’d figured it out anyway, I could have saved myself some trouble.

The driver stomped on the gas pedal. The car jolted and shot forward.

“Whoa, friend. Let’s not go too crazy. This isn’t a race,” Caroline cautioned.

“You said speed up. That’s what I did!”

Caroline made a placating motion with her hands. “Alright. Alright. My bad. Calm down.”

To me, she mouthed “Oh my God. So sensitive” while rolling her eyes.

It was a struggle not to smile at their interaction as the car rocketed forward, reaching the exit ramp and barely making it through the traffic light at the top.

Caroline snapped to attention, her focus on the tiny dot of the motorcycle’s tail lights up ahead where it was in the midst of turning into a strip of shops. “Avoid the bypass and get in the second to right lane. Turn at the light past this next one.”

“This is it. I’m going to die. You’re going to kill me when you don’t need me anymore,” the human moaned.

“We’re not going to kill you,” I grumbled, scanning the shop in the strip mall. My gaze settled on one in particular. A bar. The Lounge. I’d heard of it in passing. It was something of a local haunt. It had been listed on Columbus’s top ten dive bars at one point or another, earning it some fame.

It wasn’t a bar I’d ever been to. Partly because rumor had it the owner hated vampires. But mostly because when I felt like drinking, I went to the Blue Pepper. They had the best lemon drop martinis and I liked the atmosphere.

“Are you going to kill him?” the human asked.

Now why did that question sound almost hopeful?

I struggled for patience. “Also no.”

Caroline propped her arm on the frame of the door next to her and buried her face in her arm, her shoulders shaking suspiciously.

“Don’t worry—you won’t remember any of this tomorrow,” I told him, trying to be reassuring.

“Oh God! Oh God! Oh God! You are going to kill me.”

“What the fuck? I just told you I wasn’t!”

How did he get from “you won’t remember” to “you’re going to die”?

Peals of laughter came from Caroline as she lost the battle with her amusement.

Meanwhile, our driver was practicing deep breathing as he inhaled through his nose and exhaled through his mouth. “I’ve heard all about this on the podcasts I listen to. You’re taking me to a secondary location where you’ll butcher me into little pieces. Then you’ll mail my body parts across the country as a sick taunt to law enforcement.”

Caroline’s laughter cut off. She lifted her head to stare at the human in sick fascination.

I blinked. And blinked again. “That’s oddly specific.”

Disturbingly so.

Talk about intrusive thoughts.

“I’m going to die tonight. I just know it. My mother is going to be crushed.” The man rocked back and forth, holding onto the steering wheel for dear life. “My house is a mess. If I’d known this was coming, I would have taken the time to clean it. Now everyone is going to think I’m a slob.”

Caroline was still staring. “Wow.”

I elbowed her in the side, giving her a look that said cool it. “I told you. We’re not going to hurt you. We just needed to borrow your car for a little while.”

Next time, I was going to order my victim to hand over the keys rather than have them drive me around. So much less drama that way.

“Please don’t start crying again,” I pleaded as his shoulders started to tremble.

Too late from the sound of the sobs coming from the front seat.

“You’re doing great,” Caroline assured me.

“I can’t tell you how much your compliment means to me.”

Caroline’s snicker was soft, barely audible over the ticking of the vehicle’s turn signal. If not for my heightened hearing, I may never have caught it.

“What do I do now?” the driver asked as we made the turn onto the next street.

The sidelong look Caroline shot me spoke volumes. “I assume you already have a good guess as to where he’s gone.”

The corners of my lips hooked up the slightest bit. “I may have an inkling.”

There weren’t that many places open in this area after nine. A German beer house and the bar I’d spotted earlier were the most likely contenders.

Of those two, the bar had my vote. It was exactly the sort of place a hunter might choose as a meeting point. It was far enough away from downtown and vampire territory. The fact the owner disliked our kind was a bonus. Throw in the dim interior and a large enough crowd that one or two extra people would go unnoticed and you had the perfect venue for a clandestine meeting.

Honestly, I might want to consider it for the next time I needed a neutral meeting spot.

I leaned forward and tapped the driver on the shoulder. “Turn here.”

He made a right onto a side street that wound behind a rundown-looking strip mall and a couple of the hotels that had sprung up in recent years as we backtracked toward where I’d seen the bar.

“Wait a minute. I’ve been here,” our driver said, perking up a little.

Caroline sent him an interested look. “Have you now?”

He nodded. “A couple of my friends wanted to try it out. It’s supposed to be one of the best dive bars in Columbus.”

“Did it live up to the hype?” she asked.

He shrugged. “It was okay. The drinks weren’t too expensive but you have to have cash. They don’t accept credit cards. The regulars were a little odd though.”

“How so?”

“Not very welcoming. They acted like our presence was an intrusion.”

Probably because it was. No one wanted a bunch of tourists ruining their favorite watering hole.

Although, if the rumors about the owner were true, it was possible those “regulars” were supernaturals of some kind. Most supernaturals only tolerated humans. Some mundanes could pick up on that fact.

I gave the driver a thoughtful look, wondering whether he was a sensitive. One of those rare few whose instincts warned them when they’d strayed into a spook’s territory. I’d never met one before so it was impossible to know what to look for.

“Found him,” Caroline crowed, distracting me. “His bike at least.”

I looked to where Caroline was pointing to find the bike we’d been tailing for the last hour. Bikes weren’t my area of expertise, but this one was all class with a stylish edge. It looked like something out of an old movie. Its leather seat contrasted with the chrome and metal of its frame, which was on the thinner side.

About the only thing I could tell you was that it wasn’t a Harley. Or any bike I’d seen before.

I scanned the parking lot, finding no sign of my prey. “It looks like he’s already gone inside.”

That was good news for us. It meant that we didn’t have to circle around and park somewhere far away.

“Stop here,” I ordered the driver.

Caroline had already thrown open her door and was climbing out before we had fully rolled to a stop.

I shoved out of the car after her. “Someone’s a little eager.”

“Can you blame me? All this secrecy has gotten me curious.”

Caroline snickered, stuffing her hands into her pockets as I ignored her, walking over to the driver’s side window and knocking. I waited for the human to look at me before gesturing for him to roll the window down.

He stared at me, not moving for long moments. His hands tightened around the steering wheel. Prey on the precipice of flight. I could practically see the thoughts turning in his brain. The urge to stomp down on the gas pedal and rocket away from the big bad scary.

“I wouldn’t if I were you,” I warned, my voice lowering to a rumble that felt sinister even to me.

My reflexes were faster than his. I could punch through this window quicker than he could follow through on his impulse. If worse came to worst and he managed to get the car moving, I could use my vampiric strength and speed to ram the car and tip it onto its side.

I was strong enough for that. Probably.

The only issue was the damage either course of action might do to this jacket. It was one of my favorites. I wouldn’t be happy if it got ruined. Neither would he once I got done with him.

Our stare off lasted for a second before the human released the steering wheel and reached over to roll down the window.

“Good choice,” I muttered.

I wasn’t in the mood for a tussle. Not to mention the attention it would draw.

The human couldn’t quite meet my gaze as the window lowered. “Sorry about that. I was confused for a moment.”

“Uh huh.”

Sure, he was. Confused about his place on the food chain.

“Alright, let’s get this over with. All you need to do is look at me and then you can go on your merry way.”

That brought his eyes up to mine. “Really? You’re not going to kill me?”

“I told you already. I was never going to hurt you.”

I might not be as against this whole vampire thing as I once was, but I hadn’t completely lost myself. As long as he didn’t try to hurt me or mine, he was safe. I wasn’t going to go on a killing spree willy nilly.

This time my assurance seemed to get through to him, the strain in his features loosening as something approaching a smile graced his face.

“That’s awesome!” He grinned down at his steering wheel, pounding it lightly before looking back up at me. “I’m so relieved. For a minute there, I thought my ticket was punched.”

“That’s nice. Look at me.”

So I could end this annoying encounter and get back to the rest of my night.

“Hey! Wait!” He leaned partially out the window. “This was actually kind of fun.”

“Fun?”

“Yeah. You know—exciting.”

“You mean between all of the ‘Oh God, please don’t kill me’?”

He nodded with an eagerness that was at complete odds with the nervous, high-strung human I’d gotten to know over the past hour.

He grabbed his wallet from the cup holder and fished out a business card before handing it to me. “Here. Just in case. Next time you have a situation like this, call me. I’m happy anytime you want to car jack me.”

Was this a joke? Had I somehow managed to break his tiny human brain with my compulsion?

Seeing my nonplussed expression, he shoved the card at me again. This time more forcefully. “I’m serious.”

Maybe so, but it wasn’t going to happen. If I ever was in this situation again, I was taking the car and leaving the human. So much quieter that way. None of the hysteria or crying.

There was a soft sound from the rear of the car. Something close to a whimper.

I straightened to look in that direction. “Caroline? What’s wrong?”

My friend stood ramrod still, a distant look on her face, her arms and legs quivering as if locked in battle with an unseen force.

In the next second, she doubled over. “Brax.”

Fur sprouted along her body and face. Everywhere that wasn’t covered by clothes.

The human pushed open the door to climb out. “What is happening to her?”

I shoved him back into the car, slamming the door closed behind him for good measure. “Stay there. Don’t move.”

I barely remembered to lace my command with a compulsion before tossing the human to the back of my mind and hurrying over to Caroline.

She was curled in on herself, making agonized sounds. I knelt beside her, my hands hovering. I was afraid to touch lest I hurt her more. She looked like she was in the throes of a transition to werewolf. Only I’d never seen a change take this long—or be this painful.

“Caroline, talk to me. Tell me what’s going on.”

I accessed my other sight, the special ability that allowed me to physically see the magic in the world around me. It was a product of my magic breaking power. No one was quite sure how or why I was able to do something so rare that the mere whisper of it would put me at the top of everyone’s hit list.

Over the past few years, I’d done some research into magic breakers and found that they weren’t always rare. Sometime in the last thousand years or so, they’d started to die out. Or were killed off.

From the descriptions I’d pieced together, my power wasn’t quite the same as theirs either. As their name implied, magic breakers could break magic but it was usually limited to spells and the like. Something like adjusting the balance of a demon tainted werewolf or taking away the madness of an ancient vampire wasn’t supposed to be possible. Even for them.

Yet I’d managed both.

I didn’t know what any of it meant either. Nor was there anyone I could ask since my biological father, perhaps the only person who might truly understand why I was so different, had disappeared.

Caroline grabbed my wrist, her grip bruising. Her claws dug into my skin, drawing beads of blood. “It hurts.”

Her eyes had gone fully over to the wolf. A beautiful, mesmerizing amber.

In my magic sight, a wolf was superimposed over her body. The wolf writhed in agony, trying to throw off the rope of golden light that had settled over her neck. It looked like a dog collar. About three finger widths wide and too tight, practically strangling her as it forced her obedience.

I reached for it, guessing that this was the cause of Caroline’s pain. My palm and fingers blistered the second I came into contact with the gold.

Caroline’s howl echoed, nearly deafening me. More fur sprouted, her nose and jaw elongating. The sound of crunching came, the pop of bones breaking and reforming. Her spine twisted, her limbs warping as she fell to all fours.

“Hold on, Caroline. I’m going to fix this.”

I didn’t know how, but I was a magic breaker. I could do this.

Grabbing the collar with both hands this time, I pulled with all my strength, ignoring the stench of burning skin and the searing pain that came along with it.

The collar didn’t budge.

That was okay. I had other methods.

I reached for the part of me that I considered the source of my magic breaking. It unfurled, responding to my desire. I aimed it at the collar and the complex magic I could see at its heart. It was a nasty piece of work, meant to subjugate its recipient.

The strange thing was that there was something eerily familiar about it. Just out of reach. Like an echo of something I’d encountered before, but the details eluded me.

Sensing my attempt, the collar tightened around Caroline’s neck, drawing another pained whine from her wolf.

Whether I recognized the magic or not was no longer important. This needed to come off. Now. Otherwise, I’d lose her.

“Shit. Shit. Shit.”

Hurriedly, I sorted through the magic, trying to find a weak spot. Something I could use to tear it apart.

It would help if I knew how it came to be on Caroline in the first place.

At that thought, my magic shifted, sharpening and bringing into focus something that was hard to describe. I couldn’t “see” this change. Not with my eyes anyway. And yet, that’s exactly what it felt like. As if I was using a sense outside the normal five. With it, I knew how the magic had managed to infiltrate Caroline’s defenses. Like a virus sneaking through a back door. In this case, Caroline’s connection to her pack.

Somehow the person who’d orchestrated this attack was using that link to try to gain control over Caroline and her wolf. If I could restrict it somehow and cut off the power source feeding the spell, it might be enough for Caroline’s wolf to destroy the collar on her own.

Before I could question the wisdom of fiddling with a pack link, I reached for the connection with my mind, smothering it.

There was a sucking sensation. The world around me spun, a complicated web of intersecting lines eclipsing my vision for a split second. Curious, I reached out and touched one. The closest in proximity to Caroline’s.

A spark ran from me to it, feeding along the line to its source and then several other connections branching off of it. It was like watching the path of lightning. Seemingly random and chaotic. Arcs splitting off the main vein to feed into branches of their own.

A howl ripped me from the inner world.

In the next second, something big and fast slammed into me, knocking me backwards. My head collided with the asphalt.


two


Stars shone in my vision—both in the metaphorical and physical sense—as I lay there blinking up at the night sky. A hundred and forty pound wolf crouched on my chest, staring down at me, her gaze wild with panic.

For the second time that night, I had the breath knocked out of me when the wolf used my abdomen as a launching pad.

“Bitch,” I gasped, rolling over onto my stomach to find Caroline’s wolf racing into the night. “Seriously?”

She was just going to leave me here? Not even a backwards glance to see if I was alright?

Some friend she was.

At least I’d dealt with the collar. Or I hoped I had. With things like this, it was always difficult to tell, and her abrupt abandonment meant I couldn’t check. Her gaze had been clear though. Panicked, too, but I’d seen Caroline in the wolf before she darted away.

Despite that, I couldn’t help the worry that crouched in my stomach. There was nothing I could do about it now though. Caroline was long gone. Even with my vampire speed, I wasn’t a match for a werewolf in their wolf form.

Nor could I exactly call her since her impromptu shift meant she’d abandoned her clothes and everything that was in her pockets. Including her cell phone.

Until she contacted me, she was on her own.

“Um.” The human’s tremulous voice issued from the car. “Can I move now?”

Leaving the question of Caroline and what had just happened alone, I pushed to my feet, dusting stray pieces of asphalt from the palms of my hands and my clothes. Dots of blood welled from where I’d scraped my skin against the ground. It was already in the process of healing around the debris.

That was going to be a real bitch later. There was nothing quite so awful as finding tiny pebbles and other detritus under the surface of your skin. Just rolling around. Like they’d found a new home and had settled in for the long haul.

Each piece would need to be cut out when I got home. Lovely.

The human peered out of the car as I stumbled over to the driver’s side. “Are you sure you don’t want to go after her?”

“What’s your name?” I asked in lieu of an answer.

I figured after everything that had happened this evening, I should know who I was compelling.

“Allan.”

“Alright, Allan. Here’s what you’re going to do. I want you to forget everything from the past few hours. Ever since stepping out of the grocery store.” The damage to his back bumper from where Caroline had crashed into it when she was in pain caught my eye. “Someone hit your car in the parking lot. You decided to take a drive to calm down. Now you’re going to go home and go to bed. Tomorrow when you wake up, you’re going to realize you’re missing something in your life. For the next month you’re going to be open to new experiences.”

Hopefully, my compulsion would give him an outlet for those desires while avoiding more dangerous pursuits. Like, for instance, volunteering to act as a chauffeur to the vampire who kidnapped you.

Allan’s eyes glazed over. A vagueness entering them that told me my compulsion was working.

I stepped back, watching as he started the car and drove away. At last, something that had gone according to plan.

“Well, that was certainly interesting,” the hunter drawled from the car he was leaning against. “I’ve never seen anyone as bad at tailing someone as you. Were you even trying to be covert?”

The piercing in Drake’s eyebrow twinkled at me as I turned. A merry taunt that rubbed in the fact that I’d allowed myself to be taken by surprise. By a hunter, no less. If this was a contest in dumb ways to die, I would have taken the gold.

In my defense, my senses insisted that I was alone. My hearing. My sense of smell. Everything except my vision said there was no one standing there. Particularly not a cousin who was as dangerous as any vampire I’d ever met.

Drake’s brown hair was the same shade as my dad’s. It was long on top and slicked back from his face in an effortless style that probably took almost an hour to achieve. If I looked closely enough, I could see the resemblance to my family. Faint but there.

Seeing my frown, Drake reached beneath the collar of his shirt to pull out a charm I’d seen on other hunters. Its purpose was to conceal the user’s presence. Particularly from those with superior senses like me.

“Checking up on me, cuz?” Drake tucked the charm back under his shirt. “You didn’t need to go to such dramatic lengths. If you wanted to know what I was up to, all you needed to do was ask.”

My answer was interrupted by a cool voice from the opposite side of the parking lot.

“Cousin?” A vampire glided out of the shadows. The silvery color of his hair almost glowing under the moonlight as he fixed calm eyes on me. “That is an interesting tidbit of information that you neglected to mention to me.”

“Connor.” I wiped my hands on the legs of my jeans, wetting my lips nervously. “What are you doing here?”

My vampire brother’s expression was calm as he fixed his attention on Drake. “I’d wondered why I sensed his presence that night at your parent’s house.”

Connor’s features held a beauty that didn’t belong entirely to the mundane world. His skin pale with an ethereal glow that made it easy to believe he was a child of the moon and stars come down to see how us mere mortals lived.

Drake stiffened, looking up in stunned realization. “You were never really interested in me, were you? You asked me out so you could figure out the connection between me and Aileen.”

Connor’s smile allowed the tips of his fangs to peek out of his mouth. A sign of aggression among vampires. Or flirting.

With vampires, it was sometimes hard to tell the difference.

“Aileen showed an obvious reluctance to discuss the events behind that night. As a good brother who respects his sister’s privacy, I had to find other avenues through which to obtain that information.”

I stared at my brother. “That’s not how privacy works.”

Sometimes I really wished I could open up his head to peer inside.

Drake rubbed his jaw. “I’m hurt. I thought you were really interested in me.”

Connor’s chin lowered as he gave the other man a seductive look. “The two are not necessarily mutually exclusive.”

Tension crackled between the pair before Drake looked away. Acting casual, he ran a hand through his hair, almost preening as he smoothed the already immaculate locks into place. “Stop—you’re making me blush.”

I kept my face blank, determined not to show disapproval in any way. Repeat after me—

Connor’s romantic relationships are his business. Just because his last boyfriend betrayed him didn’t give me the right to comment or object.

So my brother preferred love with a side of danger—who didn’t?

Look at me—I was getting frisky on a regular basis with a vampire many referred to as Death due to the high body count he’d accrued over his thousand or so years of existence. A vampire I’d also once feared.

On second thought, Connor and I shared a type.

“You knew this whole time that Drake was there that night?” I asked, ignoring their flirting.

“Gunpowder and cedar.” Connor gave Drake a look that bordered on seductive. “It’s a very distinctive scent.”

Why did that sound almost admiring?

I shook myself before I could fall any further down that rabbit hole and sent Drake a frown. “So much for the charm hiding your scent.”

“To work, I’d have to be wearing it. If you remember, I was hunting humans that night. There was no need for such extreme measures. Especially since it’s a limited time use.”

Still, it seemed pretty careless to me. Particularly since Drake struck me as the cautious sort.

Everyone in the city knew who my sire was. Just as they knew who I’d call if I needed help. It stood to reason he’d want his identity to remain secret.

Unless he’d planned to draw Connor or Liam’s attention.

“How fortuitous that I’ve found out your relationship now.” Connor’s smile widened, showing more of his fangs. “It would have been a shame to mar such a pretty throat over a case of mistaken identity.”

Okay, maybe I’d been a little quick at considering Drake the bigger threat. It seemed Connor had his own agenda. One that was exactly as bloody and final as you’d expect of a vampire.

“Yes—just as much of a shame for you to end the night sans heart,” Drake returned with an equally saccharin smile.

“M’kay. Enough of that.” I stepped between the two men before either could decide to make good on their not so subtle threats. “You’re both on the same page now and neither of you are going to try to kill the other.”

I leveled both with a look in hopes they would listen.

Frowning, I watched Drake stroll toward his bike. “Where are you going?”

“Since it looks like this date isn’t happening, I’m calling it a night.” Drake grabbed his helmet and threw a leg over the back of the bike. “A word of advice—next time you’re on a stake out, maybe don’t leave your car in the area. The spooks in town all know it by now. It’s a dead giveaway that you’re somewhere nearby. Even if you leave it a few blocks from where you’re staking out an apothecary.”

I guess that answered the question of whether his happening by me at that exact time and place was an accident.

Drake slapped down the visor of his helmet, the bike coming to life with a low rumble. “See you later, cuz.”

I stepped back as he hit the accelerator, speeding past before slowing to make the turn at the end of the parking lot.

“We should head home too,” Connor informed me.

“Connor.” I stopped, not knowing where to start. I should have told him about Drake being there the night my parents’ home was attacked by hunters. Even then, I’d known I should. But by the time he’d arrived to help me compel the police that their neighbors had called when they heard gunshots, it had just seemed easier to keep my dad’s secret—and by extension, Drake’s.

Connor’s expression gave nothing away. His gaze as deep and mysterious as the ocean at night.

“I know. You were worried about your family.”

“You’re my family too.”

My brother by circumstance, if not by blood.

“I’m sorry. I should have told you,” I said, forcing myself to meet his gaze despite the guilt clogging up my throat. “I needed time to process this massive shift in everything I thought I knew.”

“I imagine learning your father is descended from a line that hunts our kind is difficult to come to grips with.”

There was something in his voice as he said that. An understanding born of experience. It occurred to me how much of a shock it must have been to learn his father, our sire, was a vampire all those years ago.

I, at least, had the benefit of pop culture to soften the blow. It had been shocking to find out that myth had become my new reality, but modern thinking was a tad more flexible than the era he’d grown up in. Just look at how his mother had reacted—by trying to drag his father and uncle into the daylight in hopes of killing them.

“I know my dad would never do anything that might jeopardize or hurt me or our family,” I explained.

It was how I justified keeping this secret from him and Liam.

Drake was something else entirely though. It was the reason I felt like I was drowning in guilt. In some ways, it was a relief for Connor to finally know.

Connor moved closer, stopping beside me to tousle my hair. “Don’t look like that. I’m not angry at you.”

“Really?”

Connor dropped his hand and stepped back. “It would be the height of hypocrisy if I was.”

Wait a minute.

“Does this mean you’re keeping something from me?” Taking a moment to swipe Caroline’s belongings off the ground—she’d want them later—I trailed after Connor as he moved through the parking lot. “You’re not, right?”

Connor stopped in front of a dark blue minivan that still had its temporary plates on it. He spread his arms wide, indicating the vehicle. “What do you think? Nice, huh?”

“It’s a minivan,” I said, stating the obvious.

Connor looked a little too proud of himself as he held up a key fob for me to see. “The sales person at the dealership said it was the perfect vehicle for the growing family.”

I got very quiet.

“You bought a vehicle that soccer mom’s covet,” I said in a hushed whisper.

It wasn’t that I had anything against minivans, but we were vampires. Fierce, seductive creatures of the night. Somehow a minivan just didn’t fit our vibe.

Connor’s head tilted, that look he sometimes got crossing his face. The one that reminded me that he’d spent the last few hundred years out of touch with human society. “Soccer—that’s the one where they chase the ball with their feet.” He gave the minivan a probing look, nodding softly to himself. “This does look large enough to transport a significant number of the team.”

Finally, he was getting it.

He beamed at me. “It’s perfect.”

Nope. I was wrong. He’d entirely missed the point.

I rubbed my forehead, trying to figure out a way to explain it to him. “There are only three people in our house. Me, you, and Deborah.” The last was my human companion. “Why would we need a vehicle this big?”

I realized my Jaguar wasn’t exactly the ideal car for group events, but this seemed like overkill.

“You’re forgetting your sister and her daughter. Your parents. Deborah’s sister. All of whom may need to be transported at once,” Connor corrected. “Not to mention, we’ll eventually have to add a blood companion for me. Along with the vampires who will wish to join our House over the next few years. It makes sense to buy a vehicle to fit what our future will bring.”

“Who said anything about adding other vampires to our House?”

I decided to ignore the mention of a blood companion, aware he’d need one sooner or later. Free-range hunting humans in bars and clubs was a time consuming and laborious process. Most vampires moved to a companion if they could afford it.

“It’s inevitable. Strength and power will draw others. Already, some are eyeing our House as a possibility for their future.”

“They can eye all they want. I won’t agree.”

“You mean to say if a vampire, fresh out of their hundred year indenture, was fleeing from an abusive master, you wouldn’t give them safe harbor.”

My teeth clicked shut. I couldn’t disagree and he knew it.

Connor’s expression softened. “You’re a soft touch when it comes to strays. Others will realize that eventually. I’m simply preparing in advance. It’s not a move meant to force your hand.”

The vehicle beeped as he unlocked it.

“Now, let’s go for a ride in my new conveyance.”

“Do you even have a driver’s license?”

“I do. I got it earlier this evening.”

With one last worried look in the direction Caroline had disappeared into, I opened the passenger door and climbed inside. “Someone’s having a productive night.”

“One of us has to since the other ditched work for a personal errand.”

“Just drive. And try not to kill us.”
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Rather than backtracking to pick up my car, we decided to go home since it was closer. We headed north, passing High Banks, a metro park named for the hundred foot bluffs overlooking the river, and the Fae barrow located there.

At this time of night, the park was dark and deserted. Its gate lowered to prevent trespassers.

A thick cloud of magic hung low on the ground. Fog-like, it stole through the trees like a wraith hunting for its next victim.

“Something wrong?” Connor asked, noticing my preoccupation.

“Magic.”

A lot of it.

That had Connor tensing as he scrutinized the woods we were driving past. A meadow of wild flowers rambled at the foot of the trees, walking trails meandering along the outskirts.

“Targeted?” Connor asked.

I thought about the question before I shook my head. “More like a byproduct.”

The magic felt aimless, if that made sense. A consequence of some massive working that had imprinted its mark on the land surrounding it.

Think of a house where a mass murder had taken place. You could get rid of the bodies, scrub the floors until you destroyed all evidence of what had happened, but you would never truly free the house of its presence. Every person who walked through its doors would feel that something wrong had taken place there. It would be etched indelibly into the fabric of the residence until time or something else cleansed the memory of that horror from the space.

This was like that, but on a much larger scale. I’d never seen a spell have such an effect on its surroundings before.

Worry ate at me. Our house wasn’t that far from High Banks. Only about five or so miles as the crow flew. It was scary to think of whatever had caused this reaching us. Particularly during the daytime when I was at my most vulnerable.

“If it’s the remnants of a massive spell, the danger should be past,” Connor said with a confidence I envied. “We’ll notify Thomas when we get home. He’ll want to know about this.”

“I hope by ‘we’ you mean ‘you.’”

I’d done it last time.

Connor put the metro park in our rear view as overgrown fields gave way to big box stores and fast-food chains. “You’re the leader of our House. That makes notifying the master of the city of a potential problem in his territory your job.”

I leaned my shoulder against the door and stared at the side of his face. “It’s funny how you always have a reason for why I’m the best choice for communicating with our sire.”

Light played across Connor’s features, creating shadows and highlights that made him seem like he was carved from stone. His silence spoke volumes. It was amazing how stubborn he could be without ever saying a word.

A sigh of defeat slipped free. “One of these days I’m going to pull rank and make you do it. You can’t avoid him forever.”

Connor and our sire had what you could call a fractious relationship. Somehow, I’d managed to end up in the middle.

“Like I said—a soft touch,” Connor murmured.

“Whatever,” I grumbled, deciding to ignore him in favor of staring out the window as we made the turn onto our road.

On one side, dark shapes skulked at the end of long driveways, massive mansions sitting next to more modest sized homes. To our left, a fence framed a large, wooded lot before giving way to a gated community.

I admired the trees lining the street as we followed the hill down toward the river that waited on the flat land below. The house that I’d started referring to as the Bird Cage due to its large number of oversized windows was located halfway down at the end of a long gravel road.

From this vantage the trees obscured its presence except during the dead of winter when the cold stripped the leaves from their branches.

One of the things I liked best about our new home was its isolation. I never had to worry about enemies burning down my house and humans getting caught in the crossfire.

Gravel crunched as we turned down our driveway, starting up the slight incline that led to where our house sat on a hill overlooking the ravines surrounding it.

Something flashed across our bumper, moving too fast to identify.

The car slammed to a stop, the tires sliding on the gravel for a brief moment before gaining traction. The seat belt tightened around my sternum and hips, preventing me from smashing into the dash.

I stayed still, blinking dumbly at the driveway leading up to my house, a little confused and dazed.

We’d nearly run someone over just now. It’d been quick, but I thought it was some kind of Fae. They’d been dressed in black and carrying weapons that looked like they’d come from a different century. A bow and a quiver full of arrows. Also, some kind of blade at their waist.

“Did that really just happen?” I asked, turning toward Connor to share in my shock.

Only he wasn’t there. His seat was empty, the vehicle door open, and a pale shape was disappearing into the trees after the mysterious trespasser.

“Connor!” I reached for my seat belt, cursing when I fumbled at getting it undone. “Damn it! Wait for me!”

Why did he always have to go running off on his own? Now I knew how Liam and the others felt when I did something similar.

“Finally,” I growled as the seat belt came free. I shouldered open my door and tore through the woods after Connor.

Thank God I always went armed these days. My gun may not have been a deterrent against most spooks, but it had saved my life enough times to warrant carrying it.

I moved through the woods on my property as silently as Nathan, an enforcer friend of mine, had taught me. He would have been proud that I didn’t let panic or desperation compel me to blunder forward in haste, announcing my presence to all and sundry. That I took the time to conceal my presence, ghosting over the ground like a wraith. Or an assassin.

I was nowhere near as quick as Connor or other vampires centuries older than me, but I didn’t have to be. Sometimes all you needed for victory was the element of surprise.

Connor hadn’t left me much of a trail to follow. Rather than bulldoze my way forward blind, I stopped to listen, detecting the sounds of fighting up ahead and to my right.

They were faint. Barely more than a grunt here and the whistle of wind from a blade slicing through the air, but they were enough to give me a direction.

I moved through the woods as silently as before. Only this time with a destination.

It wasn’t long before I came upon Connor fighting three Fae. All dressed in black and carrying blades that contained a golden glow. Evidence of the lethal magic coating their edge.

Connor’s lips peeled back to expose deadly fangs. Bright red liquid ran down one forearm and over his fingers to drip onto the forest floor.

From my vantage, I couldn’t tell if that blood was courtesy of an injury or the result of wounding one of our trespassers.

Connor burst into motion, him and a Fae trading blows as they moved through the trees like a dervish. One of the Fae’s companions, cloaked in magic, crept up behind Connor while the last Fae aimed his bow at my brother.

Connor stepped out of the way of his ambusher, almost blurring as he evaded both assailants.

The last Fae kept him in his sights, magic dancing along the arrow’s length.

I didn’t think, stepping out from my cover, aiming and shooting in one easy motion. The bullet took the Fae with the bow in the shoulder, knocking his aim off. The arrow shot harmlessly into the dark.

The fight ground to a halt as the Fae took in their injured companion.

Connor’s chest heaved as he caught his breath, his blue eyes glowing from the heat of battle. He looked feral as he considered the Fae across from him.

“I wouldn’t,” I warned, shifting my aim to the Fae who’d tried to sneak up on Connor earlier. “Your friend over there should be feeling the effects of that iron bullet right about now. I’d be more than happy to let you experience the same.”

This was one thing the myths had gotten right when it came to spooks. For the Fae, most of them anyway, iron was poison. One of the few things that could weaken them, and in some cases, kill.

Of course, that was only if the rest of the bullets in the Judge were also iron.

It was a small deception really. Not even necessitating a lie. There really were other iron bullets in here. One. The last one.

To get to it, I’d have to empty the rest and hope no one shish kabobbed me in the meantime. All the while hoping I’d be able to hit my target a second time. An unlikely event given how fast they moved. They’d gone toe-to-toe with a vampire that was centuries my senior and who also happened to be as deadly as any enforcer. No easy feat.

I was dead if they decided to call my bluff.

“Anyone want to tell me why you’re trespassing on my territory?” I asked.

Connor had calmed down in the moments since I arrived. His expression smoothing out until he was back to the unflappable vampire I knew. His rage tucked away and hidden. But it was still there. Boiling just below the surface.

Something about these Fae had set him off, uncovered a trauma I hadn’t known was there.

The three Fae traded glances before the one who seemed to be the leader, a tall man with lilac colored eyes and skin that looked like mottled bark, stirred. “We’re in pursuit of a fugitive. Step aside.”

Or else. That’s what he really meant.

I adjusted my aim until the gun was pointed squarely at him. “How about this? I shoot you in the head while my brother takes care of your friends.”

“We’re agents of the Summer King, employed to hunt down a traitor, killing us will only bring disaster down upon you and yours.”

Uncertainty flickered in his eyes. I was betting most spooks backed down when they realized who he worked for. Too bad for him I wasn’t exactly known for taking into account the consequences before I made my move.

“I don’t care who you work for. You’re standing on my land. Without a proper notification or clear evidence of your fugitive ever having been here.”

I was well within my rights to retaliate.

“You can’t plead ignorance either since you were there when the barrow lord and the master of the city agreed on the terms,” I said with a glance at the injured Fae.

He wasn’t looking so good. His skin had paled, his breathing growing more labored by the second.

I’d seen him around the barrow a time or two. He was one of Arlan’s guards. He should know better. Even if his friends didn’t.

“You know who I am,” I said, addressing him. “You know who my sire is.”

When Thomas learned about this, there would be war. If I ever informed him of what happened.

“You know what he’ll do to you if either of us are hurt.”

He’d turn the city upside down, hunting for the perpetrators. The streets would run red with the blood of the innocent and guilty alike.

The third Fae curled his lip in a sneer. “I doubt that. Everyone knows about the grudge between the master of the city and his yearlings.”

“Your information is old, friend. Otherwise, why would he have gifted me this territory and the house that sits on it.”

Suck on that.

All he had to do was ask around to confirm I wasn’t lying. Thomas had been quite high profile when he’d practically forced the house on me in front of a gathering of vampires.

The Fae who’d tried to challenge my assertion sent the wounded man a questioning look. There was a marked hesitation before Arlan’s guard nodded reluctantly.

Their leader’s features tightened. He must have realized how badly they’d overstepped. “In the interest of cooperation, we’d like to formally request passage through your territory for the purposes of hunting this traitor.”

“Request denied.”

“You just said—” the Fae argued.

“There’s nothing in the rules that say I have to grant you permission.” I gave them a hard smile. “You don’t get to break the rules and then try to use them to force my hand. Get off my property or we’ll dine on Fae blood tonight. I’m told it’s quite the delicacy. Isn’t that right, Connor?”

“It is a feast like no other,” Connor agreed, eying the Fae hungrily.

“We’ll go,” their leader declared, giving his friend a look that told him to cool it.

At least one of them had brains.

There was a standoff as the friend held his leader’s gaze before cursing and giving in. He stalked toward the wounded Fae, dragging the man’s arm over his shoulders before escorting him toward my property line.

The leader lingered long enough to deliver a warning. “We’ll be back tomorrow. You’d better hope we don’t find evidence of you harboring this traitor. Even your master won’t be powerful enough to protect you then.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I murmured as the Fae glided after his brethren.

I remained on guard long after the trees had swallowed him, my gun up and at the ready.

Connor’s head tilted, his expression intent as he listened. After a moment, he nodded, “They’re gone.”

I lowered my arms and holstered the gun with a feeling of relief. “For a moment there, I was afraid they’d call my bluff.”

Connor’s forehead furrowed as I stepped around him, heading in the direction I assumed the Fae had been going before he’d intercepted them. “You were lying.”

I patted the gun at my back. “Not entirely. There’s one last iron bullet in here. I just would have had to go through a few rounds to get to it.”

“That was,” Connor paused, considering his best choice of words. “Impressive.”

He meant impulsive. Reckless. Dumb. All of those words fit.

“Who were those guys anyways?”

Over the year that I’d known him, it had slowly become clear that Connor was a bit of a badass. His fighting skills among the best I’d ever seen. They shouldn’t have been able to give him as hard a time as they did.

“They’re called the Luigseach. Elite agents of the Summer King.” At the sharp look I gave him, Connor nodded. “Yes, I agree. It’s a cause for concern that they’re in this city.”

I’d say.

There were a lot of reasons to be worried that the Summer King’s influence had reached all the way to my doorstep. The least of which was because I’d played a major role in his daughter’s death. The other one—the one that would destroy everything if it ever got out—was that I was the biological daughter of his greatest enemy.

Oh yeah. And I was a magic breaker.

Any one of those were enough for me to pack my bag and head for the hills to hide out for the next few centuries.

“What are the chances they’ll make good on their threat and return?” I asked.

“They don’t make threats. Only promises.”

Great.

I nodded at the ravine. “In that case, what do you say we go take a look at whoever they were after? I’m curious as to who they’d risk offending Thomas over.”

Our master wasn’t a being you trifled with lightly.

“I’m curious about that as well.”

Together, we walked the short distance to the ravine where the Fae’s quarry hid. From the traces of green and yellow magic that I could see in the air, I had a feeling I knew who I would find.

A few seconds later, we stopped at the edge of the ravine and stared down into its shadows.

I focused on the remains of a fallen tree where the magic was the strongest. Someone had cast a powerful illusion spell to hide whoever was there.

“You might as well come out. I know you’re there.”


three


Tree branches creaked from the light wind while we waited for what felt like an endless moment.

When the spell finally dropped so did my jaw.

“What the hell happened to you?” I scanned the pixie standing on top of the fallen tree. “Is that blood?”

Red was smeared on Inara’s clothes and across her face. Her hair was disheveled and there were scrapes all over the exposed parts of her skin. The normally brilliant greens and yellows that decorated her wings were muted. A side effect of her magic being expended.

“Where’s Lowen?” I asked, glancing around for her consort.

The resulting silence and the sudden grief crowding the lines of her features made my stomach sink.

I moistened suddenly dry lips, fearing the answer to my next question “Is he dead?”

Inara’s expression threatened to crumple before it went flat. “I don’t know.”

I nodded, trying not to react to that admission. I had a feeling if I showed any emotion Inara might break. She was barely holding it together as it was.

“Let’s get you inside before the lucies, lusich, or whatever they’re called come back,” I ordered.

Her story could wait until we got her to safety.

“She’s not alone,” Connor warned, his gaze on the depression created by the tree’s roots tearing free when it toppled.

Frowning, I peered into the shadows, spotting Inara’s companion a second later. Eyes the color of tree sap caught mine. The look in them savage. His hair was what I noticed next. A mix of brilliant oranges, reds and auburns. The pallet of fall when the leaves began to change colors.

Immediately after, the scent of blood hit my nose. I swayed, nearly losing myself in its potency. My fangs dented my lower lip.

He smelled so good. Distinct and sharp with an undertone of musk and earth. There was a briskness to it that reminded me of the change of seasons. The hours of daylight shortening. Night becoming dominant until the return of spring.

Connor grabbed my arm when I would have drifted forward, lured by his scent. The urge to feast was overpowering. Only his strong grip anchored me to the here and now.

“Thanks,” I told him quietly.

That had been a close one. Feeding from a Fae as powerful as one of the twins would be such a bad idea. Baran and Breandan were the barrow lord’s closest confidants. The three shared a bond that was every bit as deep as the one I had with Caroline. If someone ever attempted to feed on her without her permission, you could bet I would move heaven and Earth to destroy them.

Let’s not forget the saying—be careful what you eat. That never held truer than for a vampire in her infancy.

As members of the Scattered, the twins were powerful. Frightfully so. Consuming a large quantity of their blood probably wouldn’t end well for me.

Connor was slow to release me, eyeing me distrustfully.

Not that I could blame him.

I patted him on the hand reassuringly before focusing on the two below. I wasn’t sure which of the twins had wandered onto my property, but it didn’t really matter. They were here now which made them my problem.

“We’ll go,” Inara said abruptly, looking at the twin and nodding to herself as if coming to a decision. “I should never have come here.”

“Don’t be an idiot,” I told her. “Where else would you have gone to escape those pointy eared bastards?”

I might have preferred she ditched Baran or Breandan, whichever twin he was, first, but we were here now.

“Come up to the house. We can figure this out there.”

“Aileen—”

“This isn’t a negotiation. Get moving, Inara.”

I was tired of standing out here. Whatever she had to say, she could say it inside.

Connor squeezed my arm in support. “The Fae is too injured to make it on his own. He’ll require my help.”

He stepped over the edge of the ravine, sliding down its steep side in a controlled manner.

I watched, feeling a little guilty as he strode toward the Fae. Connor had a history with their kind. They’d hunted him for centuries. Something like that was bound to create a few long-lasting wounds.

“I am going to put your arm over my shoulder and support you up the hill. Try anything that I perceive as a threat and I’ll rip your throat out,” Connor informed the twin softly.

The Fae’s response was inaudible.

Connor slid under the man’s arm and helped him stand. Once that was done, he held his hand out to Inara, palm up.

The pixie glared at the offering in affront.

“Would you prefer to fly?” Connor asked in a neutral voice that still managed to sound mocking.

Everyone there knew she wouldn’t make it two feet before crashing to the ground. Let alone all the way to the house.

“I never should have let Aileen bring you home,” Inara growled, stalking forward with an angry flounce.

“It’s a pity that nothing you might have done would have prevented my eventual cohabitation. We’re family. Family always wins out.”

“Oh yeah, does that apply to your father as well?” The telling silence from Connor coaxed a tired snicker from Inara. “That’s what I thought. Family only matters if they act like family.”

Connor bounded up the side of the ravine, causing mini landslides with every step. Any other person might have had trouble navigating the years of dead and decaying leaves that had accumulated along the hill. Connor, however, scaled it as easily as if he was out for a Sunday stroll. All the while managing not to dislodge Inara or the Fae.

Seeing he had the situation well in hand, I turned toward the house, Connor and the other two following. We were silent as we moved through the woods, listening for signs that the Lucies had returned. Thankfully, our passage proved uneventful and it wasn’t long before we broke through the tree-line.

I slowed, staring at our house.

Every window was aglow. The house looking like it had a spotlight shining on it. From the floor-to-ceiling bank of windows that followed the perimeter of my living room, to the upstairs bedrooms, and every room in between. Someone had even left the outdoor lights on.

“Was this you?” I asked Connor.

Did we need another talk about the merits of conservation and how that affected the electricity bill?

Connor squinted at the house before shaking his head. “The house was dark when I left it for my appointment.”

Appointment. As if meeting up with a hunter was an everyday occurrence for him.

I set that thought aside for later before going back to staring at the brightly lit dwelling. If he wasn’t responsible, who was?

Maybe Deborah? Our roommate and the human who served as my companion. Aka my voluntary blood bank. She’d also become a friend over the weeks since she’d started living with us.

It seemed out of character for her though.

Unless something had scared her enough to need the comfort that came from a brightly illuminated house. Like, say—a bunch of scary Fae chasing a fugitive.

“Connor,” I warned in a low voice.

Connor was already lowering his cargo to the ground.

There’s no need for such alarm, my dear. It’s only me, someone crooned in my mind.

I practically snarled at the intrusion. “Ahrun.”

Connor’s attention whipped to me. “He’s speaking telepathically with you?”

“Yes,” I ground out between gritted teeth.

And I hated it. Not even Thomas could penetrate my mental defenses unless I allowed him to.

Connor’s mouth flattened. “It seems the bond he forced is still active.”

An inconvenient truth that I’d been ignoring. At least until he shoved it in my face.

There was a tsking sound in the back of my mind. Such anger and distrust. I’m hurt, youngest. Why don’t you join me inside so we can discuss what’s upsetting you?

I glared at the house, wishing it was a certain ancient vampire who had made himself into quite the pest. “He wants us to go inside.”

It would have been nice to have been able to reject that request, but I didn’t have a death wish. Ahrun was the oldest vampire I’d ever met. I was pretty sure he was the oldest vampire, full stop. You didn’t tell someone like that no. At least not with the expectation of living a long and healthy life afterward. He was also my sire’s sire. In our world, that gave him some authority over me.

“We shouldn’t keep him waiting then,” Connor said with a calm I envied.

He had every right to resent Ahrun’s trespass on our territory considering the ancient was the one who’d orchestrated his enslavement to the Fae. That he could treat Ahrun’s presence as if it was nothing more than a minor blip in his evening made me envious.

It did make me wonder why Connor couldn’t do the same with Thomas. I guess it was due to them being father and son. Nothing got under your skin better than family.

Not him. Just you, Ahrun purred.

My abrupt stop drew a questioning look from Connor.

“You should remain here to keep an eye on Inara and our guests,” I said carefully, knowing that if Connor knew it was Ahrun who’d suggested he remain behind, he’d immediately object.

Uncertainty creased Connor’s features as he eyed me carefully. “Are you certain you want to deal with him alone?”

How ridiculous. What does he think I’ll do to you?

Maybe betray me to my enemy. For my own good, of course.

I kept that thought under lock and key as I gave Connor a shaky smile. “I’ll be fine. I doubt he’d hurt me.”

Physically at least. Emotionally? Mentally? That was still up for some debate.

Connor didn’t seem convinced as I sent him another reassuring look. He let me go though, not trying to intervene as I walked toward the house, feeling like a prisoner on their way to the gallows.

I paused at my front door, taking a deep breath to steel myself before reaching for the knob. Unsurprisingly, it twisted under my touch. Unlocked. Of course.

It seemed Connor wasn’t the only one who needed a lesson in modern living.

Okay, Aileen. You’re going to walk in there like you own the place, I told myself. Because I did. This was my house. Thomas had given it to me. That meant a home-ground advantage. Who cared that he was older than dirt and could destroy me with his pinky finger? I’m the one who’d stopped his devolution. He owed me.

I just hoped he remembered that.

The door swung open silently as I gave it a tiny push, revealing the entryway to my home. Warm wooden floors were covered by cozy area rugs. To my left stairs led up to our bedrooms. The wall to my right obstructed my view of the living room where I sensed Ahrun’s presence.

Voices murmured from that direction. I stopped to listen, my forehead furrowing slightly. Was he watching TV?

It was the only thing I could think of given the context of the conversation taking place. Some reality show from the sound of it.

The absurdity of an ancient vampire watching a show about housewives in the city was enough to reduce the stress of the coming confrontation.

Curious, I drifted toward the living room, rounding the corner to find Ahrun lounging on my couch, one arm extended along the back, a leg crossed over the other and his gaze trained on the TV.

“Two hundred years isn’t much when you consider the entirety of human history,” he mused. “Yet in that short time, they’ve managed to change so entirely. Fascinating, isn’t it?”

“I suppose you could look at it that way.”

It had never occurred to me how disconcerting it must be. To go to sleep for what felt like a short time and then wake up to find a much different world than the one you’d left. Ahrun predated civilization by a wide margin. He’d lived through every stage of human development. Witnessed those things only written about in books. From the time our species survived by hunting and gathering, to our first steps into agriculture when we could finally sustain ourselves and settle in one place. He’d experienced the rise and fall of countless civilizations.

It was something I’d never considered in regards to my own self before. The changes I might one day witness as a result of my long life.

Personally, I hoped for space travel. The idea of leaving this planet and exploring a new one had always fascinated me. I might actually live to see that now. That was if humanity didn’t tear itself apart beforehand.

In the periphery of my vision, I was aware of Deborah scrunched into the corner of the sectional. As far away as she could get from Ahrun without climbing over the arm. Suddenly, the fact that this place was lit up like a Christmas tree made more sense now. It was a warning to Connor and me regarding our unwelcome guest.

Brave human. That was why I’d chosen her as my companion though. She wasn’t the type to just roll over and take things. In her own quiet way, she was a fighter.

Ahrun patted the couch next to him. “How about you come rot and chill with me for a few minutes?”

Reluctantly, I moved further into the room, stopping in front of the coffee table instead of taking the seat he’d indicated. “That’s not quite how those terms are supposed to be used.”

He was close though.

“You’re adapting quickly,” I observed.

Looking at him, you’d never realize he was from another era. It wasn’t just how comfortable he was using the TV or his new love of reality shows. It was in the way he dressed. A pair of jeans and a long-sleeved shirt. Clothes that were both casual and comfortable. The type of thing you’d wear to visit a friend.

Ahrun picked up the remote beside him and muted the TV. “When you’ve lived as long as I have, you learn how to quickly acclimate to the changing trends.”

“All the better to blend in with your prey.”

“That—but also because humans tend to fear what they see as different. Usually that leads to the local population showing up at your doorstep with pitchforks and torches.”

Ahrun settled deeper into the couch, the entirety of his focus landing on me. For a moment, it was like an invisible vise clamped around me. The hazel of his eyes all I could see.

Then the moment was over as he looked away, the pressure vanishing.

Nonchalantly, he drew a finger along the back cushion of the couch as I fought to catch my breath.

“Is there a reason you’ve decided to grace us with your presence?” I asked after I’d recovered.

It probably wasn’t a good idea to take that tone with him, but I couldn’t help my anger and frustration. That one look had been enough to remind me of the gap between us. He was at the apex of the food chain that made up our world. I was barely a few rungs above the bottom.

“I was waiting for you,” Ahrun said.

“That’s what happens when you show up without notice or an invitation.”

Easy, Aileen, I cautioned myself. There was no need to offend him unnecessarily.

I took a moment to study the ancient. He’d come a long way in the short time since he’d awoken. From an emaciated skeleton, his skin stretched thin over his bones, barely alive, to this suave gentleman whose sophistication reached all the way to his bones.

He had brown hair and light brown skin and features that made it difficult to pinpoint which region of the world he hailed from. They had characteristics that could have fit any number of origins.

Ahrun flashed a smile at me. “I don’t mind. It gave me a chance to think and catch up on my shows.”

“You know, you’ve ruined my algorithm,” I said.

Because of him I was going to get a whole bunch of recommendations that I didn’t want.

“Consider it my contribution. You need to expand your horizons anyway. You think so too, lovely?” Ahrun said, addressing my companion for the first time since I’d entered the house.

In her early to mid-twenties, Deborah was only a few years younger than I’d been when I was turned. Like most companions—and vampires for that matter—she was attractive. Her bone structure symmetrical and appealing. Her eyebrows thick and expressive. A few weeks ago, she’d dyed her hair a honey blond that suited her skin tone.

Since coming to live here, she’d put on a few pounds. The result of not existing in a constant state of heightened anxiety caused by the asshole who was her last master.

I was afraid Ahrun’s intrusion was going to set her back.

“You don’t have to answer that,” I assured her.

“Why? Afraid she’ll agree that you’re a little set in your ways?” Ahrun tsked. “You’re much too young to be so inflexible. How will you survive eternity like this?”

There was a look of apology on Deborah’s face. “I’m sorry, Aileen. I didn’t realize he was here until I came downstairs and found him sitting on the couch.”

“Don’t worry, child. She won’t blame you. The youngest is aware of the attempt you made to warn her,” Ahrun drawled, his eyes on me. “Quite heroic, don’t you think?”

I ignored him to give Deborah a comforting look. “He’s right. It’s not your fault someone never learned to knock.”

Too bad the rule that vampires needed an invitation to enter a residence only applied when it involved a human as the house’s owner.

A tickled expression settled on Ahrun’s face. “Why would I knock? I haven’t any of the other times I’ve visited.”

“You’ve only been here once.”

“Are you sure?” he asked with a look in his eyes that had me questioning that assumption.

A cold sweat broke out on my back at the thought of this vampire entering and exiting at his whim. Spying on Connor and me when we were vulnerable.

My breathing quickened. Was it possible for a vampire to hyperventilate?

“We would have known,” I whispered.

“Ah, yes. Your pixies. A most excellent job they’ve done warding the place. If I’d been a few thousand years younger, they may have actually kept me out.”

What wards? No one had told me anything about any wards. It was the kind of thing you’d think they’d warn me about so I didn’t accidentally set them off and end up as pixie dust.

Ahrun made a chiding sound. “There’s no need for such panic. I mean you and your brother no harm. Or anyone else who resides under this roof.”

“You’ll have to forgive me, but that doesn’t make me feel much better.” Call me crazy but nothing about this situation felt safe or normal. “Why are you here?” I asked abruptly, tired of the games.

Ahrun studied me with an intrigued expression, his head cocked as if I was some rare specimen he’d stumbled across.

Into the tense silence, Deborah made to rise. “It sounds like you two have a lot to discuss. How about I just go?”

“Sit,” Ahrun ordered, not taking his eyes off mine.

Deborah lowered herself back into her seat.

“I find myself in a bit of a conundrum,” Ahrun drawled. “You were right in that I needed to earn back the trust of my children. After such a long time of not being myself, I need to get to know them again. Who they’ve become. What’s important to them. For that to happen I need to remain close.”

I had a feeling I knew where this was going and the answer was no. A resounding, emphatic no.

“Thomas is just starting out as master of his own territory. He needs to cement his authority without standing in the shadow of his sire.”

“There’s still Liam. He has a house,” I pointed out, desperate.

It was a very nice house. With plenty of extra rooms. I’m sure there was one that could be set aside for Ahrun if need be.

“I’m afraid not. His enforcers look to him to lead. What kind of message would it send if I imposed?” Ahrun shook his head, faking regret. “I couldn’t do that to him. No, I think it would be best if I stay here. With you—the youngest.”

“Absolutely not,” I objected, dropping any attempt at diplomacy.

He was crazy if he thought he was staying here. Nuh uh. No way. Not happening. For so many reasons beyond the fact that I didn’t want another vampire in my space. Particularly one that was as dangerous and unpredictable as Ahrun.

“It’s cute how you think you have a choice.”

“Okay. I see the problem here. Thomas didn’t explain about me.”

“He did actually.”

Not very well it seemed.

I readied myself to do battle. “Oh? What did he say?”

The delight on Ahrun’s face said he was enjoying this. “He told me you tend to do stupid things when you feel cornered. Like accept a mark that binds you in servitude to a sorcerer for a hundred years.” He gave me a chiding look. “Did no one warn you of how truly awful of an idea that was? Sorcerers are dangerous—even to us. They’re also known to be hard on their toys.”

I held still, resisting the urge to hide my arm behind my back.

The mark he was talking about was one of three. That of a lion peering out from behind an oak tree. The lion belonged to the sorcerer in question and was a mark of my servitude. The oak tree, on the other hand, was something Liam had tagged me with as a means to keep tabs on me when it became clear I wasn’t going to fall in line like a good baby vampire. The last of the marks were a pair of black birds perched on the branches and a snake wrapped around the tree’s base. As far as I could tell, the snake and black birds were symbols of my heritage as part of the royal line of Noctessa.

Ahrun was still speaking. “You resist change even when you know it’s good for you. You also guard your heart behind impenetrable walls. That although you are the most difficult woman Thomas has ever met, you’re also one of the most loyal.”

Ahrun’s gaze drifted to where Deborah sat quiet as a mouse. “Ah, yes. I mustn’t forget your habit of rescuing the abandoned and the lost.”

Why did everyone keep saying that about me? I did not have a tendency to collect strays.

“You also fear what you are even as you embrace it, and you will fight tooth and nail against any relationship with me simply because of my connection with your sire.”

“Not true. Connor is Thomas’s son and I let him live with me.”

“That’s why you’re going to extend me the same courtesy.”

“I am, am I?”

Ahrun unfolded from the couch, skirting the coffee table and sauntering toward me. “This will be good for us. For the both of us.”

“No, it won’t, because I never agreed to this.”

I was talking to thin air.

“Unbelievable.”

I hadn’t even heard the door opening and closing to herald his departure.

“That man is terrifying.” Deborah pushed off the couch. “Is he really moving in with us?”

“Not if I have anything to say about it.” I strode to the front door, yanking it open. “He’s gone.”

I left it ajar as I stalked back to the living room where Deborah was waiting.

“Connor is finished with his date already?” she asked.

“You knew about that?”

She gave me a surprised look. “You didn’t?”

I pressed my lips together, unwilling to answer. Then I didn’t have to because Connor’s entrance took all of her attention.

“What happened?” Deborah exclaimed as Connor headed for the couch, half carrying the nearly unconscious Fae. Inara perched on Connor’s shoulder, her face grim as she stared at the twin.

“We found them in the woods being hunted by Lucies,” I explained.

Connor was none too gentle as he dropped the Fae. By some miracle, he landed on the couch cushions instead of the floor.

Inara slid down Connor’s arm, hopping onto the coffee table.

Uncertainty showed on Deborah’s face. “Lucies?”

“She means the Luigseach,” Connor answered.

The confusion in her expression showed she was no clearer on who they were then I’d been.

“What did Ahrun want?” Connor asked.

I hesitated, sharing a look with Deborah. How did I put this?

“He seems to be under the impression that he’s moving in with us,” I explained reluctantly.

Connor’s face went blank. “I am not okay with that.”

I barked out a laugh. “Welcome to the club.”

The problem was I wasn’t sure I could stop this.

“We could move,” I offered.

Connor shook his head. “If he can reach out to you telepathically, it means your bond is still intact. He’ll be able to track us to our next lair.”

“Lair? Really?”

My attempt at humor passed over his head.

Deborah raised her hand. “If we’re taking a vote, mine is to remain here. This is a good location. It’ll be hard to find anything that fits our needs so well.”

She had a point. Given my struggle to find a place before this one was forced in my lap, I knew how difficult the real estate market was. We’d never find another house this perfect.

“I’ll talk to Thomas,” I promised them.

Maybe our sire could reason with Ahrun. Tell him what a bad idea it was for him and Connor to bunk under the same roof. Even better, maybe he could get the ancient to go away entirely.

Some of Connor’s stiffness faded and he nodded in reluctant agreement.

I touched his shoulder in comfort before the three of us focused on Inara and our guest.

Instinct told me it was Baran that we had on our couch. I had no idea why, since he and Breandan looked identical, but that’s the name that stuck.

This close up he looked even worse than he had in the ravine. Blood leaked from a slash across one shoulder. Another ran the length of his torso. A third wound split the side of his leg.

I was betting they were courtesy of a sword or some other bladed weapon.

He also had puncture marks in the opposite shoulder that showed signs of tearing. As if an animal had latched on and shook its head to do as much damage as possible.

Seeing he was beginning to wake, I waited until his eyes focused on me. “Hey there, sleeping beauty. Welcome back to the land of the living. You ready to tell me why you were in my woods being chased by a bunch of assassins?”
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As the moments ticked past and there was no answer, my frown grew. “Crickets? Really? That’s what you’re going to give me?”

I’ll admit I wasn’t as familiar with the Lucies as I was vampire enforcers, but from the way Connor reacted to their presence, I could tell they weren’t your regular run of the mill killers for hire. These were dangerous people we were dealing with, and we’d gone toe-to-toe with them.

They’d be back. Likely in force. I’d like to have an idea as to why before that happened.

“Inara,” I demanded.

She wasn’t really going to do this, was she?

My friend glanced uncertainly in Baran’s direction, the two sharing a look before Inara’s face filled with resolve.

“Are you kidding me?” I asked in disbelief. “Inara, come on. This is me. Whatever trouble you’re in, I can help you.”

Even if we hadn’t developed a quasi-friendship, I would have put it all on the line. I owed it to her for all the times she’d saved my ass.

Inara gave a tiny shake of her head. “Sorry, Aileen. Not this time.”

Unbelievable.

“That’s it? After we just saved both your asses, that’s all you have to say?”

To her credit, Inara looked a tiny bit regretful as she faced me. “It’s best if you don’t get involved.”

“Best for who?”

Not me. That was for sure. I knew firsthand the damage I could do wandering around blindfolded. Half my too-stupid-to-live decisions were due to a lack of knowledge about a situation.

Whether she liked it or not, I was already in this. She should know me well enough by now to realize that I wasn’t going to walk away. Not when a friend of mine was in danger.

Inara’s wings fluttered, an instinctive movement despite the flash of pain I could see the action caused her.

I gritted my teeth, the desire to ask if she was okay warring with the knowledge that she wouldn’t appreciate her weakness being acknowledged.

“You, you daft vampire,” Inara growled in response to my question. “Stay out of this, Aileen. I mean it.”

“What if I refuse?”

A corona of power flared around my diminutive friend. Suddenly, her frame seemed to lengthen, her presence stretching and expanding until it filled every corner of the room. All that despite the fact that physically she never grew an inch.

I had the urge to put up a hand to shield my eyes from the searing intensity of her magic. It was like staring directly at the sun, my eyes almost tearing up despite the fact that there was no actual light coming off of her.

“Interfere and this will be the last time you see me,” Inara thundered, the power in her voice echoing like a bell that made the glass surfaces in my house shiver.

“That’s not much of a threat since from what I saw out there, it looks like you’ll be dead soon anyway,” I hissed, my frustration making me snap.

Magic crackled between Inara’s wings. She nearly levitated from the table with anger as she flashed her pointed teeth at me in threat.

Deborah stepped between the two of us, her hands lifted in a placating gesture. “Alright now. That’s enough. You’re both beginning to say things you don’t mean. Let’s take a breath and maybe a step back.”

I remained on edge, glaring at my friend a moment longer before forcing myself to relax.

Stiffly, I nodded at Deborah. “Fine.”

Some tension eased out of her stance as she checked with Inara. The pixie remained stubborn for a second longer before jerking her chin in grudging agreement.

Deborah gave a relieved smile and dropped her hands. “Good. That’s good.”

My companion looked a bit like a bobble head with how much she was nodding as she glanced between us. I was quiet; it was best to let her do the talking since I’d just start another fight if I opened my mouth again.

Figuring out what I wanted, Deborah showed a calm composure as she turned back to the pixie and the Fae. “You’re both hurt. It doesn’t make sense going back out there right now. Whatever is going on, you’re safe here for the night. Rest. Recover. Tomorrow, when everyone is feeling better, we’ll talk again.”

Inara thawed a little, some of her stubbornness easing as she took in Baran’s poor state. She must have realized how difficult it would be for him to go anywhere with his injuries.

“You’re right. We’ll stay the night.” Inara sent me a warning look. “But don’t think I’ll change my mind with a few hours of rest.”

“We’ll see,” I told her.

Things had a funny way of looking different once you put enough time and space between you and the inciting incident. I was hoping that with time Inara would see reason.

If not, I’d just have to drag the answers out of her and hope I didn’t destroy our friendship in the process.

“Great!” Deborah chirped. “I’ll get the first aid kit.”

“Don’t bother. If you want to help, bring me a couple of the flower pots on the back deck,” Inara said grudgingly.

Deborah hesitated but didn’t question the order, instead changing direction toward the deck in question and the flower pots over which Inara had threatened bodily harm should any of us so much as breathe on them.

Deciding our guests were in good hands, I turned toward the stairs. Dawn wasn’t far off and unlike the rest of my household I wouldn’t last long after the sun crested the horizon. I wanted to wash the day away and take care of a few matters before that happened.

I sent Connor a meaningful look, telling him without words to “keep an eye on them.” Deborah might have averted a full-blown fight, but I wasn’t giving up quite yet. Inara and I were going to have another talk once heads had cooled and the situation no longer felt so urgent.

Reading my meaning, Connor dipped his chin in acknowledgment.

Good. I knew I could count on him.

“Aileen,” Inara said, stopping me.

I paused at the base of the stairs, my heart lifting just slightly in hopes she had changed her mind and was going to give me answers.

That hope was dashed when she avoided my eyes, her body language full of guilt and regret.

“Watch out for that father of yours,” Inara warned. “If he asks something of you, run, don’t walk, the other way. You don’t owe us anything.”

It took a moment to figure out which “father” she meant. Technically, I had two. The man who’d raised me and the Fae who’d contributed his sperm to my creation. As far as I knew, Inara had never met the former. That left Brin.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said slowly, flicking a look at Baran.

The Fae gave me nothing. As closed off and guarded as a brick wall. It was totally at odds with the version of him I’d gotten used to. One who used a veneer of biting sarcasm to keep everyone except Arlan and his twin at arm’s length.

“What’s wrong, pretty vampire? Hoping for a little snack before bedtime?” Baran’s gaze turned lascivious as he ran his eyes down my body. “I don’t think I’d mind. The twin and I have a bet going as to whether you’re a screamer.”

“You mean the twin that isn’t here?”

His expression faltered.

“Yeah. That’s what I thought,” I drawled.

Something bad had happened tonight. Something that involved his twin and my roommates.

And no one was talking.

I shook my head and started up the stairs. “Connor, you’re in charge until tomorrow night.”

“Yes, Matriarch.”

There was the barest hitch in my stride before I recovered. I still wasn’t used to being referred to by that title.

Matriarch of the House. May the fates protect us.
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A banging noise from the front door barely registered as I buried myself further in my covers, clinging to sleep. It wasn’t until the cacophony was followed by my name being shouted—very loud and very insistently—that I managed to rouse.

Blearily, I lifted my head from where it was buried in the recesses of my two pillows and blinked groggily at the room around me.

What was going on?

Seeing no answer conveniently sitting on my dresser or perched next to the monstera one of the pixies had relocated to my bedroom, I put my head back down and started to drift off.

The vibration from my phone ringing barely penetrated as my muscles loosened and my body relaxed.

I was somewhere between dreaming and waking when a soft tap came from my bedroom door. The person on the other side didn’t wait for an acknowledgment, cracking the door and sticking her head inside. “You might want to come down here. There are some very angry werewolves who are threatening to break down your door if you don’t.”

I groaned into my pillow. “Tell them to go away.”

At least that was what I attempted to say, what came out was closer to a garbled string of incoherent syllables than actual words.

“Aileen. Up,” Deborah ordered.

She reached for the light switch, flicking it on and off in rapid succession.

I snarled, lifting onto my elbows to fix my companion with my best death stare.

Deborah proved immune—or maybe I just wasn’t that scary. Either way she flicked the switch one last time before leaving it on. “Just so you know, my job description doesn’t involve stepping into the path of oncoming werewolves. You’ve been warned.”

She withdrew, leaving me to listen to her footsteps getting further and further away as she retreated down the hallway to her own room.

“Damn it,” I growled into my pillow.

My phone vibrating on the end table next to the bed convinced me it was time to get my ass out of bed.

I swiped it up, not bothering to change out of my night clothes as I stumbled out of my room and toward the stairs.

“What?” I snarled into the phone.

“Finally,” Caroline snapped. “I’ve been calling you for the last hour.”

“It’s daytime. I was asleep.”

Just like all good little vampires under their first century.

I was about as graceless and noisy as a herd of buffalo as I thumped down the stairs, too tired to soften my footsteps.

“That handicap of yours is incredibly inconvenient at times,” Caroline growled, sounding vexed and out of sorts.

“I’ll be sure to pass that on to whoever created my kind should I ever have the pleasure of making their acquaintance.”

I reached the bottom of the stairs and drew up short at the sight of Connor standing guard in the entranceway, still and silent, making no move to answer the front door despite someone battering away at the other side.

“Is there a reason you aren’t answering the door?” I asked.

I glanced up at Connor’s face, a little concerned over his stillness. It was a trick some of the older vampires were capable of. Essentially giving off all the life signs of a statue. If not for the modern clothes and the faintest fall and rise of his chest, I would have thought he was one in truth.

At my question, the tiniest bit of animation returned to his features. The shift so minute that it was difficult to capture in words. It was like watching someone push play after they’d been on pause. Life returning to his eyes, blood flushing the vessels below the surface of his skin. His jaw relaxing as his attention shifted to me.

“Given the identity of our visitors, I felt it best to let you handle this. You are the boss, after all.”

I gave him a grumpy look. “You remind me of that a lot.”

If he was anybody else, I’d assume he was doing it out of a sense of frustration and envy.

“I worry that you’ll forget if I don’t.”

He was probably right about that. I’d never cared about being the one in charge. My mindset had always been more along the lines of “just let me do my job and leave me alone while I do it.” I liked the doing. Not so much being the one who had to worry about every little detail and if everyone else was doing what they were supposed to. Leadership required certain skills. Liam had them. Thomas too. Me—not so much.

Hearing Caroline’s irritated mutterings from the phone I was still holding, I lifted it back to my ear as I unlocked the door. “I assume I have you to blame for this early afternoon wakeup call.”

Several someone’s shoved through the door. They would have knocked me on my ass if Connor hadn’t snagged the back of my shirt and jerked me out of the way.

“Where are they?” a male werewolf snarled, already moving deeper into my house. Another werewolf on his tail.

A third werewolf entered. Slower and quieter than the other two. Her gaze sweeping the entranceway and taking in Connor’s and my presence before moving on.

“Aileen, don’t do anything. Stay calm. I’m almost there,” Caroline urged through the phone.

I hung up, too furious at the intrusion to listen. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

I didn’t bother with the male werewolves, focusing instead on the woman I knew to be in charge.

Sondra and I had a history. Until right now, I hadn’t thought it was the sort of history that involved her and her wolves breaking into my house.

She had to know what a bad idea this was. The wolves and the vampires had a peace treaty last time I’d checked.

There was a crash from my living room and the sound of cushions being tossed.

“Anything?” Sondra called, not answering my question.

The smaller and stockier of the two werewolves tearing apart my house appeared at the end of the hallway with a shake of his head. “Their scent is here but they’re not. We couldn’t have missed them by much.”

Sondra’s gaze swung back toward mine, the brown in her eyes containing the amber glint of her wolfier side. “Where are they?”

With her hair curling wildly around her head and shoulders, it wasn’t difficult to picture Sondra as someone who turned into something with fur and sharp teeth. If anything, the addition of her wolf only made her seem more wild and untamed than she already was.

“I don’t know who you’re talking about,” I snapped. Though at this point, I probably wouldn’t have answered even if I did.

“You’re lying,” Sondra said, sounding very certain of herself.

Okay. That did it. I was officially angry.

“Who the fuck do you think you are?” I snarled, my voice developing a dangerous rumble until I sounded like something more at home in the depths of hell than the daylight world. “You force your way into my house without explanation or permission and now you’re standing there accusing me of I don’t even know what. Tell me why I shouldn’t kill you right now.”

Because I could. I wasn’t the same vampire Sondra and her pack had pushed around all those years ago. I’d grown, gotten stronger as I embraced what I was.

The training with Liam and his enforcers probably hadn’t hurt either.

Connor shifted, alertness invading his limbs as he leaned forward. I knew if I gave the signal, he’d tear apart the werewolves who’d invaded our house with a brutality that would leave me scrubbing blood off the floors for weeks.

That thought was enough to force me to calm. Though it was difficult. I wanted to hurt the werewolves for this insult. I relished the idea of their pain.

A guarded look entered Sondra’s face as she finally realized the danger she and the other two were in.

It was too late to be wary though. They’d already poked the vampire.

There was a small sound from the direction of the living room as Sondra moved into position to protect the other two.

The loud thump of their hearts lured my predator from the cage I normally kept her locked in. She eyed their necks, already anticipating the warmth of their blood flooding her mouth.

“If you kill us, you’ll start a war,” Sondra said, caution finally entering her face.

Too late though. I was hungry now.

“That might have been true if the attack was unprovoked,” Connor said, taking over the conversation. “But you’ve invaded our territory.” He tilted his head at me. “And she’s the youngest yearling of this city’s master. One could say you’ve already started a war. Do you think your alpha will protect you when he finds out?”

It wasn’t lost on me that this was the second time in as many days that we’d used Thomas as a threat. Much more of this and we might actually have to reconsider our relationship with him.

Sondra eyed me. “You’ve changed. There was a time where you wanted nothing from that man.”

I flashed my fangs at her. “Maybe I just got tired of everyone who wanted to get one over at the expense of the baby vampire.”

“I never pictured you as someone who’d sell her soul for the illusion of safety.”

A rumble slipped free from my throat, the sound transitioning into a rage filled yowl that had all of the werewolves tensing.

“I’m getting a little tired of the disrespect taking place under my own roof. I’ll give you one last chance on account of our history. Tell me why you’re here.”

Tension saturated the air between us. All it would take was a misplaced word. One wrong gesture that nudged us toward violence.

I could see the wheels in Sondra’s head turning as she considered possible outcomes, choosing and discarding solution after solution. I also saw the moment she decided against cooperating. Her wolf flooding her eyes as its shape started pushing out of her body.

“Wrong choice,” I told her, bracing.

“Stop! Stand down. All of you,” Caroline barked from the doorway behind me.

Power soaked her command, ripping through the room and forcing the obedience of all three wolves in front of us. The two males backed down immediately. With Sondra, it took a second or two longer. Her wolf retreated as she bared her teeth, but she didn’t make any more aggressive moves.

Caroline came up beside Connor and me, looking the wolves over carefully to make sure they weren’t going to do anything stupid before finally turning her attention to me. “Sorry about this, Aileen. They were supposed to wait until I got here.”

“Like that makes things better,” I snapped before I could stop myself.

It was hard to choke down my anger. The vampire wanted blood. And truthfully, I was getting a little tired of people thinking they could parade through my house without a by-your-leave.

From Connor’s stillness, I could tell he was too. They’d better have a damn good reason for this. Otherwise, friend or not; blood would flow.

“I know,” Caroline agreed. “Things got out of hand.”

There was a huff from Sondra. Caroline shot her a hard look that had the other dropping her eyes to the floor.

Until this moment, I hadn’t realized how much more dominant Caroline was than the other woman. From what I’d gathered, Sondra was in the top five, dominance-wise, of Brax’s pack. It must have been quite the hit to her ego to lose out against a wolf in her infancy. More so, considering Sondra was the one who’d turned Caroline.

It made me wonder what other secrets my friend was hiding.

“I did try to warn you,” Caroline informed me.

I waved at the patch of sunlight streaming in from the door Caroline had left open during her entrance. “It’s the middle of the afternoon.”

What did she expect?

With a frown, I scooted a little deeper into the shadows, eyeing the sunshine balefully. Although sun wasn’t supposed to hurt well fed vampires past their first few years, I’d noticed over the last few weeks that the touch of its rays had grown increasingly uncomfortable despite keeping myself well fed. Already I had welts rising on my wrist and lower arms from where it had touched me.

Thank God Thomas had outfitted the house with self-darkening windows.

Caroline shot me a look like she thought I was being ridiculous but stalked over to the door and slammed it closed. “Happy now?”

I breathed a sigh of relief. So much better.

“Ecstatic.”

“We have strayed from the topic at hand,” Connor murmured helpfully.

Caroline rolled her eyes before sobering. “The barrow was hit last night.”

Next to me, Connor went very still.

Caroline’s gaze was scrutinizing as she focused on me. I kept my face blank, letting nothing show. It wasn’t easy. Caroline knew my tells probably better than anyone. Fooling her had always been near impossible.

“You know anything about that?” she pressed.

I shook my head. “This is the first I’ve heard about it.”

Truth—but it did put Inara and Baran’s behavior into perspective.

I glanced at Connor, wondering what had happened to those two. He was supposed to be keeping an eye on them, but judging from the wolves’ reaction when they hadn’t found anyone in the living room, I was betting they were gone.

He met my gaze calmly, giving nothing away.

With an internal sigh, I looked back at Caroline. “What does that have to do with this intrusion?”

Sondra made an aborted move.

“Don’t.” Caroline cut her off with a sharp gesture. “You have no idea what she’s done for us.”

The two stared each other down, the tension that filled the room making a whine rise to the throat of the taller male.

Sondra was the first to back down.

Caroline stared at her for a second longer before turning her attention to me. “Brax and part of the pack were in the barrow when it was attacked.”

“He was captured,” I guessed.

More than that, I was betting, as I recalled the spell that had tried to ensnare Caroline last night.

No wonder it had felt familiar. Niamh. That’s where I’d encountered that type of magic before. She was a Fae princess who’d succeeded in enthralling many of the local Fae and even Nathan at one point.

It was an awful sort of magic that subsumed the will of the person, basically enslaving them.

Sondra and these two must have been the ones closest to Caroline in the pack bonds when I’d broken the enchantment that had tried to ensnare her.

“We don’t know how they did it, but somehow, they used his authority over the pack to do something to the rest. The four of us are all that are left,” Caroline explained.

I was right then. Whatever I had done with Caroline had spilled over into her pack links. Sondra, because she was Caroline’s maker. The other two must have some link to Sondra too.

“That doesn’t explain what you’re doing in my house.”

Caroline nodded. “We tracked a scent here.”

“You mean those three tracked a scent here.”

Come to think of it. Why had she come separately? And how had she managed to call me since I had her phone?

Caroline gave me a repressive look. “Come on, Aileen. You know what I’m after.”

“Do I?”

“I told you she wouldn’t help us,” Sondra interjected.

“You haven’t given me much of a reason to, have you?” I shot back.

Caroline may have been my best friend, but these other three were practically strangers to me. Strangers who’d shoved their way into my house. Call me petty, but I tended to take umbrage at that.

“Enough. You’ve already made things more difficult than they needed to be. I told you to wait until I arrived,” Caroline growled.

“We didn’t have time for you to catch up,” Sondra answered. “Time is of the essence.”

Caroline stopped just short of rolling her eyes as she focused on me. “Aileen, we know one of the barrow lord’s twins came here. Hand him over.”

“Or what?”

What would my best friend do if I refused?

I’d really like to know.

“Don’t be like that. There’s no ‘or what’. As a friend, I’m asking you to help me.”

My anger thawed a little. Enough so I no longer felt like picking a fight.

“I don’t know why you want Baran, but I doubt he had anything to do with the barrow’s fall. When we found him last night, he was being chased by Fae. We barely drove them off.”

“These Fae—what did they look like?” Sondra interjected.

I was tempted not to answer since I was still a little peeved about her earlier presumption, but for Caroline’s sake I played nice. “Smug. Arrogant. They really thought we’d roll over and let them do whatever they wanted.”

Just thinking about it was enough to make me angry all over again.

“What was it you called them?” I asked Connor.

“The Luigseach.”

“Ah, right. The Lucies.”

Sondra’s indrawn breath and the way her gaze immediately found Caroline’s told me she recognized the name. “The High King’s agents.”

Caroline’s nod was grim. “This is worse than we thought.”

“What do we do now?” the stockier werewolf asked.

Resolution settled on Caroline’s features. “Same thing as before. Track down Brax and the rest and save them.”

“How?” Sondra asked. “We don’t even know where they’ve gone.”

Despite the pessimism in her words, I could tell it was frustration and fear feeding her cynicism rather than a desire to give up. Sondra was scared for her pack, and it was making her aggressive and reckless in a way that was unlike her.

“That’s why we were hoping to speak to Baran,” Caroline told me almost apologetically.

I nodded, looking up at Connor in question.

He fixated on the wall next to Caroline with an expression that I would have called grumpy if it had been on any other person.

“Connor?” I called, my voice rising at the end in question.

Why did it feel like he was avoiding me?

“You’re being awful quiet. Got something to add?”

The lack of response confirmed my fears. He was avoiding me. The bastard.

I poked him in the side, really drilling my finger in to get my point across. I might as well not have bothered since his abs were like granite, leaving my finger feeling bruised. I was pretty sure it hurt me more than it hurt him.

“What are you not telling me? Where are Inara and Baran?” I asked.

By now, I had a guess, but I wanted to hear it in his own words.

His jaw worked back and forth in a rare show of frustration before he finally dropped his gaze to mine. “They may have snuck away shortly after dawn.”

“How is that possible?”

This was Connor we were talking about. He didn’t have my same vulnerabilities to the sun. With his extensive experience and general badassness, he should have been perfectly capable of keeping an eye on them.

“I may have overlooked a few things regarding the pixie.”

Ah. I see.

“She got the drop on you.”

Oh, the blow to his ego that he must have felt.

If it had been any other circumstances, I might not have fought off my urge to laugh.

“When we find her again, we will have to add a few more ground rules to our list,” he said with all the ruffled dignity he could muster.

“I wasn’t aware we had ground rules.”

“I plan to make them,” he declared.

Good luck with that. I couldn’t see the pixies responding well to being dictated to.

That was if they survived whatever was going on.

With that dire thought in my mind, I glanced over to find devastation on all four of the werewolves’ faces.

“That’s it, then. Our pack is gone,” the taller wolf whispered.

This time Sondra and Caroline didn’t correct him.

I sighed, taking pity on them. “It’s not over yet. Let me reach out to some of my contacts to see if I can get you an answer.”

It was a long shot, but I’d gotten lucky before.

“Thanks, Aileen,” Caroline said softly.

I could have told her she owed me one, but in reality, there was no way of telling who owed who anymore.
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“Show our guests to the kitchen so they can help themselves to refreshments,” I said.

If the other three were anything like Caroline, they were probably starving. I hadn’t seen a car, besides the one Caroline just drove up in, out there. That meant they’d probably come by foot to track Baran’s scent.

“They are not guests,” Connor informed me.

I shoved his side. “Show them anyway.”

It might have only been an illusion given the hearing of everyone present, but I wanted privacy for the call I was about to make.

Reluctantly, Connor went, ushering the three werewolves before him. Caroline hung back, raising her eyebrows at me. I flapped a hand at her in dismissal.

She shook her head but went.

Alone again, I sat at the base of the stairs and brought up my contact list. Finding the name I was searching for, I hit the call button and lifted the phone to my ear.

Internally, I begged Jerry to pick up.

It was a long shot. Jerry was my former boss and a troll. Not figuratively. He was an actual troll. The exact species of troll was something I’d never asked.

As a Fae, I knew he spent a lot of his free time at the barrow. I was praying last night wasn’t one of those times.

“It’s a little early in the day for you, isn’t it?” Jerry rumbled.

I released the breath I was holding. “Thank God.”

There was another rumble in my ear. This time of laughter. “If you missed me that much, Aileen girl, all you needed to do was call.”

“Last night the barrow fell,” I announced.

Silence crackled down the line.

“The party responsible?” Jerry asked.

Despite the lack of emotion in the question, I could sense how hard Jerry was clinging to his control. He probably had friends in the barrow. Family maybe. It was even possible some of his employees had been there. He gave a lot of the weaker Fae jobs so they could stay in the mortal world.

“Not officially but I found a trio of Luigseach on my property last night. They were hunting one of the barrow lord’s twins.”

Jerry snarled. “Muiredach.”

I paused, the power in that name unmistakable even over the phone. “Is that his name?”

I didn’t need to specify who I meant. There was really only one person capable of engendering that much negative emotion in a Fae like Jerry. The High King of the Summer Lands. A ruler I knew only by reputation.

“Don’t you go repeating it either. Names in our world have power. I shouldn’t have spoken it.”

I made a noncommittal hum.

“I’ll have to warn my people to go underground,” Jerry continued. “If his agents are here, none of us are safe.”

“Before you do that, there’s something else you need to know.”

A warm chuckle sounded down the line. “I should have known this wasn’t just a courtesy call.”

I smiled. He really did know me. “The werewolves’ alpha was there last night as well.”

“He was enthralled.”

“Good guess.”

“It’s not a guess. That’s how he operates. He enslaves others to his will and forces them to do things that break their soul. His daughter, for all that she was much weaker, was just like him. If he has the alpha, he has the pack too.”

“Would he have to be present for his enthrallment to take effect?”

If so, we might have a very different sort of problem on our hands since his agents knew where I lived.

“Not necessarily. His Luigseach. They can act as conduits for him. Of course, the enthrallment isn’t as powerful as if he does it in person, but it doesn’t matter in most cases.” Jerry’s tone turned thoughtful. “I always thought the alpha too strong to fall for something like this. There must have been circumstances that made him mentally vulnerable.”

“Where would they take the pack?” I asked, choosing not to focus on that last statement. Some things were too awful to contemplate.

“You, in particular, shouldn’t involve yourself with this,” Jerry said very carefully.

Ah. That’s right. He was one of the few to put together that I was a magic breaker.

“I don’t think I have much of a choice. The Lucies were practically on my doorstep last night.”

I doubted they’d back off until they got what they wanted either.

A weary sigh came down the line. “I’m glad I fired you. You always were getting yourself into unnecessary trouble.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“Vegas,” he said, giving in. “If they didn’t kill them immediately, they’d head to Vegas.”

“Why there?”

I didn’t have anything against the city, but it didn’t exactly scream Fae.

“It’s home to the closest barrow with a pathway to the Summer Lands. I’m guessing that’s where they’ll take the barrow lord for punishment. The wolves will likely be thrown into the arena as fodder for the fights they use to entertain guests.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Connor drift into the hallway, his expression intent as he listened.

“For old time’s sake, listen to your former boss, kid. Stay out of this. No good will come from bringing yourself to the attention of the high king or his agents.”

“Don’t worry. I’m not planning on doing anything stupid.”

“You never do,” Jerry said on another sigh before hanging up.

“He’s right, you know,” Connor murmured. “We got them the information. We could just send them on their way.”

“You think they have a chance alone?”

The look on his face was answer enough.

I nodded and stepped around him, heading toward my kitchen to deliver the news. Though I had a feeling I didn’t really need to.

Connor trailed behind me as I moved through the house. I didn’t get further than the living room where I found the wolves sprawled on the couch Ahrun and Deborah had sat on last night.

I gave Connor a sidelong look. “What happened to taking them to the kitchen?”

My brother gave an unperturbed shrug, gliding forward to take up a position against the wall. His expression made it clear he was there only as a favor to me and to keep an eye on things should the wolves decide to act up again.

Knowing it was useless to pursue this topic with him, I raised my eyebrows at Caroline and the rest. “I’m going to assume you caught most of that.”

A restless energy emanated from Sondra, her desire to get up and pace visible in the way one leg wouldn’t sit still, jiggling up and down as she glared at Caroline from her place in the crook of the sectional. “It’s your choice how to handle things. You’ve already proven you’re stronger than me. You’re alpha until we can save Brax and the others.”

Caroline’s face was stony as she met Sondra’s gaze. Her scent and heartbeat unchanging.

I knew from experience the amount of training required to effectively conceal your physiological response to stressors. Liam had pounded that lesson into my body over the course of several months. Discipline was a necessary ingredient and a sign of how far she’d come in the short time since her transition.

Of course, unlike me, she hadn’t spent years trying to bury her head in the sand and pretend nothing had changed.

The stockier of the two male wolves raised his hand. “How sure are we that this tip is correct? He’s Fae, right? He could be part of this.”

“Even if Jerry and his courier service didn’t have a long-standing reputation for their neutrality, I’d vouch for him. I was there when Naimh enslaved most of the city’s Fae. There’s no love lost between him and the Summer Lands. He would not help them,” I said.

Sondra nodded. “The owner of Hermes deals in information as much as he does packages. If he says Vegas is their destination, that’s where we need to go.”

I wasn’t surprised by her endorsement. Jerry provided intel and couriers and the wolves paid him a very handsome retainer. It was a relationship that went back decades from what I’d heard.

The chances of him stabbing them in the back were—while never zero—very low.

Caroline leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. “The problem is getting there.”

“If they’re aware that any of the pack escaped, they’ll have some of their human slaves watching the airports,” Sondra agreed, her earlier antagonism toward Caroline forgotten in favor of solving the problem at hand.

“We can’t drive either. It’ll take days to reach Vegas even with taking turns at the wheel and only making stops to refuel,” Caroline added.

“Wouldn’t they have the same restrictions?” The taller of the two males darted his gaze between Caroline and Sondra. “I’m assuming with their hatred of iron and other human alloys they won’t fly.”

“They won’t have to. They’ll take one of the fairy roads, using magic and sunbeams to slip between worlds until they reach the next barrow,” Connor interjected from his place against the wall, his voice slow and lilting as if reciting from a poem.

Sondra’s restlessness grew more pronounced as muttered curses came from the two males. Caroline didn’t react, remaining still and closed off.

I looked over at Connor. “There’s Thomas’s private jet.”

Hope shone in the faces of all the wolves except Caroline’s.

“It’ll get us there fast and we won’t have to worry about being discovered by the Fae,” I added.

I doubted they’d be watching the part of the airport where the private jets boarded. With it, I also wouldn’t have to worry about crossing over into day and getting a third-degree sunburn.

“You’re forgetting one thing, dear sister.”

“What’s that?”

“Thomas is not going to be pleased that you’re once again involving yourself in the wolves’ problems.”

“And I care about this why?”

“Because it’s his jet you’ll be asking for. Also, you’ll need his help gaining permission to enter Vegas.”

I’d forgotten about that. Vampires were a possessive lot who tended to get a touch grumpy when strangers—or any supe with power—trespassed upon their territory. Just look at how I’d reacted to the High King’s Lucies last night.

I didn’t have the connections to negotiate passage.

“I’ll try Liam first,” I offered.

He was the more reasonable of the two and much more likely to help without asking too many questions.

Plus, Thomas never did anything for free.

Connor pushed off the wall. “Good luck with that.”

“Where are you going?” I called as he disappeared down the hall.

“To inform your companion of our travel plans and start preparing for our trip.”

“You just want to avoid talking to Thomas,” I grumbled, not too happy about it either.

“You don’t have to do this,” Caroline interjected.

“Yes, I do.”

And not just for the reasons she thought. If Vegas was where the Lucies were heading, logic dictated that was Baran and Inara’s destination too. Caroline had just handed me the perfect excuse to get involved.

I couldn’t have tied this into a more perfect bow if I’d tried.

I nodded at the kitchen. “Make yourselves comfortable while I get our travel arrangements sorted.”

Sondra climbed to her feet. “No need. Emmett, Hank and I have arrangements of our own to prepare. Let Caroline know the plan, and we’ll meet you at the air strip when it’s time.”

The three wolves filed past me with a few nods.

Caroline waited until they were gone before speaking. “You don’t have to do this. Sondra was right. This is pack business.”

“You say that, but from where I’m standing you don’t have much of a choice. It’ll take you days by land, and like she said, the airports are probably being watched. You won’t get anywhere close.”

Emotion tried to take over Caroline’s features before she beat it back. “After what you did last night, I have a better understanding of what you’re risking.”

“I was wondering if you’d figured it out.”

Although she worked for the library, my kind were rare. There wouldn’t be much reason for her to read up on us.

“A lot of people would wage war to get their hands on you,” Caroline said softly. “The High King of the Summer Lands would be first among them.”

“I’m aware of the risk.”

“I don’t think you are. There are histories written of those he’s taken. He squeezes everything he can from them before he discards them like yesterday’s trash.”

If that was true, he must have a way to contain our powers so we didn’t destroy any prison we found ourselves in.

“Brave man, forcing a being known for breaking magic into a land literally built out of it,” I mused.

Was he not afraid of them damaging his precious realm?

“There’s little risk of that. There hasn’t been a magic breaker strong enough to affect a realm in thousands of years. Long before he rose to the throne. Most can barely unravel basic spells.” Caroline’s expression was serious. “I haven’t read of anyone who could balance the taint in a demon wolf or affect the pack bonds the way you did.”

“I guess that means I’m unique.”

A faint note of amusement touched her features. “There was never any doubt of that.”

I gave her a crooked smile. “Just remember that for when the shit starts to hit the fan.”

“How can I forget when you never let me?”

We both looked up as an excited scream came from upstairs.

“Vegas! Yes! Here I come, Sin City!”

“Looks like someone is excited,” Caroline drawled.

“That makes one of us,” I murmured, withdrawing my phone and raising it to my ear as I moved toward the armchair sitting in front of the windows on the opposite side of the room.

I stared out over my property while the line rang through.

For a moment, there was a pang of yearning for the sunlit world. It wasn’t the same looking through darkened windows. There was something missing. It made me a little sad. I used to love summer and sunshine. Now it was the thing that made me feel like a prisoner in my own home.

It wasn’t all bad though. Night and its endless shadows carried its own form of beauty. One that I would sorely miss if I never got to see it again.

A second later, Liam’s phone picked up before immediately rolling over to voice mail.

I kept the message brief. “Liam, it’s Aileen. Call when you get this.”

It wasn’t strange for Liam to be out of reach. It wasn’t usual either. Though lately, he’d been more difficult to contact. His trips taking him to places where the communication was spotty.

It made me wonder what Thomas or Ahrun had him up to.

I scrolled through my contacts until I reached the one titled Sire then hit dial before I could talk myself out of it.

The phone rang.

A second later, Thomas’s warm voice flooded the line. “What a rare occurrence—my youngest calling me voluntarily. To what do I owe this pleasure? I assume you want something.”

“What makes you think that?”

“I know you, my dear. There’s no way you’d contact me if you didn’t.”

He always was a quick one.

“I could hang up if you’d prefer.”

“Nonsense. Make your request. It’ll give me a chance to act like your sire for once. An opportunity you so rarely afford me.”

“I do have something I was hoping you’d help me with,” I said cautiously.

I was going to have to word this very carefully.

“I’m all ears,” Thomas purred.

“A couple of friends and I were thinking of taking a girl’s trip,” I said, grateful we were doing this over the phone rather than in person where it would be easier for him to catch me in a lie.

“Sounds delightful. Would my son also be attending this trip?”

“You’re free to try and stop him,” I muttered.

His laugh was like a favorite blanket you just wanted to wrap yourself in when you needed comfort.

“Where would the destination of this trip be?” he asked when his laughter faded.

“Vegas.”

I winced at the silence that echoed down the line. Yeah, I’d been afraid that would be his reaction.

There was a careful control in Thomas’s voice when he spoke again. “That is quite unexpected. Why there?”

My mind raced as I tried to come up with a halfway believable explanation. “Who doesn’t want to spend a weekend in Vegas? There is everything you need. Drinks. Entertainment. Gambling.”

And a Fae barrow to infiltrate. Though I kept that last part to myself.

“Also, Caroline’s never been,” I threw in, prevaricating.

At that, Caroline’s head jerked up as she mouthed, “I have too.”

I shrugged at her. We knew that, but Thomas didn’t.

“Why do I get the feeling that there’s something you aren’t telling me?” Thomas purred.

There was a faint squeak from the leather chair he must have been sitting in as he shifted position. I knew the exact one. Could picture it in my mind’s eye behind the desk in his office.

“Alright, fine, I’ll tell you.” Out of the corner of my eye, Caroline started waving her hands and shaking her head. “If you must know, your sire dropped by last night.”

“Ahrun?”

For the first time in our conversation, Thomas sounded surprised. I guess that answered my question of whether he was behind Ahrun’s machinations.

“Unless you have another sire I don’t know about.”

I wouldn’t put it past him. Maybe not a sire, per se, but some important person who would seriously affect my life and freedom.

“What did my father want?”

“He seems to think he’ll be moving in.” I paused to force down the renewed rush of anger that admission brought me. “Tonight actually.”

This time I got the sense that I’d truly stunned Thomas.

“I see,” he finally said after several heartbeats.

“I’m really hoping you can talk some sense into him,” I burst out when it sounded like he’d lapse back into thought. “I don’t think I have to tell you how bad of an idea it would be to have Connor and your sire living under one roof.”

Time may heal all wounds, but not when it came to vampires. All was definitely not forgiven.

“I can take care of this for you,” Thomas said after some thought.

I fought the relief that tried to overwhelm me. I sensed a ‘but’ coming.

“It will cost you though.”

Of course, it would. He never missed an opportunity.

“What do you want?”

“Family dinners. I think Friday would suit.”

“No.”

Uh uh. Not happening.

“Then I guess you have a new roommate. It’s a good thing the house I chose is big enough to accommodate a few extra guests.”

This—

I broke off that thought, lowering my phone so I didn’t hurl it across the room.

Breathe, Aileen. You can’t murder your sire.

Lord knows I’d been tempted a time or two. But the only way I’d ever take Thomas down was by complete surprise and then only if he lowered his guard because of trust or something.

Thomas was a heavy hitter in our world. His power blazed like the sun in my other vision. Compared to him, I was little more than a gnat. An annoying, sarcastic gnat that tested his patience every chance it got.

“I was hoping you’d consider this a favor,” I said carefully.

“I could. But then I wouldn’t be lending you my jet. You choose which you’d prefer my help with. The jet or Ahrun.”

There was no choice.

My shoulders slumped in defeat. “The jet.”

“Then I’ll see you and Connor the first Friday after your return,” Thomas said jovially. “This has been a most pleasant conversation. I’m so glad you called.”

That made one of us.

“The jet will be fueled up and ready for your use by sundown.”

There was a click as the line went dead.

“Connor is going to kill me.”

And this time, I wasn’t sure I’d blame him.
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The sun wasn’t fully down a few hours later when I trudged outside with my single bag, the sky a range of pinks and purples as the blue above deepened to a color so dark it was just one shade off black.

I lowered my sunglasses to protect my eyes which were smarting even from this limited exposure. My skin prickled, tiny dots of discomfort running up and down every inch that wasn’t fully covered. Not quite enough to breach the barrier to true pain. Just enough to remind me that day had not yet given sway to night.

Stupid sun.

Most vampires grew less vulnerable to its presence over time. Why, then, did it seem like I was growing more sensitive?

Shaking off the thought I headed toward where Deborah was already in the process of stuffing her luggage into the minivan Connor had purchased last night.

“How many bags did you bring?” I asked.

I counted one.

Two.

Three.

Four.

Four bags if I included the travel sized purse slung over her shoulder.

“Are you planning on staying there?”

Deborah tugged my bag from my shoulder, tossing it on top of her pile. “No one told me what kind of trip this was going to be. I wanted to be prepared.”

“You certainly are that,” I said, still a little shocked at the amount.

“As your companion, I can’t let others look down on me. The best way to do that is to dress for the occasion. I have outfits suitable for the high roller rooms and other sophisticated venues. Outfits for if we find ourselves in the desert needing to hike a little. Casual outfits for environments that aren’t so high class. Oh, and I brought a few swimsuits and cover ups in case we have to go to a pool.”

I gestured at myself. “You think I’m pool material?”

I could barely endure the light of the sun a few minutes before sunset. Sitting by a pool in full daylight might actually kill me.

Or at least make me wish I was dead.

Deborah flicked her hair over her shoulder. “That last one is mostly for me. Besides, you never know. I’ve heard most of the casino pools in Vegas are open late into the night. Plenty of time for even you to enjoy a little swim time.”

“Crazy,” I muttered, shaking my head as Deborah walked around the side of the van and climbed in the back.

My companion was crazy.

“She fits right in then,” Caroline quipped, coming up beside me and tossing the two pieces of luggage she’d gone back to her house to pack into the minivan with the rest.

“Did everyone pack more than me?” I asked.

My bag looked pitiful and lonely sitting next to the others.

“Not everyone is as allergic as you to dressing up.”

I scowled at Caroline. “I dress up.”

She smirked. “When other people don’t make you?”

Now that she said that, I realized I did have a habit of showing up and then being given clothes to change into.

In my defense, though, who kept elaborate gowns on hand for cocktail parties?

“I dress nice when I go on dates with Liam,” I said defensively.

“Leather jackets and jeans don’t count.”

“Why not?”

I thought I looked good in them. Liam certainly appreciated taking them off me.

Caroline shook her head, a smile tugging at her lips as Connor walked up and tossed his bag in beside mine. “It’s not a bad thing, Aileen. We just have different ideas of fancy. For you, that involves putting on makeup and doing something with your hair and maybe wearing a tight t-shirt. For Deborah and I, it’s just a little more elaborate.” She shot me a teasing wink. “In fact, I kind of like that part of you.”

I frowned as she sashayed around the side of the vehicle, climbing into the back after Deborah.

With a shake of my head, I glanced up at Connor. “You still mad at me?”

I’d been right that he hadn’t taken the news of our future Friday night plans well; I just hoped he wouldn’t stay mad until I could figure out a way to get out of them. A wall had slammed down and he’d refused to speak to me, just turned and stalked to his room to start packing.

“It is not you I am angry with,” Connor said in that overly controlled voice that I had a feeling he’d picked up from his father. It was always surprising how similar they were, despite the barrier between them. “It is the situation I despise. I do not enjoy having parameters placed around me that force my hand. He knows this.”

“Have you ever considered your insistence on avoiding him is why he does things like this?” I pointed out carefully.

As much as I understood what Connor was saying, I could also see things from Thomas’s perspective. He was a father trying to make amends with a son who could barely stand to be in the same space as him.

“The fact you stayed in the area after being freed from the stag’s form says a lot, but it’s hard to fix what’s broken if you never talk to each other.”

I thought Connor wanted to reconcile. Otherwise, he would have disappeared when I broke the enthrallment over him. He just didn’t know how. The wrongs and hurt feelings that had built up between he and Thomas over the centuries weren’t easily bridged. Both were too stubborn to give in.

Another thing they had in common.

“Like you did with your family?”

Low blow.

“Our circumstances were different. I stayed away so they didn’t get swept into this world. Then they got pulled into it anyway.”

Technically my dad had always been in it, unbeknownst to me, but that was a whole other thing.

I punched him in the shoulder. “Don’t worry. I’ll see what I can do to fix it. If worse comes to worst, I’ll say he made the deal with me and you’re under no obligation to fulfill it.”

Connor trailed behind me as I headed toward the driver’s seat. “That will not work. I’m a member of your house. Any agreement you make applies to me as well. Others will judge you for not being able to control your members.”

“When have I ever cared what other vampires thought?”

“You may change your mind if other Houses come to view us as weak.”

I flashed him a grin. “That’s why I have you to show them differently.”

The impression he’d made by ripping out the hearts of two vampires who’d planned on challenging me was still vivid in the minds of those who’d been present that night. No one was going to be quick to challenge our House as long as he was by my side.

“Let’s not forget a certain realm guardian either,” I added.

Though I wasn’t certain about that second part, given Alches’s extended absence. I hadn’t seen him in almost as long as Liam had been gone.

For all I knew, the realm guardian had gone back to Noctessa.

Connor’s grunt didn’t sound like he entirely agreed with me but he didn’t argue.

“Is there a reason you’re following me?” I asked, noticing him still behind me when I stopped beside the driver’s side door.

“I’m waiting.”

“Waiting for what?”

“For you to compliment my brilliance.” He nodded at the minivan. “I told you it would come in handy. And look, not even a day later, I was proven right.”

My mouth fell partially open as he brushed past me with a self-satisfied smirk.

“Even though this is my vehicle, I shall be magnanimous and allow you to drive,” he added, heaping injury upon injury.

“You’re a smart ass,” I told him.

Just like his uncle. And father.
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Pulling into the airfield’s parking lot, I had the urge to curse when I got a look at the pair of vampires waiting for us.

“Shit,” I swore under my breath.

From the way a subtle tension ran through Connor’s body, I could tell he’d spotted the enforcers as well.

“So much for keeping this a secret,” I sighed.

I must not have been as convincing as I thought I’d been. It was totally like Thomas to send his goons as escorts to make sure I wasn’t up to something.

“Caroline, do you have any cash on you?” I asked as one prowled toward us.

“Not really. Why?”

“I do,” Deborah said, digging into her purse. After a moment she pulled out a crumpled five-dollar bill and handed it to Caroline. “Here you go.”

Caroline took it, looking confused.

I held my hand back. “Give it to me.”

The look of befuddlement on her face as she handed it to me slowly was almost worth everything else.

I grabbed the five-dollar bill and stuffed it into my pocket. “There. Now it’s official. You’re a client.”

Which meant I couldn’t share the details of what she’d hired me for unless she agreed.

“That’s it?” Caroline asked.

“Technically, I also need your signature on a contract, but this’ll work for now.”

At least, to keep her matters hidden and save me the headache that was sure to follow if Thomas found out what I was really up to.

“That’s an interesting way to run a business,” Caroline muttered.

“It works for us.”

Sharing a look with Connor, I shoved open my door just as the enforcer reached the van.

“Look who the cat dragged in,” Anton drawled as I stepped out. “Nice ride, by the way.”

“It’s Connor’s.”

“The salesperson said it was perfect for families,” Connor explained at Anton’s sidelong look.

Anton patted him on the shoulder. “I’m not sure you and he were talking about the same type of family.”

Connor greeted that information with a slight furrowing of his brow as Anton moved his attention to me.

Turned later in life, at a time when laugh lines had already been etched into the fabric of his features, Anton’s face contained a mature allure that would have been difficult to achieve when he was younger. When a woman—or man, for that matter—looked at him, they saw wealth and an urbane charm that made it hard to imagine the warrior he’d once been.

“What’s with the wolves?” Anton asked, jerking his chin at the trio that I hadn’t noticed waiting on the other side of the parking lot.

“They’re with me,” Caroline said, climbing out of the van. Deborah hopped down after her.

Anton sent me a look. “Since when do you keep company with mutts?”

Even from the distance that separated us, I caught the growls that came from Hank and Emmett.

“Considering my best friend since childhood is one of those mutts, I’d watch your words,” I warned.

An enigmatic smile toyed on Anton’s lips as he veiled his eyes. “Whatever you say, Lena.”

“I told you not to call me that.”

I don’t know where he’d heard it, but ever since then he’d been slipping the nickname in whenever he could.

“But it suits you so well.”

I didn’t dignify that with a response, heading to the back to unload the trunk.

“Leave it.” Anton gestured forward a pair of humans. “They’ll take care of your luggage.”

Despite the assurance, I didn’t move.

Anton arched an eyebrow at me. “They won’t steal anything if that’s what you’re worried about.”

“More like rifle through my belongings,” I grumbled as I reluctantly followed him toward the gate and the other enforcer waiting there.

Anton threw his head back, baring the column of his throat as he laughed. “They won’t do that either. Really, Lena, what kind of operation do you think this is?”

He didn’t want the answer to that.

Daniel, a giant of a man who looked like a blond Viking—probably because he’d been one at some point—nodded at us as we approached. Turning to the punch pad next to him, he input a code to open the gate. “Aileen.”

“Daniel.”

“It’s good to see you again.”

My eyebrows rose. That was new. He wasn’t normally one for aimless chit-chat.

At least, not with me.

“I take it you’re tagging along,” I guessed.

A tiny nod was all the answer I got.

“How did you beat out Nathan for this honor?”

An enforcer friend of mine, Nathan was the one usually tasked with Aileen-babysitting duty.

“Liam and Nathan requested leave a few weeks ago. They’ve been gone since then.” Daniel gave me an odd look. “We thought you knew.”

It took effort to keep my surprise off my face. “Of course, I did. I just didn’t realize Nathan went with him.”

“I see,” Daniel murmured as Anton led the way through the gate.

I kept my expression under careful control as I followed the enforcer, Deborah and Connor flanking me. Caroline and her wolves came last.

Strange.

I’d been under the impression Liam was on a top-secret mission for Thomas. Either my lover had lied to his subordinates. Or he’d lied to me.

I didn’t know how I felt about that.

No. Wait. I did. I just didn’t want to examine those feelings too closely for fear of what they’d reveal.

Deborah’s amazed inhale distracted me from my thoughts. “I could get used to this.”

Her eyes practically sparkled as she took in the profile of a small jet.

“This is a one-time thing,” I informed her.

“How can you be so sure? A lot of sires allow their fledglings access to luxuries like this,” Deborah protested.

“Because the cost outweighs the benefit.”

“It must not be too bad since you accepted his terms.” There was a knowing look in Anton’s eyes as he paused beside the jet’s stairs. “Or were you just that desperate?”

Caroline barged between us. “She lost a bet. This was the price she had to pay.”

Anton’s eyes followed me as I started up the stairs. “That must have been some bet.”

“It was,” Caroline shot over her shoulder as she shadowed me. “Epic, you could say.”

“In that case, let me play next time. I love games of chance.”

“We’ll think about it,” Caroline called in an airy voice as I entered the craft to find Thomas waiting for me.

He looked up from the file he’d been studying. “Oh, good. You’ve arrived. We’ll take off as soon as you’re settled.”

I stared at my sire in horror. “What are you doing here?”

Like Ahrun, Thomas possessed a charisma that made him stand out. In a room full of supernaturals, he’d always be the first person you noticed, and it had nothing to do with the way he looked.

He was handsome, but not in that supernatural way of some spooks. He was more approachable. His hair dark and short. His eyes a silvery gray. He was on the stockier side with a broad chest and a strong jaw that more often than not was covered in stubble. As if he was perpetually between shaves.

Today, though, his jaw was smooth. Not a whisker marring its hard lines.

At my question, Thomas tossed the file he was holding onto the table in front of him, crossing his legs and leaning back to regard me with amusement. “I own this plane. I don’t see why it’s surprising to find me on it.”

Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because he hadn’t mentioned it when I’d spoken to him on the phone earlier in the day.

Caroline prodded me in the back. “Do you mind? You’re in the way.”

Feeling like I’d been sucker punched once again by my sire, but not knowing what else to do, I shuffled sideways to allow her fully into the cabin.

Caroline was all smiles as she dropped her carry-on at her feet and greeted Thomas with a friendly expression. “How lovely. I was hoping for a chance to thank you for loaning us your plane on such short notice.”

“Anything for my youngest,” Thomas drawled. “She so rarely makes requests of me. It would be churlish to deny her on the rare times she does.”

Caroline remained polite. “Does this mean you’re heading in the same direction as us?”

“You could say that.” At her questioning look, Thomas added, “It just so happens that I have business in Vegas.”

“That’s quite the coincidence,” Caroline managed, her gaze finding mine, a faint pleading there.

Thomas laced his hands around his knee, his smile broadening. “It is. One might even call it fate.”

Caroline’s look told me to do something.

Internally, I rolled my eyes. Fine—but only because there wasn’t any other choice

“You neglected to mention you were heading to Vegas. It’s almost as if this ‘business’ of yours is something you made up last minute,” I challenged.

An enigmatic smile played at the corners of Thomas’s lips. “My dear, I failed to mention my schedule simply because I thought it would be a fun surprise.”

Try an unwelcome one.

“And I don’t need to lie. All I would have needed to do was make my presence a condition of my assistance. You would not have been able to arrange entrance into the territory on your own.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. Fine. He’d won.

“It occurs to me this can’t exactly be considered a favor since you were heading in this direction anyway.”

In that case, Friday night dinners were off the table.

“Nice try,” Thomas drawled. “But your presence means I had to leave part of my retinue behind.”

Damn. I thought I’d found a loophole.

Thomas looked past me as Sondra and the other two wolves filed into the plane. He quirked an eyebrow at Caroline. “I was under the impression your relationship with your maker was as fractious as Aileen’s is with me. I’m surprised to see you taking a trip together.”

My mind went blank. Caroline was no better.

Neither one of us had thought to come up with an excuse beforehand. Why would we? No one had realized Thomas would be here.

Sondra was quick to cover for us. “Your information is woefully out of date. It seems your information broker has fallen down on the job. You should find someone else before their ineptitude causes issues. Caroline and I reconciled months ago.”

Thomas propped his head on his hand. “I’ll take your recommendation under advisement. Though I do wonder about the presence of those two wolves behind you. As far as I know, Aileen has no connection with either of them and I doubt my paranoid yearling would invite wolves she didn’t know on her ‘Girl’s Trip’.”

Sondra flashed a toothy smile. “Brax’s rules. Whenever one of us travels out of our territory, we take an entourage.”

“Strange that he’d pick wolves considerably weaker than those they’re supposed to protect,” Thomas mused, trailing his gaze over the pair.

They froze under my sire’s regard. Their gazes locked on the air above Thomas’s head to avoid looking him in the eye.

“There aren’t many in the pack stronger than Caroline and me. Those who are were otherwise occupied.”

Color me surprised. I never realized Sondra possessed such a glib tongue.

Thomas idly brushed a finger across his lower lip in thought. After a second, where I thought for sure he was going to call us on our bullshit, he waved a hand to the rear of the plane in dismissal.

Sondra jerked her head at the two wolves behind her, sidestepping Caroline and I with a meaningful look.

“Aileen, a moment,” Thomas said when I would have followed.

Caroline paused to give me a questioning look, asking without words if I wanted her to remain.

I shook my head. If Thomas decided to press the point, there was little she could do to stop him.

As Caroline trailed reluctantly behind the other wolves, Thomas focused on Deborah and Connor as they stepped onto the plane.

“I’m so glad you were able to come,” Thomas said, speaking to my companion. “I hope my yearling has been taking good care of you.”

Caught off guard by Thomas’s warm reception, Deborah glanced uncertainly at me. “I have no complaints. Aileen has been a most gracious master.”

“That’s good to hear. I was worried she’d have trouble adjusting since she’s new to caring for a companion.”

Sensing my growing irritation, Deborah changed the subject. “Thank you for allowing my presence on this trip.”

“Aileen’s companion is always welcome. It makes me so happy to see you two getting along,” Thomas said warmly.

I stared at Thomas like he was an alien.

Who was this man and what had he done with my sire? He was never this effusive and genial when he was dealing with me.

Though there was probably a good reason for that.

“Will this be your first time in Las Vegas?” Thomas asked.

“Uh, no. I’ve been once before.”

“Wonderful. You know what to expect and can act as a guide for Aileen and her lovely friend.”

“I’ve been to Vegas before,” I snapped, mildly insulted that he thought I needed anyone to show me around.

Thomas sent me a chiding look. “I doubt you were exposed to the same side of the city as your companion.”

I hadn’t considered that possibility. If Columbus had two sides—the mundane and the supernatural, each with their own set of customs and dangers—it stood to reason Vegas would too. Having someone who knew the status quo would definitely come in handy. Though I hadn’t planned to drag my companion into this.

Thomas gave Deborah a warm smile. “Let me know the next time you two want to travel. I’ll lend you the jet.”

Deborah raised her hand in protest. “Oh no. We couldn’t.”

Good job, Debs. Don’t fall for this man’s charm.

Thomas waved away her objections. “Nonsense, you’ll be part of the family eventually.”

I almost sprained my neck from how fast I turned toward my sire. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

He did not just casually allude to my changing Deborah into a vampire.

Thomas was way too dignified to roll his eyes, but somehow, he managed to convey how ridiculous he thought I was with simply a look. “Come, Aileen. No need to be bashful. You know those who become companions do so for the opportunity to one day join our ranks. It’s a natural progression of your relationship.” He sent Deborah a fond smile. “One I’m most looking forward to. But, of course, not for a few decades at least.”

I was at a loss for words. Truly, I didn’t know how to respond to that.

Deborah had a slightly dumbstruck look on her face that said she wasn’t faring much better. She seemed both appalled and fascinated by our conversation.

My voice got very tight. “That may be difficult considering I’d need permission from the council to bring her over.”

I doubted any of them would give it. Our line was already considered too powerful. They wouldn’t want us adding to our ranks. Even if, as the youngest, I was the least threatening.

Thomas waved my objection away. “You forget. Ahrun is back. Permission is only a formality.”

From the sounds of it, he already had my future planned. Right down to who I would change over first. I was pretty sure I didn’t like that. And I had no compunction about letting him know my feelings on the matter.

Sensing the situation deteriorating, Deborah gave a nervous twitter, latching onto my arm to guide me away. “Once again, thank you for the offer of the jet. We’ll be sure to consider it.”

“We will not,” I hissed.

This was the last favor I was ever asking of Thomas.

Deborah shoulder checked me. “Hush. Don’t you see I’m trying to save your ass. You’re acting like a twenty-five-year-old whose parents just asked when they can expect grandkids.”

Funny—that’s exactly what it felt like.

I turned to glare at Connor over my shoulder. “I want to know why he never ambushes you with these types of things.”

Connor looked around the aircraft with curiosity. “Because I would try to remove his organs.”

I faced forward, grumbling, “It’s not fair that always gives you an out.”

I wish I had something to threaten people with.

“Give it a few centuries,” Connor advised as Deborah found us a pair of unoccupied seats.

She shoved me into the row first, taking the aisle seat for herself.

The seating arrangements lived up to what you’d expect in a private jet. Each bucket seat came with its own mini table where you could set drinks or a laptop on. Best of all they allowed you to swivel and recline. A couch ran parallel to the cabin wall which was where Connor chose to settle.

While we were getting situated, I was aware of Thomas still watching us, an inscrutable expression on his face. There was a minuscule lift at the corners of his lips that was almost mocking. As if he knew something I didn’t.

It made me wonder if his insinuation regarding Deborah’s transition was an attempt to get under my skin. A punishment of sorts for lying to him about Caroline and our reasons for visiting Vegas.

If so, it had worked. Also, it meant he was aware that something was up. Maybe not everything but definitely more than was good for us.

A commotion came from the front of the plane as Drake and another human boarded.

“What are you doing here?” I blurted, surprise making me slip.

Thomas looked over at me in interest. “Is there a problem?”

Connor shifted, drawing my attention. He gave a minute shake of his head, warning me against saying anything.

As if I would. As paranoid as Drake made me, he was still family. I may not have accepted him yet or known what to do with him, but I wasn’t going to throw him to the wolves. It was why I’d kept silent on his status as a hunter even to my nearest and dearest. Once certain information was out, it was a lot harder to put back in the bag.

He was safe. For now.

Only the slightest elevation in Drake’s pulse showed he wasn’t as sanguine about the situation as he was pretending. A fine tension had invaded his limbs as he lingered in the hatchway.

I didn’t know what it said about me that I enjoyed his discomfort as I shook my head. “Nope. Not a thing.”

Drake regained his bravado. “Aileen is just a touch salty that Connor was contemplating taking on a companion without informing her.”

Sure, Drakey. Whatever you have to tell yourself to get by.

Thomas looked over at his son. “Is this true?”

Connor’s expression was as placid as it could be. “It’s something I’ve been considering. No decision has been made yet.”

“That would be a big step for you,” Thomas said carefully.

“I’m aware of the implications.”

My gaze darted between them, a suspicion dawning. “Have you never had a companion before?”

“In the past, I didn’t wish to be tied down. That has changed.”

I stared at my brother, mute.

The audacity. Of both of them.

Thomas had practically tricked me into accepting Deborah as my companion. Connor had been all too quick to support the move. All this time, I’d thought it was natural.

“Talk about a double standard,” I hissed when I could finally speak through the anger choking me.

“Unlike you, I never had a problem hunting for my next meal,” Connor informed me.

My foot tingled with the urge to kick him. The only thing that stopped me was knowing how useless such an action would be. Might as well save myself the embarrassment.

Deborah fought a smile. “It’s not so bad having me around, is it?”

“That’s not the point,” I grumbled.

Deborah lost her battle with her smile, looking out the window on the other side of the plane instead.

I glared at my brother. I wasn’t going to forget this.

Drake stopped in front of Connor’s couch. “Care for some company? We could maybe get that drink we were planning before Aileen crashed the party.”

The other human skirted past the pair, heading for the back of the plane.

He was quickly forgotten as Drake toyed with the lapels of Connor’s jacket, practically sitting in my brother’s lap.

“That’s it.”

I’d watched enough of this.

Lurching out of my seat, I clambered over the arm of the couch to shove Drake away from Connor.

“Go find your own seat. Connor and I have business to discuss.”

I no longer cared that I was acting like a jealous girlfriend. If I had to watch any more of this flirting, I might gag.

“Such a buzzkill, Lena,” Drake pouted.

“What are you doing?” I asked Connor under my breath as Drake moved toward the back of the plane.

He knew who Drake was.

More importantly, he knew what Drake was capable of.

“I like how bold he is,” Connor said, his gaze lingering on Drake’s back.

Oh lord.

My brother had a thing for the bad boys. This was going to be like dealing with high school era Jenna all over again.

“No.”

I shook my head for good measure. Connor was free to choose any companion he wanted. Except Drake.

A hunter was not getting the address of our house. Much less moving in with us.

And that’s what would happen if I let this progress.

“We’ll see,” Connor said, leaning his head back and closing his eyes, effectively ending the conversation.

“Coward,” I muttered.

And we would not see.

I flopped back on the couch to find Anton staring at me from the seat in front of us. “What?”

“Just wondering if Liam knows how possessive you are of his nephew.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

Though I could see how it would seem that way to an outsider.

“What?” I barked when Anton continued to stare at me.

“There’s something about the human you’re not telling us, isn’t there?”

Connor opened his eyes, hostility in them as he stared at the enforcer.

Anton smirked, stretching one leg out as he made himself comfortable. “Alright. I’ll quit prying.”

Connor regarded him for a beat longer before closing his eyes again.

“Enjoy the reprieve, Lena,” Anton whispered before I could relax. “I’m sure the truth will come out sooner or later.”
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Shortly before take-off, I went back to my seat and stared out the window, lost in thought.

It was funny. This was my first flight in years. The first since becoming a vampire at least.

Come to think of it, I hadn’t done any traveling since my transition. At first, I’d been too busy keeping my head down to even think about leaving the city. Even after I’d come out of my shell and accepted my place in our society, it had been one thing after another.

Strange—since at one point in my life I’d had plans to see the world. It was one of the reasons I’d joined the military.

Maybe this trip wouldn’t be so bad after all. Minus the whole having to rescue Brax and the rest of the pack, of course.

At the very least, it might prove a distraction from whatever was going on with me.

Rustling came from the seat next to me. Seeing my glance, Deborah tilted the package of cookies she was opening toward me and raised an eyebrow, silently asking if I wanted one.

“Remember the house rules, Deborah,” Connor advised without opening his eyes.

Deborah slowly brought the package of cookies back to her chest. “Sorry about that.”

“I’ll take one,” Caroline chimed from a few seats away.

The grin she aimed at me was taunting as she selected a few cookies before turning back to her companions.

“You two have a good relationship,” Anton remarked with a thoughtful glance at Caroline.

“What gave us away?”

Our witty banter? The way we constantly tormented each other? Unerringly pushing buttons in that way only friends with a long history can. Or was it how this was only the most recent example of how I’d stuck my neck out for Caroline?

“Friendships for people like us are a double-edged sword,” Anton said.

“What does that mean?”

People like us? I’d never considered Anton and myself in the same category.

Of Liam’s enforcers, he was the one I had the hardest time getting a handle on. Sometimes hot. Sometimes cold. But always testing me. As if to see what I would do.

“Just that when you love as deeply and completely as we do, you have to be careful that love doesn’t lead to your destruction.”

It felt like he’d just handed me the key to unlocking the mystery that was him.

Something had happened to Anton. Something traumatic and awful that involved a person he loved utterly and completely.

It was another layer to the complex man that I wasn’t quite sure I wanted to see.

“Be sure to keep that in mind, Lena,” Anton murmured.

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed the slight turn of Caroline’s head that showed she was listening to our conversation.

“I’d say it’s worth it in this case,” I murmured.

Caroline shifted, her gaze meeting mine.

“Because it was my choice. No matter what comes later, I won’t regret it,” I finished fiercely.

So don’t try to protect me or leave me out of this, I added silently.

Anton’s expression was inscrutable when I finally looked back at him. He was too intelligent to have missed the meaning behind my words.

“I hope that you don’t,” he murmured.

I wouldn’t. I was sure of that.

I went back to staring out the window, the rest of the flight passing quietly. Connor kept his eyes closed while Deborah occupied herself with a book. An hour or two later Anton left to sit beside Daniel.

Thomas spent most of the flight reviewing paperwork. It was surreal to see my sire hard at work. To get a glimpse of the person he was outside of just being the vampire who made me. Someone who ran not only the city and his territory but a business empire.

The wolves kept mostly to themselves, not saying much. Probably for fear of the vampires overhearing.

I watched the sky outside the window. There wasn’t much to see at night. Just clouds. And an endless black that somehow felt comforting.

Hours passed in what felt like a blink of an eye.

Soon the landing gear was lowering and we began our descent.

“You okay?” Deborah asked.

I stared at her, the words taking longer than they should have to make sense. “Of course. I just got lost in thought.”

Thankfully, Deborah wasn’t able to distinguish lie from truth.

She tucked the book she’d been reading into her backpack. “I’m excited for this. First official trip with my new House. It’s going to be fun.”

Fun. Not the word I’d use.

“I’m sure it will be,” I agreed with a look at Caroline.

The plane touched down a short while later, saving me from any further conversation. Taxiing went by in the blink of an eye and before long we were pulling into a medium size hangar. Outside, a motorcade of black SUVs waited along with what seemed like practically an army standing by.

“It looks like they rolled out the welcome committee,” Anton observed, retracting his gaze from the window.

“You know what to do,” Thomas said.

Anton nodded, jerking his chin at Daniel. The two stalked toward the front of the plane as soon as the hatch was open.

“Aileen, Connor, there’s been a slight change of plans. I’ll need you to remain beside me once we deplane.” Thomas aimed a suppressive glance at the two of us. “Try not to act like you hate me while we’re here.”

“Is there a reason you want to keep up appearances?” I asked.

“While the owner of Vegas isn’t a vampire and thus less familiar with our customs, it’s still never wise to give an opponent more information than necessary.”

Reasonable and not far off what we’d done in the past when there had been visitors we didn’t trust in our city.

“We’ll be on our best behavior, Thomas,” I promised.

“For now,” Connor added.

“I guess that’s all I can expect,” Thomas murmured. To Caroline and the wolves, “It might be best for you to disembark last. You’ll draw less attention that way.”

Caroline and I didn’t miss the implications of his last sentence. Thomas knew, or at least suspected, that the wolves didn’t wish for anyone to know they were here.

“We’ll keep that in mind,” Caroline said with a glance at me.

I kept my face blank as Thomas rose and donned the suit jacket laid across the seat next to him. After smoothing the lapels, he handed off his briefcase to the companion with the sunny disposition.

Thomas glanced at the rest of us. “Let’s get this over with, shall we?”

Connor and I followed as he strode toward the hatch and the stairs. Deborah came next. Drake and his fellow companion last in line. Caroline and the rest would wait before disembarking thanks to Thomas’s lovely warning.

Connor and I flanked our sire like perfect bookends as we stepped into the hangar to find a large group waiting for us. At their center was a man whose power signature eclipsed everyone else’s.

Their leader, I took it.

Despite the pointed ears that I could just barely make out, he wasn’t Fae. He was something entirely else. Shadows wrapped around his torso and arms in my other sight. Thickest around his legs, to the point that his lower half was almost entirely veiled from view. They moved, almost dancing as we came to a halt in front of him.

“We were supposed to do this later tonight,” Thomas said.

“Why wait? Once the formalities are over, you’ll be free to enjoy your stay.”

The stranger was handsome. Black hair artfully styled away from the strong features of his face. A well-trimmed beard shadowing his jawline. Even with my limited knowledge, I could tell the suit he was wearing cost a fortune. Its deep plum color right at home in this city.

“It’s customary for the supplicant to visit the territory’s owner,” Thomas responded.

“Are you complaining that I saved you a trip?”

“Just curious over what may have enticed you to leave your territory. From my understanding, the djinn rarely step foot outside of their domains.”

No wonder there had been something about him. Something I recognized. Those shadows, or ones very similar to them, were awfully close to those I’d seen in the company of a friend of mine. Someone who was also a djinn.

The shadows must be a marker of their species. The same way fangs were for a vampire or howling at a full moon was for a werewolf.

Unlike Dahlia, this djinn didn’t put much effort into blending in with humans. He’d never be mistaken as anything other than a spook. If the ears hadn’t given it away, his predatory nature would have.

Any human facing him would be left feeling uneasy and afraid. They’d know there was something unnatural about him. If they didn’t freeze in terror, they’d flee. Or fight. That good ol’ instinct kicking in.

Black crawled across the whites of his eyes as he glanced at me, his lips parting on an inhale. Fascination flitted over his features before it disappeared along with the shadows that had bled into his eyes.

“You needn’t have bothered with the happy meals.” He eyed the humans among us with a half-smile. “I wouldn’t have denied you hunting privileges. There are plenty of blood dens.”

“I find it more convenient to have sustenance on hand,” Thomas said smoothly.

A thoughtful look settled on Connor’s face as he shifted to take in his father’s profile.

Thomas’s smile was a touch less polite than it had been a few seconds ago. “Shall we get this over with?”

If I hadn’t made a practice of studying him and his smallest expressions in an effort to protect myself, I wouldn’t have picked up on the faint signs that something about the mention of blood dens had upset him.

The djinn inclined his head. “By all means.”

Power blanketed the hangar.

Suddenly, Thomas’s mild-mannered façade was gone. A merciless predator in its place.

It was hard not to fold under the crushing pressure of his aura. Fear was an instinctive reaction. As was the desire to submit. To throw myself prone on the ground and hope the monster in front of me spared my life.

Locking my knees, I forced myself to breathe through it, knowing any loss of dignity would reflect poorly on my sire.

Normally, I couldn’t care less. Thomas and how others perceived him had nothing to do with me. This time was different, however. Right now, we were in enemy territory and couldn’t afford the slightest flaw. It left me with no choice but to play these stupid power games.

Also, my pride would never allow me to bow. Not to Thomas. Not to anyone.

Thomas looked almost bored as he began. “The master of the Midwest territories requests entrance into this city and the immediate surrounding area.”

The djinn was quick to answer. “Consider your request accepted. Hunting rights are also yours. As long as you make no attempt at subverting the city’s master, you and yours will see no harm by our hands.”

The subtle tension that had characterized the exchange evaporated as those on both sides relaxed.

The djinn nodded at Thomas. “Now that the formalities are taken care of, I hope you’ll enjoy your stay.”

“We’ll be sure to do that.”

“Will you be residing on the strip this time?” the djinn inquired, his expression open and harmless.

Thomas’s hesitation was faint before he answered. “I’ve made alternative arrangements.”

The djinn tilted his head. “Nevertheless, I think I’ll reserve a set of suites just in case you change your mind. The attractions on the strip aren’t to be missed. Especially for first time visitors.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I caught the way Thomas stiffened. Something in the djinn’s comment making him wary.

“That would be much appreciated,” Thomas said with an ease that made me think I’d imagined his agitation. “My youngest brought a few friends along. I’m sure they’d appreciate staying so close to everything.”

Very smooth.

With just a few words, he’d managed to separate me from the wolves. All without having to lift a finger himself.

I forced a smile, wishing I could kill Thomas. “What a great idea. I could even stay there with them. It’d certainly save time on the commute. From what I’ve heard, Vegas traffic is a bitch.”

Bonus—it would get me out from under Thomas’s eye.

Yes, I liked this more and more.

“I’m afraid not, my dear. I’d like the family to stay together on this trip. You can play with your friends all you’d like, but at the end of the night, I want you under my roof.” Thomas smile was unyielding. “For your protection, of course.”

With how carefully the djinn was watching our exchange I had no choice but to give in.

“As you wish,” I murmured in a low voice that managed to cover the anger heating my blood.

From behind Thomas’s back, Connor leveled a look on me that had the words “see” written all over it.

Yes, brother dearest, I very much did see.

“I hope your visit meets with your expectations,” the djinn said, watching us with an enigmatic gaze that felt vaguely threatening.

Or maybe that was just my paranoia talking.

Thomas offered a partial smile. “I’m sure it will. I’d accept nothing less.”

The djinn inclined his head. “May fortune favor you.”

“You as well, Saul.”

Interesting name. Saul. Not what I’d expected from a djinn. Then again, most beings as old as the one in front of me underwent several identity changes throughout their long lives.

To my relief, the djinn seemed to have lost interest in me, not sparing me another glance before he vanished like a mirage in the desert. One moment he was there, a tangible presence to my senses. The next he was gone in a masterful stroke well suited to the big budget magic shows featured in Vegas.

“That’s one way to make an exit,” Anton observed, coming up to us.

Car doors slammed as Saul’s bodyguards climbed inside. A minute later, the majority of the SUVs drove away, leaving only a handful behind.

A man pushed away from the hood of one, a roguish smile on his face as he sauntered toward us. “As I live and breathe, our resident troublemaker has once again found her way into a sticky situation.”

“Nathan!” I said, my heart lifting with gladness at the unexpected sight of my friend. “What are you doing here?”

“What am I doing here? The better question is what are you doing here? Does Liam know?”

That had me clamming up.

A loud guffaw came from Nathan as he read the answer on my face. “Oh, this is priceless. You’re not supposed to be here.”

He looked at Thomas in question.

“She insisted,” Thomas said, eyeing me askance.

“I’m sure she did,” Nathan drawled with a lift of his eyebrow as he focused on me. “What are you doing here, bestie?”

His voice was soft and dangerous, reminding me that this wasn’t a vampire to take lightly. Nathan may have been my friend, but he was also Liam’s second for a reason. No matter how flirtatious and affable he seemed, he was a stone-cold killer at the end of the day. Just as unhinged—maybe even more so—as all the rest of them.

Nathan’s gaze locked on something behind me as Caroline and the rest of the wolves chose that moment to deplane.

“Girl’s trip,” I blurted in an effort to distract him.

It was the same excuse I’d given Thomas. Hopefully, it worked better on Nathan.

“A girl’s trip,” he repeated evenly.

I nodded, not trusting my voice since I got the sense that lying to Nathan right now would be a mistake.

“Without Dahlia or your sister?” he asked in that deceptively soft voice that warned me to tread carefully.

“Dahlia rarely leaves her bar, and Jenna had to attend a last minute business trip.”

Even to my ears my excuses sounded lame, but I was already committed. I couldn’t backtrack now.

It almost made me wish I’d stuck to the truth from the beginning.

Almost.

The wolves never would have agreed.

Nathan stared at me for a beat. Long enough for me to become antsy. With the exception of Connor and Liam, Nathan was probably the one who knew me best. He would know I was lying. I wasn’t sure how long I could withstand a focused interrogation either.

A wide smile bloomed on his face. “I’m so glad I ran into you then. I’ve always wanted to be part of the infamous Girl’s Night.”

“Wait. What?”

No. No. No.

Caroline made a choked sound from a few feet away, her gaze as wild and panic stricken as mine.

We both knew how fucked we’d be if Nathan tagged along. Forget information gathering. We’d be lucky to get through the night intact.

“You don’t mind, do you, boss?” Nathan asked Thomas.

“Not at all. In fact, I insist. Put everything on my tab. I want my youngest and her friends to have the most memorable night of their lives.”

The smile Thomas leveled on me had shivers running down my back. It was the smile you’d see on the devil’s face after you just sold him your soul.

“You don’t have to do that,” I tried, knowing we’d landed ourselves in a trap.

“Oh, but I do. I have appearances to keep up. Have fun, my dear.”

With that, he followed Daniel to one of the waiting SUVs. Anton lingered a moment, shaking his head at me as if in sympathy.

Nathan clapped his hands. “I can’t wait until Liam finds out you’re here. Until then, your chariot awaits, my ladies.”

He gave me another silly grin before striding back to the SUV he’d been leaning against earlier.

I rubbed my forehead. “This is bad, isn’t it?”

Connor nodded. “I’d say that’s an understatement. We should have gotten off the plane as soon as we found Thomas waiting for us.”

“Hindsight is always 20/20,” I muttered as he followed Nathan over to the vehicle and climbed in the back.

“Aileen,” Caroline moaned, dragging her feet over to me.

“I know.”

“He’s going to ruin everything.”

“I’m aware.”

“What do we do now?”

“The only thing we can.”

We kept moving and hoped that things eventually sorted themselves out.
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Caroline and Deborah climbed in the back with Connor while I took the front passenger seat. Sondra and the rest of the wolves rode in a different vehicle.

“Where too?” Nathan asked as I buckled my seat belt.

“We hadn’t really made any concrete plans.”

“I’ve got just the place then. You’re going to love this.”

“Let’s not go too crazy tonight,” I said, not quite trusting that look on Nathan’s face.

“How can you say that? It’s Vegas, baby.”

Nathan threw me a wink and started the vehicle.

“I’m seriously going to regret this, aren’t I?” I asked.

Nathan’s cackle as he pulled out of the hangar was less than reassuring. I was so totally going to regret agreeing to this.

Deborah leaned forward with an excited look. “I don’t suppose we could find a pool to sit by.”

At my look, she mouthed “what?”

I shook my head and turned back around. Read the car, Debs.

“I was thinking something a little more Vegas,” Nathan responded as we exited the airport and headed toward the strip.

Deborah gave Nathan a flirty little look. “I like the sound of that.”

“If we’re taking requests, I vote karaoke,” Caroline said.

“Oh no. Not after last time,” I swore.

It was bad enough that Columbus’s spooks called me the karaoke vampire. I had no desire for that name to follow me to the other side of the country.

Nathan smirked into the rearview mirror. “Now we’re talking.”

A loud sigh escaped me as I slid down in my seat. “Suit yourself.”

It wasn’t like anything I said could stop the madness train anyway. Might as well join it.

Nathan reached over and patted my thigh. “Don’t worry, grumpy. I’ll make sure you have a great time.”

That was what I was afraid of.
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It didn’t take long to reach the strip. All too soon we were driving past the glittering lights and busy streets as we made our way to the Bellagio, where a pair of nymphs were playing in the hotel’s iconic fountain. Invisible to the throngs of humans streaming by.

Nathan pulled into the hotel’s entrance and parked his SUV in front of the valet stand before climbing out.

“Silver lining—at least we’re not footing the bill for this,” Caroline said.

“That’s good, because I doubt that we could afford even a portion of whatever it is Nathan has planned.”

Caroline shoved open her door. “Then it’s definitely for the best we’re not paying.”

Reluctantly, I followed.

Nathan tossed his keys to the valet. “Park her somewhere nice. Or don’t. She’s not mine.”

The rest of the wolves arrived a second later. They filed out of their vehicle in an orderly fashion as Nathan sauntered into the hotel like he owned the place. The rest of us trailed behind him like lost little ducklings.

Catching up to us, Sondra fell in step with me. “Is this wise?”

I huffed out a laugh. “Definitely not.”

But like I’d told Caroline, there wasn’t much choice.

“That’s what I thought,” Sondra murmured.

She didn’t say anything else as we strode across the marble floor of the lobby, our steps loud in the vast place. A long line of humans waited to check in.

“I’d watch yourself with that one,” Sondra said, nodding toward Nathan. “He has quite the ruthless reputation.”

“Thanks for the unsolicited advice, but I think I’ll manage.”

As if any of the spooks I knew were any different—including Sondra. They all had one thing in common; their mercilessness.

Nathan was dangerous, yes, but not to the people he loved. Somehow, I’d found myself among those numbers.

To my surprise, Nathan didn’t head immediately for the casino or any of the bars attached to it. Instead, he branched off toward the shops that I could tell at a glance were highly overpriced.

He stopped in front of one, jerking his chin at the door. “In you go.”

I stared blankly at the display window. “I don’t understand.”

“You’re not dressed for what I have in mind.” Nathan ran his gaze over my simple outfit, a pair of jeans with a t-shirt and jacket. “Anton called ahead. They’ve already picked out a few things for you and the other ladies.”

Deborah squealed and did a little dance. “Best. Trip. Ever.”

She waltzed into the shop without a backwards look, forgetting all about her master as she waved at the closest saleswoman.

“Always so difficult,” Nathan said with a gusty sigh. He took my shoulders, physically turning me in the direction of the door before giving me a little push. “Get dressed, woman. You’re burning moonlight.”

Caroline’s chuckle was soft as she trailed behind me.

“Are you Ms. Travers?” a saleswoman asked, spotting me.

“Much to my dismay, yes.”

The woman’s confusion showed for only a split second before she donned a professional mask. “Right this way, please. We’ve already pulled several pieces to get you started. If none of them meet your approval, we’ll be happy to find you something else.”

Caroline tagged along behind me as the saleswoman escorted us to a series of luxurious dressing rooms that were as over the top as the lobby had been.

“Champagne?” another saleswoman asked, holding out a flute.

Caroline reached around me. “I’ll take that.”

Deborah appeared, already holding a glass. “We need more trips like this. I have been waiting forever to shop here. I’m not even the one paying either.”

“Don’t get used to it,” I instructed.

This was a one-time thing.

Deborah arranged her features to look serious “Sure thing, boss. Whatever you say.”

“Where’s my changing room?” I asked, ignoring my companion’s sass.

The saleswoman nodded to an alcove on the right.

I heard Caroline asking about hers as I stepped inside, sliding the velvet curtain closed behind me.

Alright, let’s see what I was working with.


eight


It didn’t take long to sort through what was there. At least half of what they pulled were things I’d never be caught dead in. One of them was a confusing assortment of fabric panels that I couldn’t even begin to figure out how to wear.

With a grimace, I discarded it, looking over what remained. A short, bubblegum-pink halter top dress that looked like it belonged on someone way cheerier than me. The second was also a dress. This time gold with long sleeves. Like the first it was short and came with a plunging neckline. The last dress was the shortest of them all. A sapphire blue sequin tassel number that reminded me of the roaring twenties.

“I’m going to kill Anton.”

What did he tell these women that this was what they chose? None of these dresses were what I’d pick if left to my own devices.

Maybe that was the point. A bit of revenge for whatever he and the others felt I was hiding.

Petty bastards.

I’d be upset if I wasn’t just as petty.

In the end, I chose the gold dress, figuring it was the best option.

Discarding my clothes, I slipped it over my head and smoothed it into place over my hips and thighs. Cocking my head, I observed myself in the mirror with a frown. It was much tighter fitting around my lower half than I had expected, hugging my curves in a way that even I had to admit looked hot. The top was loose, achieving that perfect slouchy look that seemed impossible to find in real life. The gold was a little closer to bronze than it had first appeared, contrasting with my pale skin. The overhead lights picked up the glints of red in my dark brown hair which was tousled after the long flight. It spilled over my shoulders in waves.

I had to admit I didn’t look half bad.

The bra would have to go though. It was easily visible due to the deep plunge. The idea of going without, however, wasn’t a comfortable one.

Frowning, I glanced at the rest of the dresses, only to conclude neither of them would probably be any more suitable to wear with a bra either.

Before I could decide what to do, someone cleared their throat from the other side of the curtain. “Ms. Travers, a moment. I have something here that might help.”

Curious, I twitched the curtain open to regard the salesperson standing on the other side.

Her smile held sympathy as she extended two silicone pads to me and nodded at my chest area. “These dresses aren’t exactly undergarment friendly. I thought you might need these.”

I took them from her. “Thanks.”

“Happy to help.”

I let the curtain swish closed. Turning to the mirror, I held up the pads to examine, determining they were better than nothing.

After that, it didn’t take long to divest myself of my bra and maneuver the pads where I needed them to go. Finished, I took a moment to study my reflection one last time, giving a nod of approval as I did so.

Much better.

All I needed were a pair of shoes to complete the ensemble.

I knelt in front of the three shoe boxes in the corner, selecting the pair that were the same gold as my dress. They were a strappy number with sky high heels that I would normally have avoided.

Unfortunately, this dress demanded a shoe that was as beautiful as it was. Anything less was unacceptable.

Giving into the inevitable, I sat on the plush ottoman in the dressing room for probably just this reason and put the shoes on.

When I’d finished, I admired the way they looked on my feet before standing.

Here came the real test. Could I walk in them?

The answer was yes. The straps held the shoe securely to my foot, making them much easier to navigate in than I’d expected.

“You decent?” Caroline called.

Before I could answer, she was already pushing the curtain aside.

“Please. Come right in,” I said dryly as she and Deborah stepped inside.

Caroline rolled her eyes at me. “It’s not like you have anything I haven’t seen a thousand times over.”

Deborah hustled over to push me back down onto the ottoman. “Love the dress and the shoes. We just need to fix your make up and you’ll be ready.”

I held still as she brought out a series of pallets and brushes. “Where did you get all those?”

Obligingly, I closed my eyes as Deborah leaned over with a makeup brush.

“The enforcer wasn’t kidding when he said Anton had arranged everything we would need.”

I held still as my companion swiped color over my eyelids. “What are we going to do about tonight?”

Despite what I’d told Thomas and the rest, we weren’t here to play. I also doubted Nathan was going to let us out of his sight long enough to do the information gathering we needed.

“I’ve already got that covered. You and I just need to keep the vampires distracted while Sondra, Emmett and Hank shake down the locals to see what they can find out about the local Fae barrow.”

It wasn’t a bad plan. Nathan wouldn’t be watching those three as closely as he was me and Caroline. I would have preferred tracking down leads myself, but in this instance, I had no choice but to compromise.

“There. Done,” Deborah said, sounding pleased with the results as she put the finishing touches on my face and stepped back.

I opened my eyes and blinked at the woman in the mirror. “Wow.”

There was nothing else to say. Deborah had done an amazing job, managing to make my eyes the focal point and they seemed on the bluer side of their normal blue gray color.

“This is amazing,” I said, feeling like it needed to be reiterated.

My companion flushed with pleasure, busying herself with putting the brushes back into their individual pouches. “It’s nothing special.”

“I disagree,” I corrected, pointing at my face. “You don’t see me being able to do this.”

Caroline nodded in agreement.

What Deborah had done was a skill. One she’d obviously put time and effort into learning. It deserved to be acknowledged.

Deborah lifted one shoulder in an awkward shrug. “Just let me know if you ever want me to do your makeup. I’d be happy to help.”

I took one last look in the mirror. “I just might take you up on that.”

It might be nice for an occasional date night with Liam. Who didn’t want to look spectacular in front of their boyfriend?

Finished admiring my reflection, I took in the appearance of the other two women.

Deborah had chosen a short, red sequin dress that gathered on one shoulder before extending in a sleeve down her arm. The other shoulder and arm were left bare.

“Nice choice of color,” I observed.

Deborah looked down at her dress, plucking at the fabric. “Like it? I thought it appropriate considering I’m your companion.”

“It’s very red.”

That was probably the point. For vampires, the color red could have a wealth of meaning depending on the situation. In a strange city where no one really knew us, Deborah’s choice allowed her to proclaim her status as belonging to me. Hopefully, it would warn off spooks who might seek to take advantage of a human.

Caroline had gone the opposite route, choosing a pair of loose beige pants that gathered at her ankles and a sapphire sequin top that bared an inch of her mid-drift. She’d sleeked her blond hair into a high ponytail. It looked like Deborah had also done her makeup.

“We’d better get out there before they wonder where we are,” I said, rising.

Caroline arched an eyebrow at me. “You sure you’re ready for this?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

All I had to do was spend an evening playing Nathan’s game while not letting on that there was anything more going on.

Easy peasy.

“I’ve experienced the werewolf’s version of a night on the town. It scares me to think how much worse a vampire’s could be. Anything you want to share?” she asked with a sidelong look.

Strictly speaking, I couldn’t say I’d ever experienced the vampire equivalent. I’d come close. Gone out with the enforcers a time or two, but those excursions had mostly been tamer versions of Caroline and my own nights out.

From the taunting grin Nathan had given me, I had a feeling he wasn’t going to hold back this time. I was going to get the no-holds-barred, 360 panorama, stereo definition version tonight.

“I have,” Deborah volunteered, her mischievous grin widening until it almost split her face. For a moment, her eyes glittered with anticipation as she twitched the curtain open. “All I can say is buckle up. It’s going to be a wild ride.”

“This is going to be a disaster, isn’t it?” I asked, watching Deborah sashay away.

Caroline’s nod was resigned. “Probably.”

“That’s just lovely,” I grumbled, following her out of the dressing room and into the store where Nathan and Connor were waiting for us.

Like us, the boys had undergone a change of clothes. They both looked dashing in a nice pair of dress slacks and expensive looking shirts. The deep blue of Connor’s brought out his eyes while Nathan had gone with a simple and classic black that paired well with the expensive watch he was wearing.

“I thought you went with Thomas,” I said with a frown at Anton.

“And miss this? Not a chance.” A seductive smiled teased Anton’s lips before he turned serious. “He’s in a safe location and Daniel has him covered. He gave me the rest of the night off and told me to go have fun. That’s what I intend to do.”

“I’m not sure I can handle your level of fun.”

Nathan was going to be bad enough. Throw in Anton, the enforcer with the wildest reputation, and I was in trouble.

“Nonsense.” Anton began ushering us toward the exit. “Everything has already been taken care of. You just need to relax and enjoy.”

Why did that not make me feel any better?

“Shall we, my lady?” Anton offered his arm to Deborah, who took it with a smile.

Connor glided silently in their wake.

Nathan slung an arm around my shoulders as he steered me after the rest. “I noticed Caroline’s friends are already gone. What’s that about?”

“They had something to take care of. They’re going to catch up with us later.”

Nathan’s arm dropped from my shoulder. “If you say so, bestie.”

The floor of the casino was a chaotic and overwhelming place. The din of slot machines and the sound of so many humans in one place was difficult to manage with my heightened senses. To say nothing about the undercurrents of magic that flowed back and forth throughout the entire space like blood through an artery.

I swayed, momentarily overcome.

Nathan caught me. “Easy now. Just do like I taught you and tune it out. Focus on one thing.”

It was difficult, my attention wanting to splinter in a thousand directions.

With effort, I pushed the stimuli away, concentrating on Nathan. The deep base of his voice. His hand around my arm.

Gradually, it grew easier, my senses stabilizing.

Nathan held on for a second longer. “You haven’t had an episode like that in a while.”

“It’s the magic. It’s everywhere.”

Cloying and thick. Like a humid, hot day. The kind that made you feel like you were wrapped in a damp blanket the second you stepped out of your house.

Nathan was one of the few with whom I’d shared my secret voluntarily. Most everyone else had discovered it on their own. With Nathan, I’d gone out on a limb. Trusted him with an important—and potentially dangerous—piece of myself. All because I considered him a friend.

You could say that moment was a bit of a turning point for me. The Aileen of before finally finding someone worth taking a chance on in this new life of hers.

The concern peering out at me through his eyes told me I hadn’t made the wrong choice.

“I didn’t think about the effect being here would have on you,” he admitted, his forehead wrinkling as he gazed around him with a touch of frustration. “And I should have. The casinos in this town are almost all run by spooks. The spells are meant to lower human inhibitions to make them gamble more.”

That wasn’t all. There were also numerous curses designed to prevent spooks cheating. Nasty things that were best steered clear of. Then there were the basic befuddlement charms to make humans pliable and prone to bad decisions.

The entire building was a honey trap meant to part humans from their cash.

What concerned me most, though, was the thread that looked like it was siphoning away some of the life force of humans gathered around the gambling tables. Not all of them. Just certain ones.

If I hadn’t already disliked casinos, the sight of all these spells would have made me hate them.

“I’m surprised you don’t have a raging migraine,” Nathan observed.

“I would have if I wasn’t shielding so hard.”

A side effect was that I was now practically blind. Magically speaking, that was. I could see enough of it to spot the thicker pockets but getting details was impossible unless I loosened my stranglehold over my ability.

“Keep that up because it’s going to get worse before it gets better,” Nathan warned as a flash of magic swallowed Anton and Deborah.

Belatedly, I realized we’d left the main path and had strayed toward a section that was largely deserted. A pair of ancient looking, feline statues whose features had been worn away by weather and time flanked either side of a marble hallway. One that I realized was an illusion as Connor and Caroline disappeared into it.

Then it was our turn.

Nathan wrapped an arm around my back and ushered me forward. “Don’t falter now.”

A buzzing sensation lifted the tiny hairs on my arms.

I shivered, feeling like I’d just stepped through a low voltage electrical fence.

“What was that?” I complained, rubbing my arms to get rid of the unsettling sensation.

“Welcome to the Playground.” Nathan threw his arms wide, indicating a space so vastly different from the one on the other side that it was hard to believe they existed so close to each other. “A place where every spook can feel right at home as they enjoy the delights and splendors of sin city. You just stepped through the barrier meant to keep humans from discovering our little secret.”

I didn’t comment immediately, more preoccupied with the large number of creatures flowing past us, many of whom I didn’t recognize. Some of them were humanoid. Fae so beautiful they hurt my eyes. Werewolves and vampires. A harpy dropped out of the sky to mess with a creature that seemed more beast than human. Eyes peered at us from the shadows. The faces they belonged to more bestial than anything.

The strange part was seeing glow necklaces and bracelets on many individuals. Drinks, like those you’d find on the Vegas strip, were clutched in their hands as they stood around gambling tables.

Anton appeared from the crowd, Deborah at his side. Both carried trays of shot glasses filled with a neon blue liquid.

Nathan grabbed two from Deborah’s tray, handing one to me while keeping the other for himself. “Bottoms up.”

This sneaky bastard. He was challenging me. He knew if I was up to something dangerous that I’d be reluctant to compromise my judgment with alcohol.

And he was right.

I was in a strange city. One where I didn’t know the major players. Potential enemies were everywhere.

It would be reckless to lower my inhibitions under these circumstances. Complete and total madness.

“Unless, of course, there’s a reason you don’t want to,” Nathan murmured with a knowing look.

Caroline reached around me, plucking a shot off Anton’s tray and tossing it back like we really were here to get our party on and not embark on a dangerous mission we might not survive.

“No reason,” Caroline answered with an edge to her voice that warned me not to blow it. “Right, Lena?”

I lifted the glass to my lips and swallowed the contents. It burned all the way down.

“Right.” I gritted out a smile that probably looked as combative as I felt.

“In that case.” Nathan snagged a couple more drinks off the trays and held them out to us.

I eyed the shots with unconcealed distaste. “I want to have a good time. Not kill myself with tomorrow’s hangover.”

Nathan’s hands didn’t lower. “I have faith that you’ll be fine.”

I made an irritated sound, knowing he’d stand there all night holding those drinks if he had to.

“You win.” I snatched the shot from him and downed it. “But you have to match us drink for drink.”

Nathan’s grin started slow, taking over his face little by little until he was practically beaming.

Belatedly, I realized what a mistake it was to issue a challenge like that.

He snagged the last two shots from Anton’s tray and downed them one after the other. He burped once he was done. “Hope you can keep up, A.”

Anton smirked as Nathan snagged Deborah around the shoulders, steering her toward a darkened entranceway that I could tell led to a club. Even from here, I could feel the pounding base coming from inside. Blue and green lights spilled out as patrons came and went.

“Great going.” Caroline drifted to my side as Connor trailed after the enforcers and my companion. “You really have a knack for defusing situations.”

“Like you’re any better.”

She’d downed that shot without thinking twice about it.

Face it—we were both winging it.

Hopefully, once we had an actual lead, Caroline and Sondra would allow me to bring Liam and his people in on things. If he ever decided to show up. Given Nathan’s presence, I had to believe he wasn’t far away. I was tempted to ask, but I didn’t want to give away the fact that I didn’t know where my own boyfriend was.

Nathan stopped at the entrance of the club. “You coming?”

“Wouldn’t miss it.”

He waited for me as the other three slipped into the club.

“What?” I asked.

He shook his head. “Nothing. Just looking forward to tonight.”

That made one of us.

The club was heaving. Sound assaulting us from every direction. I hesitated to call what I was hearing music because of how deafening it was.

The bulk of the room was taken up by the massive dance floor. Stairs led up to a balcony that rimmed the perimeter of the club. People either sat in the booths up there or stood at the railing overlooking the dance floor.

Sheets of blue and green light splayed over the dancers, highlighting their undulating bodies.

Scanning the club, I noted the bar that acted as an island amidst all the chaos. Club goers were packed at least four deep around it, shouting orders to the fleet of bartenders.

Every once in a while, a cocktail waitress or waiter would zip to the end of the bar to pick up a tray of drinks before circling among the dancers and the bar tables lining the very edges of the room.

“Wait here,” Nathan shouted. “I’ll get us another drink.”

Oh no. I didn’t need any more alcohol. I was already starting to feel a warm flush.

Hoping to buy time to work a little of the alcohol out of my system, I hooked an arm around his and dragged him into the mass of heaving bodies, Caroline trailing behind us.

“You promised me a good time,” I shouted so he could hear me above the din. “I want to dance.”

There wasn’t any hesitation before Nathan’s lips curved. “Hell yeah.”

Nathan was a good dancer. With him as a partner, it was easy to feel like I was too. It took less than two songs before my movements smoothed out as I let myself become lost in the music. My body swaying as I threw my head back, my hair spilling down my back as the dance carried me.

Nathan was in front of me, Caroline at my back doing the same. The club goers pressed in around us.

Time slipped past, several songs coming and going before I realized.

To my surprise, I realized I was having fun. The dance floor provided a release for some of the stress and tension that had accumulated. I didn’t have to look back to know Caroline felt the same, her dancing a lot more relaxed than it had been when we started.

Nathan was jumping up and down to the current song, managing to look elegant instead of like the jack in the box he should have resembled.

A short while later Caroline tugged at my elbow while fanning her face.

“It’s hot in here. I think I need a drink of water or something,” she told me with flushed cheeks. A few strands of hair sticking to her neck and face.

It was only then that I realized how dry my mouth had gotten. My body was covered in a thin sheen of sweat while the muscles in my legs and core trembled from exertion.

“Me too,” I said, a little puzzled.

Vampires didn’t typically have to worry about hydration, but right then I’d give my left arm for a gallon of cold water.

“Break time,” Nathan shouted, ushering us toward the bar.

This time I didn’t resist, feeling like I might actually perish unless I got some liquid in me.

Lifting my hair off my neck for relief, I scanned the crowd for Deborah and Anton. A second later, my gaze stopped on Drake and refused to move past him. The hunter leaned against a table and was engaged in conversation with Connor.

Seeing my approach, Drake tipped his chin at me, saying something to the other man. My brother looked at me as Drake walked away, the crowd swallowing him before I could reach them.

My gaze moved from Drake’s back to Connor, a question in it.

Before I could comment, Connor extended a pair of yard drinks toward me and Caroline. Made to hold over a hundred ounces of liquid, their shape was distinctive with a bulbous bottom and long neck that joined the rounded top. There was a strap that we could slide over our necks for ease of carrying.

Caroline made a pleased sound, taking the brightly colored slushie from Connor and sucking on the straw. “Yum. Mango margarita. My favorite.”

“Where did you find these?” I asked, taking a tentative sip of the red one he handed me.

It tasted like the best strawberry margarita I’d ever had.

He nodded toward the entrance, gesturing with his own bright blue yard drink. “I noticed them being sold outside.”

“Where’s mine?” Nathan demanded.

Connor didn’t remove his lips from his straw, simply rolling his eyes toward Nathan, the scathing look in them all the response he needed.

Deborah emerged from the crowd, Anton at her back, sashaying toward us while waving her own drink, this one green, in the air above her head.

I was betting she was the culprit behind Connor’s sudden interest in brightly colored alcoholic concoctions.

Actually, it was an inspired choice. The large volume meant the alcoholic content wasn’t high. I could drink all of it and probably not get drunk. I might throw up from all that sugar, but I’d remember everything afterward.

More and more, I was beginning to like this companion of mine. She was low key wily in that way you had to be when you were always the weakest person in the room.

Nathan’s gaze locked on the drink Anton was sucking from as he joined us. “You too?”

“I wanted to see what all the fuss was about.”

“What do you think?” Deborah asked with a flirtatious edge to her voice that made me wonder what these two had been up to while Caroline and I were dancing with Nathan.

Anton gazed at her from beneath lowered eyelashes. “It’s not bad.”

Deborah gave him a silly grin.

I frowned. Her too?

First Connor. Now Deborah. Why did everyone around me insist on being attracted to the most dangerous partners they could find?

Yes, I knew I was being hypocritical. Liam wasn’t exactly safe either. The man had a body count behind him that numbered in the hundreds. Possibly the thousands. Even I could admit, he was a scary SOB. The first few years of our acquaintance had been filled with me finding ways to avoid being in the same room with him.

Nathan made an exasperated sound and stalked toward the exit.

“Where are you going? We’re not done dancing,” I yelled after him.

“My mood is ruined. Time to move on and see where the evening takes us.” He pointed at the yard drinks we all held. “And I want to procure one of those before we go any further.”

While Nathan wandered off in search of beverages, Deborah grabbed my hand and towed me in her wake. “Follow me—there’s a place I want to show you.”

I went along with her but not without one last look in Connor’s direction. We needed to have another conversation about Drake soon. Somehow, I got the feeling there was more going on between them than a simple quest for a companion.

Still sucking on his straw, Connor met my eyes calmly.

Sensing Anton’s attention on me, I didn’t give voice to any of the things I wanted to say. This wasn’t the venue for the conversation we needed to have. Instead, I allowed my companion to drag me through the dance floor toward the darkened exit.
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We burst out of the club and into the main thoroughfare, the noise quickly falling away to be replaced by the babble of running water and the low drone of conversation.

Nathan was already standing in front of the bar cart selling yard drinks, procuring one for himself.

Deborah tugged me in the opposite direction. “You’re going to love this.”

We tramped along the thoroughfare, our surroundings morphing from drywall and plaster to something much closer to nature. Trees sprouted where the walls had once been. Deadly looking plants flourished at their feet. The ceiling fell away, giving way to what looked like the night sky. If that sky was on another world and ripped from the mind of an artistic genius.

Swaths of blues and purples danced along the black of night, their shades so deep, dark and luscious that I doubted anyone without superior night vision would be able to discern them. Stars twinkled in the night’s depths, reminding me more of fireflies than actual stars due to the way they flickered.

Ephemeral clouds floated by, concealing and revealing the world above.

As impressive as the night sky was, it was nothing compared to what lay before us. Brooks and ponds divided the space, creating small island grottos. Each with a different theme.

Bridges, like those you might imagine in a fairytale, traversed the streams. Small boats skimmed the waters, heading for larger pools.

Deborah tugged on my hand again. “Over here.”

She led me across a bridge, past the lush fauna of a grotto, until we reached another pool. Deborah crouched at the water’s edge. “Watch.”

She dipped her fingers into the liquid, trailing them from side to side. Everywhere she touched changed color. Pink and fuchsia spread on the current.

Caroline joined us. “Whoa.”

“Pretty cool, right?” Deborah removed her hand with a shake before rising. “A little discovery I made during my last visit. Deeper in, people go skinny dipping.”

There was a loud slurp as Nathan took a large pull of the drink hanging from around his neck. “I wouldn’t recommend that.”

“Why’s that?” Caroline challenged.

Nathan looked down at us from where he leaned against the bridge’s railing. He jerked his head at the water. “Take a look.”

Deborah, Caroline and I looked down at the pond.

Not so much as a ripple disturbed the surface. It was as calm as glass. Its blue green color almost opaque. Because of that, it took a second to spot the problem.

Shapes moved within the water’s depths. I caught the flash of a tail that could have belonged to a mermaid. Or a Sturgis. A second later something much longer and more serpentine slid past.

I shivered as I imagined myself caught in its coils and dragged below the surface.

“Anyone who trespasses in these waters agrees to abide by the rules of those who dwell below,” Nathan intoned.

The water rippled, my reflection wavering.

I squinted, hypnotized as the face of another woman, her eyes seeming to plead with me, slowly came into focus. She had a fragility that made me want to protect her. Her hair swayed around her face, the same pastel pink as her eyes, as she held her hand out to me.

Uncertainty prevented me from immediately reaching for her. That niggling voice at the back of my mind that said something was off. Before I could make a decision, the creature’s mouth stretched wide, exposing serrated teeth. There were tiny strips of flesh caught in them.

She exploded upward, water splashing as she went for my throat.

I threw myself backward, somehow managing to knock Deborah and Caroline to the ground with me. We toppled onto the bank. Safe but with our dignity in shreds.

The siren clicked her tongue at us in disappointment. “Pretty vampire, why don’t you come over here?”

Her voice throbbed with a melody that attempted to lull me closer. Its pull butted up against my mental defenses, failing before it could fully manifest.

Deborah wasn’t so lucky. Her eyes developed a glazed look as she fell under the siren’s spell.

I caught her shoulder, preventing her from going anywhere as I shook my head at the siren. “No thanks. We’re good.”

The siren swept her arms around her, colors spreading out from her body like a peacock’s tail. “Are you sure? The water’s warm. Perfect for a late-night swim.”

“As lovely as that sounds, these aren’t clothes that wear well wet.”

It was an excuse. A polite one. Something I could be on very rare occasions.

If by some strange turn of luck I ended up in her watery kingdom, I didn’t want her to remember me as the rude asshole who’d rejected her offer.

Even though I was pretty sure she’d just tried to eat me.

The siren gave me a sultry look. “You could always remove them.”

I suppressed the tart response that wanted to rise. Apparently, graciousness wasn’t easily achieved.

“Thank you, but I’m far too shy for that.”

Seeing she was getting nowhere with me, she switched her efforts to Caroline. “How about you, wolf? Care for a swim?”

Caroline’s lip curled to expose a row of fangs. “No.”

“Are you sure? Perhaps I could tempt you with the thing you desire most.”

Caroline went very still beside me. “What would you know about that?”

A cruel playfulness appeared in the siren’s expression. “Come in and I’ll tell you all about it.”

I caught Caroline’s wrist. “No.”

As much as we needed answers, I didn’t believe this siren had them. The water fae were notorious for their deceptions.

The risk wasn’t worth the reward.

Caroline patted my hand. “Don’t worry, Lena. I’m not that dumb.”

Relief had me relaxing my grip as I nodded an apology at her. Of course, she wasn’t.

Caroline turned her attention back to the siren. “I’m afraid I’ll also have to pass on your offer.”

“The human then,” the siren tried.

“Absolutely not.”

I no longer sounded anywhere close to friendly. A promise was in my voice as to what would happen if she continued to push.

She wasn’t the only one with sharp teeth.

Courtesy went out the window when you targeted one of mine.

“That won’t do,” she crooned, her voice rising and falling to an unheard melody. “At least one of you must remain behind as entertainment for me and my siblings.”

There was a barely detectable humming that underpinned every word, making it hard to concentrate. If my mental barriers weren’t so developed or my other sight hadn’t shown me what she was doing, there was a chance I might have fallen prey to the web she was weaving.

As it was, it took effort to martial my focus.

“I said no,” I snapped, sinking power into the statement.

The gossamer strands of the song she’d been trying to twist around me fell away as if they’d been snipped in half by an invisible pair of scissors.

Her sharp indrawn breath warned me she’d felt what I’d done. As did the outrage that bled away her beauty to reveal the monster underneath.

“I wouldn’t,” Nathan drawled.

He waited for the siren to look at him before gesturing with the bottom of his yard drink to Connor standing half concealed by the foliage, unnoticed until now.

His body was coiled and tight. His weight shifted just slightly forward as if waiting to spring. A notched arrow sitting on a bow string, anticipating the moment it was let loose.

“He gets a little irrational when it comes to her.” Nathan smiled, the tips of his fangs denting his bottom lip. “Then there’s what I’ll do if you lay a finger on so much as a hair on her head.”

I wasn’t sure the siren heard the second part of his threat. The fear on her face at the sight of Connor consuming all else. She dove beneath the water’s surface. A flick of her tail and she was gone.

“That was easy,” Caroline said, impressed.

Deborah looked around in confusion as the siren’s enthrallment dissipated. “What just happened?”

Nathan straightened from the railing. “You almost ended up as lunch. I suggest you be more careful next time.”

“I thought this was supposed to be a playground,” Caroline complained.

“It is. But I never said who it was for.”

In other words, this place was intended for the biggest, baddest monsters. The ones mostly whispered about for fear that speaking their names too loudly might draw their attention. Everyone else was just fodder for their amusement.

“Come on. Anton went ahead and procured us a table. We don’t want to be late,” Nathan instructed.

“More and more, it feels like we’ve put a paw in a hunter’s trap,” Caroline complained.

“Really? You’re just now getting that?” I asked.

I’d figured that out the moment we stepped on the plane to find Thomas waiting for us.

“Stuff it, Lena.”

I chuckled lightly, enjoying her sharp retort before turning my attention to Deborah. “You okay?”

The human was still staring at the pond where the siren had disappeared.

“Last time I was here, I went swimming in that water. My master was the one to suggest it.”

There was a bitterness Deborah didn’t often show when it came to her past. She’d always been matter of fact about what had happened to her. When she shared at all.

She sneered, the mockery on her face aimed inward where it would slice the deepest. “I was such an idiot. He must have got a kick out of my ignorance.”

“It is unlikely you would have been targeted with your master standing by,” Connor offered.

An ugly sound came from Deborah’s throat as she turned toward the bridge. “That’s what makes it worse.”

Connor and I watched as she stomped over its planks and to the other side. Caroline followed.

Moving slowly in the same direction, I tipped my head at the water in a change of subject. “Our scaled friend had quite the reaction to the sight of you.”

She’d beat such a hasty retreat that she would have left skid marks if she’d been on land.

“My reputation continues to precede me.”

I gave Connor a startled look. “I sense a story there.”

The grin he gave me as we walked over the bridge was lighthearted. “Maybe just a small one.”

“You’ll have to tell it to me some time.”

I was genuinely interested. For more reasons than just because I wanted to know what I had to do to get the same reaction. More and more, I was coming to understand that fear was a powerful tool that could smooth away a lot of nuisances.

In this case, I was more curious to hear about Connor and his experiences. He didn’t talk much about the time he’d spent trapped in a stag’s body. It might be good for him if he did.

We wound our way through the mini islands, enjoying the different climates and seasons that marked each one. From a desert to a tropical forest. Winter to summer and everything in between. Each one its own tiny world. Vast but small at the same time.

Every layer we peeled back offered something new and fascinating.

I would have enjoyed the experience if lives weren’t at stake. Maybe I could come back when I wasn’t so distracted. Perhaps Liam could come with me. This wasn’t a bad place for a romantic getaway.

“Here we are,” Nathan declared as we crossed one last bridge.

The island we stepped onto was nestled into the trunk of a massive tree. One that could have fit several houses inside. Gambling tables had been set up throughout the space. I recognized some of the games. Craps and roulette. Others were foreign to me. They didn’t rely on cards or dice, but some other method that eluded me. Those tables saw the most patrons, people leaning over and shouting as they placed their bet

“See something interesting?” Nathan probed, noticing my distraction. “I can teach you later if you like.”

I did. Just not what he thought.

Rather than the gamblers, it was the archway behind them that lit up my other sight like the fourth of July. Even with how hard I was shielding. Magic flowed from it. Pure and raw. On a level that eclipsed everything else I’d seen in the Playground.

Nathan must have realized his mistake as he followed the direction of my gaze. “I’m saying this just in case. Stay away from there. It’s the entrance to a barrow. Trust me when I say you can’t handle what you might find in there.”

“It’s not like I haven’t been in barrows before,” I pointed out, trying to distract Nathan from noticing Caroline’s reaction to the “b” word. She’d come to point like a hunting dog who’d just spotted her target.

“Not like this. Our barrow is relatively shallow compared to this one. The only place it connects to is this world.”

“You’re saying this barrow reaches other realms?”

Realms were exactly what they sounded like. Self-contained worlds whose size varied. Some were relatively small while others were as vast as the one we lived in.

I knew of two.

Noctessa and the Summer Lands.

There were others, but I didn’t know their names.

It was unlikely that Nathan was talking about Noctessa being the realm in question. For one thing, it was only recently reopened. For another, they were a secretive lot.

For good reason.

I couldn’t see them opening a pathway for their enemies to exploit.

That left the Summer Lands as being the most likely point of connection.

A lead. Finally.

If Muiredach really had taken Brax and the rest of the pack captive, that would be where he’d take them. The way point between his world and this one.

We needed to get in there.

Somehow.

But not with Nathan watching me like he expected me to strip off my top and run straight toward certain death.

“I mean it, A. Stay clear of that place. This isn’t one of those times you can bumble your way toward the outcome you want. The Fae in there aren’t like the ones you know. They’ll tear you apart mind, body, and soul. Even if we get you back physically intact, you’ll never be the same.”

“You’re acting like I have a death wish or something.” Despite the bone deep chill his words left in me, I did my best to play off his warning, moving past him to where I saw Anton lounging beside what looked like a poker table. “Aren’t we here to have a good time? You don’t have to worry about me wandering into the scary barrow tonight.”

Tomorrow, on the other hand, was a different story. One I’d have to consider very carefully in light of the new information Nathan had provided.

Saving Brax and the pack was one thing. It was another if that meant a journey into the Summer Lands.

Too bad I had a feeling Caroline was already planning her method of infiltration.

“You took your sweet time,” Anton announced as we approached. “Any trouble?”

Nathan threw himself into the chair across from the other enforcer, stretching his legs out under the table to get comfortable. “They encountered a siren.”

Anton lifted his eyebrows. “You visited the water’s edge?”

The way he said it, as if that made us idiots, brought a flush to Deborah’s cheeks.

“Someone failed to warn us about the dangers,” I said, covering for her.

Maybe if they had we would have made different choices.

“It’s the Playground. The strong prey on the weak and the weak attempt to evade their fate. Both sides get something out of the struggle.”

If he said so.

I glanced down at the green felt table. “What’s this?”

Anton made a gesture for us to sit. “A visit to Vegas isn’t complete without a little gambling.”

“You dragged me all the way here to gamble?”

“Did you have something better to do?”

“I heard the shows are pretty good.”

“You want to see a show?” Nathan asked.

“You don’t have to be so negative. I can do tourist things too.”

Nathan and Anton shared a look, both silent for a moment before they broke into loud guffaws.

“I can!” I protested, looking at the others for support.

Caroline’s expression was sympathetic as she took a seat next to Anton. “Not really.”

“I used to do touristy stuff all the time.”

“Under protest and usually with threats involved. Remember that trip your family took to Niagara Falls?”

I shut my mouth, suddenly finding the green felt of the table very interesting.

“What happened at Niagara Falls?” Nathan asked.

“While the rest of the family made plans to see the falls and the river downstream, this one tried to wander off to do her own thing.” Caroline tipped her head in my direction. “Her mother had to threaten her with bodily harm and revoking her TV privileges for a month to get her to cooperate.”

Feeling sulky, I sank down into a chair. “I’m not a fan of crowds.”

“How do you know about this?” Anton asked.

An emotion flitted across Caroline’s face before it was concealed.

“Let’s just say I was a frequent tag-a-long on the Travers family vacations.” Caroline eyed me. “And it’s not just crowds. You hate doing anything people say you should be doing.”

“I don’t like being told what to do.”

That applied to the “popular” things to see or do on vacation.

“No one would ever dispute that,” Nathan drawled.

I stuck my tongue out at him. Not the most mature response, I know.

Anton lifted a hand, gesturing the dealer over. “You’re not getting out of this that easy. We’re here to play and play we shall.”

The dealer that approached was dressed differently than those I could see at other nearby tables, all of whom wore dark slacks and a brightly colored vest. This man’s fashion was more flamboyant. With a maroon coat that reached mid-thigh and bronze buttons on the front. His hair was strawberry blond and brushed back from his face, exposing pointed ears that indicated he had Fae in his bloodline somewhere.

I doubted he was full Fae though on account of the beard of the same color shadowing his jawline.

He also lacked their smug arrogance. His blue green eyes twinkled with a mischievous light.

He folded at the waist in a small bow. “My name is Dylan. At your service. May I know what game the sir would like to start with?”

“Let me think.” Anton tapped his chin before smirking. “A couple rounds of blackjack to break the ice. That should be easy enough.”

“Very good. And the tinder for the bet?”

Anton tapped the table next to a stack of chips. “We’ll stick with cash for now.”

“Understood. As always, you can change the method of payment at any time.”

I didn’t know if I liked the sound of that. Folklore told of many stories about humans who’d made wagers, not knowing the true price. Only to wind up selling their soul or first born.

Noticing my hesitance, Anton shot me a sharp toothed smile. “Worried, Aileen? You’re not going to back out now, are you?”

“What is this? Peer pressure Aileen day? Bring it on, Anton. I can take anything you dish out.”

Nathan’s soft snicker had me questioning my bravado.

But as sinister as these assholes were acting, I doubted either one of them would lead me too far astray. If only to avoid Liam’s displeasure.

I might come out the worse in this exchange—quite probable, in fact—but I doubt they’d do anything to cause permanent damage. It was more likely I’d simply learn another lesson about the perils of hanging around Anton and Nathan.

I might be a little salty afterward but I’d live.

Dylan gestured to the chairs around the table. “If all parties who plan to play would take their seat.”

Connor remained standing, making no move toward the chairs even when the dealer’s hand remained raised in a silent demand.

“If he doesn’t want to play, he doesn’t have to.” Anton sent Connor a warning look. “As long as he doesn’t interfere.”

“And the lady?”

Deborah shook her head. “No, thanks. I have a feeling it’s best I sit this one out.”

The dealer didn’t press her.

Dylan made a flashy hand movement before plucking a deck of cards out of thin air like a magic trick. “The players are decided. Blackjack will be the game and cash the prize.”

“Someone should have been a magician,” Caroline murmured into her drink.

“Someone is,” Dylan answered as the cards began shuffling themselves. “Dealing is my side gig.”

“Oh really? Where do you perform? Someone was hoping to catch a show.”

“Tuesdays and Thursdays I’m at a little tiki bar off the strip. New audience members are always welcome. Though I warn you. Once you’ve seen the best, you’ll find all other magicians sub par.”

It was Sunday now.

“If we’re still here by then, we’ll have to check you out.”

Caroline could speak for herself. I had enough magic in my life and no interest in seeing it used as a form of entertainment.

Cards flew before landing on the table in front of each of us. All without the dealer ever having touched them.

Magic indeed.

To no one’s surprise, I turned out to be rubbish at Blackjack. Anton and Nathan were card sharks. One or the other won nearly every hand. Caroline managed to hold her own. At least at first.

As the evening wore on, she began losing more and more until she ended up face down, humming softly to herself.

“How are you doing this?” I demanded, tossing my cards into the middle of the table a few minutes later, having lost yet another round.

They had to be cheating.

Nathan gathered the pile of chips that he’d just won. “I told you she’d be a sore loser.”

Anton tossed away his cards. “Good thing I didn’t take that bet.”

I took another chug of my margarita, startled to find it more than half gone.

“When did that happen?” I muttered to myself.

I could have sworn I’d barely touched it.

Caroline lifted her bleary-eyed face from the table, a card stuck to her cheek. “I’m bored with this game. Let’s do something else.”

She started dancing in her seat. She swayed to the music, throwing her arms into the air before rising to shimmy around the table toward Deborah.

“Dance with me,” Caroline demanded, grabbing Deborah’s hand and twirling her around.

I barely paid the werewolf and my companion any attention as I narrowed my eyes at my margarita.

“Wait a minute,” I said suspiciously.

Caroline’s face plant. Her dancing.

I knew what that meant.

She was shit faced.

She’d be climbing on the table before I knew it. Singing would soon follow.

I just now noticed the warm glow at my center.

Was I—yes, I was. I was tipsy. Maybe even a touch drunk.

Caroline bumped into me, nearly knocking me off my chair. “Oops. Sorry, Lena. Didn’t see you there.” She giggled as she draped herself over my shoulder. “The room is spinning. Spinning. Spinning. We have to dance to keep up.”

Deborah pulled the wolf off me. “What’s wrong with her?”

“She’s drunk.”

For that matter, I was too.

I glared at the culprit. “Someone is a dirty, dirty trickster.”

Nathan’s smile was lazy as he propped his cheek on his fist. “Harsh, A. My feelings are hurt.”

Like I believed that.

Nathan lifted his empty margarita container and shook it at me. “You’re forgetting that these weren’t my idea.”

Deborah looked physically ill at his words. “That’s not possible. There’s barely enough alcohol in there to make you feel it.”

“For a human, perhaps,” Anton informed her with a sardonic twist of his lips. “Not for a supernatural. There’s a special ingredient that some spooks are especially sensitive too. It looks like the wolf and Aileen are two of them.”

I unhooked the container from my neck, setting it down on the floor by my seat a little harder than necessary.

There would be no more drinking any of that.

Though the damage was probably already done. It was getting harder and harder to think, my reasons for keeping secrets drifting further and further out of reach.

Why shouldn’t I tell Nathan about Brax and the rest of the pack?

He was my friend. I trusted him.

The more I thought about it. The more I liked the idea.

They had resources I didn’t. An army of enforcers who stood half a chance of surviving a battle with those Fae assholes who’d trespassed on my territory.

In fact, I didn’t know why I hadn’t contacted them in the first place.

“You can’t really be mad we got you drunk. It’s hardly the first time,” Nathan was saying.

I opened my mouth to share everything I’d been keeping bottled up. Only instead of the explanation I planned, something else entirely came out of my mouth.

“Usually you don’t have an agenda,” I heard myself say.

“You’re admitting you have a reason for being here in Vegas.”

This wasn’t right.

Even through the fog of alcohol, I could tell something was off. Had been for quite a while.

Was it magic? Was that it?

I looked down at myself with a puzzled stare. What was I doing again?

The question was forgotten as Caroline slammed into me. She hugged me around the neck, pressing her cheek against mine. “Listen, Lena! Do you hear that?”

I nearly choked from how hard Caroline squeezed me.

“Let go!” Deborah slapped at her hands. “That’s Aileen’s neck.”

Movement beyond Nathan’s shoulder distracted me from Caroline’s choking grip.

Liam?

I rubbed my eyes, wondering if that alcohol had hallucinogenic properties. Surely, I wasn’t seeing my lover exiting the barrow. That definitely wasn’t Alches beside him. A blot of shadow whose form went in and out of focus.

Maybe I was a little drunker than I had thought. Why else would I be seeing those two together?

Caroline shook me, breaking my focus. “It’s our song!”

Anton lowered his voice as he leaned toward Nathan. “Does something seem off to you?”

“It’s the fairy dance,” Nathan replied tersely, no longer looking so relaxed. “They must have succumbed to its song.”

Caroline’s hand was on mine, dragging me to my feet. I shot one last glance toward the barrow’s entrance, but the man I thought I’d seen and his hound were long gone.

“Should we intervene?” Anton asked.

“We can’t. The magic has already caught them,” Connor answered. “The best we can do is let it play itself out.”

“Crap.” Nathan sounded slightly aggravated. “Somebody grab them before they run off.”

In the next second, I found myself back on the dance floor from the beginning of the night. Strobe lights played over the crowd as the music pounded in my chest.

The party had grown since our departure. There were now so many bodies that it was hard to move. Their gyrations mimicking sex.

Not just mimicking, I realized as a satyr bent his partner over. His hips plunging forward to impale her on what looked like a monster cock.

Her mouth opened wide from pleasure or pain. I couldn’t tell which.

Looking around, it dawned on me that many of the dancers were in various stages of undress. All of them still swaying to the music.

“We should go back,” I slurred.

Despite my words, I made no move to follow through on the thought. My body felt disconnected from my brain.

“Pretty vampire, care for a partner this evening?” purred a man whose features were blurred out and indistinct.

I got the feeling he was good looking, but it would have been impossible to provide a description later. Not his hair or eye color. Let alone his facial features.

“No.”

The answer erupted from me without conscious thought, the idea of someone who was not Liam touching me in such an intimate way so abhorrent that it shredded the fog of magic I was under for a moment.

The stranger took my response graciously, bowing slightly. “Very well. The night’s magic is meant to lead you to your deepest desires. You must consent for them to take hold.”

Caroline was tugging at my hand again. The next thing I knew, we were on a different part of the dance floor. The stranger and the orgy distant memories. We lifted our arms in the air, catching the rhythm and falling into the dance for the second time that night.


ten


The world glided by in a cotton candy-coated haze. Sensations and thoughts fleeting.

Every once in a while, I became conscious of how tired my body was. How nice it might be to stop and get a drink.

Then the music would swell and I’d be carried away again.

An eternity later, a cool pair of arms closed around my waist. Their owner’s scent curling around me like the cold bite of an arctic winter night.

“Liam,” I breathed on a dreamy sigh.

It felt inevitable that he was the one to find me. As if this was what I had been waiting for all this time.

Breath stirred the hair on the back of my neck as he placed his lips against my ear. “Mo chuisle, this is not where you’re supposed to be.”

I leaned back against his chest, letting him support the majority of my weight as I ground my ass into his groin.

Liam didn’t move as I danced against him, holding still as I turned, my breasts brushing his torso, to get my first look at him. As usual, it was like being punched in the chest. The masculine beauty of his face stealing the thoughts from my head for a moment that made time skip.

When I came back to myself, Liam was cradling my jaw with one hand, his forehead pressed against mine as we swayed gently to the music.

I focused on the electric blue of his eyes, letting the color steady me.

Tonight, his black hair was uncharacteristically disheveled. As if he’d raced here from something important.

I trailed a finger across his sharp cheekbones. Down to his stubborn jaw before I played with his bottom lip.

The arousal that had been doused by the stranger’s earlier proposition returned full force.

I tucked my face into the crook of his neck, inhaling deeply. “I’ve missed you. Where did you go?”

Liam’s arms tightened around me. “I’m sorry. There was something I had to look into. I’m here now. I won’t leave you again.”

It was hard to focus, the magic threatening to sweep me up again.

Vaguely, I heard Liam speaking to someone else.

“I’ll deal with you later.”

Then the magic grasped me and away we went. In a kaleidoscope of color and sound that never stopped.

Suddenly, I was standing in front of a craps table, a creature with horns and a chilling smile saying, “Place your bets.”

I tossed the chips I was holding onto a square with an odd symbol on it.

Liam hugged me close, his gaze intent. “Are you sure about this?”

My response was a sultry smile as I moved my hands up his chest to drag him down into a kiss that made me forget everything else.

Ding. Ding.

“The gentleman wins. What will be his prize?”

Liam put the smallest of spaces between our lips. His eyes were deep and dark, the intensity in them making my heart tighten.

“Don’t hate me later, mo chuisle.”

Cool metal being slid over my finger. A funny looking room with a big foot dressed up like Elvis and pews lining an aisle.

“You may kiss—”

The rest of the words drowned out as lips claimed mine. I got lost in a new type of music. A primordial melody that was written with the movement of our bodies. Until the sun’s ascent cut short our song, rendering me to the abyss again.
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The godawful taste in my mouth was the first thing I noticed as I surfaced from unconsciousness. Still groggy. A little—no. Make that a lot—out of sorts. And feeling like someone had taken a mallet to every muscle in my body.

I ached.

Everywhere. From my head to my toes. Like I’d run a marathon and then decided to go partying afterwards.

An apt description given the snippet of memories I had of last night.

“That is the last time I drink with those two,” I groaned into my pillow.

I might never touch alcohol again.

“A wise choice.”

I stilled, recognizing that voice. The familiar timbre sending little sparks of pleasure down my spine.

No, he couldn’t be here.

Except I had a hazy memory of him on the dance floor. And later playing a game of craps.

I propped myself up on my forearms, blinking blearily at the man by my bedside. “Liam?”

It turned out he hadn’t been a figment of my imagination after all.

“What are you doing here?” I rolled onto my side, propping myself halfway up as I glanced around a room that I didn’t recognize. “Where is here anyway?”

It wasn’t the hotel of a casino. I knew that much.

Black out shades made the room cool and dark, not letting even a speck of daylight slip past. The room was cavernous. At least twice the size of my room at home.

And that wasn’t exactly small.

There was also none of the ambient noise you’d expect while staying in a hotel. Doors opening and closing. The murmur of voices passing by. The hum of an air conditioner.

It was quiet. Blessedly so.

Then there were the sheets I was nestled in. Made from the highest quality fabric money could buy.

“The better question is what you are doing in Vegas,” Liam rumbled, bringing my wandering attention back to him.

If Nathan had a bachelor’s degree in uncovering all of Aileen Travers’ secrets and tricks, then Liam was equipped with the equivalent of a PhD. Even at my best, he was impossible to fool. Let alone when I was weak and tired and not operating at full mental capacity.

The best thing to do in a situation like this was to run.

Since I couldn’t physically escape, I chose the next best option. Sleep.

With that in mind, I stopped fighting the pull of the sun, laying back down and allowing my eyes to slip closed.

“Don’t you dare,” Liam warned.

His warning fell on deaf ears. I was already fading, my mind starting to drift as sleep caught me.

There was a rumble from Liam, his words indistinct, but I could tell from his tone that he wasn’t happy. Under other circumstances that might have worried me, but I was too far gone, floating half in the waking world and half in the dream one.

Strong arms extracted me from my nest of blankets. I got the sensation of being carried. Then I was being set down on a cold, hard floor.

A second later, icy rain poured over me.

A strangled scream left me. I bolted upright, finding myself on the shower floor, Liam standing well outside the range of the deluge.

“Are you kidding me?” I snarled, reaching up to turn the faucet off.

I jerked as a blast of lava fell on me before I finally figured out which way to turn the handle.

“Awake now?”

“You asshole. Was that really necessary?”

“You seemed to be having trouble concentrating. I figured this would wake you up.”

It had definitely done that.

The last vestiges of sleep had vanished, leaving me in full control of my faculties.

I sluiced the water off my face. “You couldn’t wait until the sun went down?”

“I wanted answers. This was the most expedient way to get them.”

I reached for the bottom of the sleep shirt I was wearing and dragged the sopping wet garment up and over my head before tossing it on the floor at Liam’s feet.

His eyebrow quirked. “Hoping to distract me, lover?”

I hid my shiver as his gaze trailed down my body, a look of masculine appreciation in his eyes.

“Who said you were invited to this party?”

He’d be lucky to get touching privileges back before the end of this trip.

“Is that a dare?”

I shrugged, knowing I was playing with fire. “Take it however you want.”

With that I hooked my thumbs through the waistband of my panties, pushing them down and stepping out of them. Liam’s sharp inhale made me smile in satisfaction. Ignoring him, I adjusted the temperature and water pressure.

There. Perfect.

Stepping under the shower, I leaned my head back, letting it cascade over my front.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Liam gripping the shower door frame, the metal crumpling from the force. The muscles in his arm and neck bulged as he remained locked in place.

A thrill filled me at the effect I had on him. Liam looked like he was in physical pain as he watched me reach for the soap and lather it on my body.

Vampires, I’d come to discover, were hedonistic creatures. We loved pleasure in all its forms. Right now, I was offering Liam a buffet and then telling him he couldn’t partake.

Vampires were also cruel.

There was a soft snarl and then Liam was in the shower with me. He pulled his shirt over his head, exposing a torso covered in muscle. His abdomen and chest a tapestry of hard lines that made my fingers itch with the need to explore.

“You’re a menace,” he informed me, pinning me against the shower wall.

“And what does that make you?”

“Caught.”

He lifted me, wrapping my legs around his waist. The rough fabric of his jeans against my sensitive skin excited me. There was something about being entirely naked while your lover was still half clothed that made this feel forbidden in the best type of way.

Liam palmed my breasts, eliciting a moan from me as he squeezed then tweaked my nipples. The bite of pleasure/pain shot directly to my center.

“I know what you’re up to,” Liam breathed.

“Oh?”

“Yes.” He scraped a fang along the column of my throat. “And it’s not going to work.”

I started to say that it seemed to be working plenty fine when he struck, burying his fangs in my skin as two of his fingers plunged into my center.

Climax crashed over me without warning. A scream ripped free as my inner muscles clenched around him.

Liam withdrew his fangs, not closing the wound he’d made and letting it bleed as he drew the tip of his nose along the same line he’d traced earlier. “But I’ll be happy to humor you until you come to the same realization.”

A gurgle of protest left me. The word “wait” was on my tongue when he struck for a second time. This time on the opposite side of my neck.

Climax detonated within me.

Liam shoved into me at the same time, the blunt point of his cock stretching me. I keened, having enough of myself left to wonder when he’d had time to unfasten his pants.

“Liam!”

Blood leaked from the wounds he’d opened, the bright scarlet provocative before the water muddled its vibrancy.

Liam withdrew until just of the tip of him was inside me before thrusting hard. “What was that, mo chuisle? I didn’t quite hear.”

A high-pitched noise left me as the slap of our bodies filled the shower stall.

Oh God. He felt so good.

One of Liam’s hands dipped to the front of my sex, tweaking the sensitive bundle of nerves there as he plunged in and out of me.

“Ready to talk yet?” Liam crooned.

I snarled. My climax was right there. A glistening promise that threatened to undo me.

Liam’s touch lightened, his strokes slowing.

“No,” I moaned, struggling to get closer. To force him to give me the friction I was craving.

Liam pinned me harder against the wall, using his lower body and arms to thwart my attempt. I was at his complete mercy.

His little sex doll.

“Liam!” I cried, feeling my climax recede.

A husky chuckle sounded in my ear. I squeaked as he thrust into me hard, the force almost enough.

Almost.

He stilled.

I screamed. A long, enraged sound that grew into the pissed off yowl of a feline by the end.

“You know what I want,” he whispered.

I dug my claws into his back, drawing blood.

He groaned, the sound one of pleasure. “The reason, mo chuisle. Then I’ll give you everything you want.”

Another slow glide that was accompanied by a soft touch skating over my clitoris. So light. So gentle.

I sobbed.

I wanted it. It was right there.

What had made me think it was a good idea to use sex to distract this man?

In the game of seduction, Liam could have taught a master class while I was still just a student acquainting myself with the basics.

Liam scraped a fang along my shoulder, lapping up the bead of blood that rose and making me tremble.

“So stubborn,” he murmured.

He slammed into me, pinching my clit at the same time.

I fractured, coming apart at the seams. Black spots danced at the edges of my vision as Liam started moving inside me, faster and harder until he found his own release.

When it was over, I slumped in his hold. A rag doll deprived of bones.

“Shall we continue?” he rumbled.

My alarmed gaze met his. The devilish smile on his face made trepidation curl through me. I didn’t think my defenses would survive another round of that.

I darted forward to bury my fangs in Liam’s throat in a mirror of what he’d done to me. His groan of pleasure was followed by the flex of his cock as he hardened inside me.

The moment his blood hit my mouth, I realized the mistake I’d made.

Blood and lust were a potent combination. Never more so than when I was with Liam.

A frenzy descended.

I was lost. A creature of lust and sensation.

I had no memory of how we got from the shower to the bed. Just the feel of soft sheets against my skin, our bodies tangled together as one climax blurred into the next.

The storm didn’t calm for hours. When I finally regained control of my faculties, fang marks dotted my body. In addition to the ones on either side of my throat, there were more in the crook of each arm. Several on my thighs near my groin. A few on my breast.

Liam hadn’t fared any better.

My inner vampire had marked him well and good. The sight of my bites filled me with a satisfaction and pleasure I chose not to examine too closely.

Liam lay on his back next to me, his eyes closed. “As nice as this distraction was, you never did answer my question.”

“Maybe you should take the hint then.”

I pulled the covers over me, nestling deeper into their comforting embrace and inhaling deeply. His and my scent intermingled, embedded in the fabric.

Mmm. Yummy.

Liam opened his eyes, pinning me with a look. “Aileen.”

“Liam,” I mocked.

“This is not a game.”

I pushed the covers away from my face, a little irritated all of a sudden. “Check your phone, Lover. Any missed calls?”

The faint tightening around his eyes brought a humorless smile to my face. Gotcha.

“I tried to tell you all about this,” I said in an even voice. “You’re the one who didn’t pick up.”

He had no right to complain. He was the one who hadn’t been there. This was me improvising the best I could. If he’d answered, I would have told him about the barrow falling. The pack and Brax too. All of it. Because he was my person and that’s what you did when you were in a relationship.

Regret showed on Liam’s face. “There wasn’t a signal where I was.”

“I figured that much out.”

It would have been nice if he’d given me a warning beforehand. Just a heads-up. A “Hey, Aileen, I’m going to be out of communication for a while.”

“You know I can’t always tell you where I’m going.”

The laugh that scraped my throat was bitter. “Just like I can’t always share when something pertains to a client.”

Our divided loyalties were our biggest issue. Liam to Thomas. Me to my business.

So far, we’d managed to navigate the potential pitfalls. Partly because I understood operational security and the need to keep some things secret. I could thank my military background for that.

But I had a feeling a reckoning was coming. When Liam or I would have to make a choice we didn’t want to. The things we valued—or each other.

“Caroline’s your client,” Liam guessed, sounding very certain.

I lifted up to fix him with a hard look. “What makes you think that?”

“I’m aware that Columbus’s barrow fell.”

Under the sheets, my hands clenched. “Aren’t you well informed.”

Here less than a day and he already knew everything.

Liam snagged me around the neck, bringing my front flush with his side. His thumb brushed a caress along the side of my jaw.

I closed my eyes, struggling with the urge to snuggle into that touch.

“The Summer King has the pack, doesn’t he?”

The moment was ruined.

“He has Brax,” Liam continued.

I sat up, the sheet pinned to my chest, to scowl at Liam. “I hate when you do that.”

His lips quirked in the slightest of smiles.

“How did you figure it out?” I asked, a little sulky.

“Thomas got word about the barrow the night it fell. You show up with Caroline the next day. It wasn’t hard to put together.”

“That doesn’t necessarily mean anything.”

“When you also factor in her maker’s presence—a woman I know your friend avoids whenever possible—and the company of two other pack members that she’s not particularly close to, the picture becomes clear. Your antisocial nature is well established. I doubt you would have allowed anyone on your vacation except those you trusted.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “You’re spying on Caroline.”

How else would he know that tidbit about Sondra and how she wasn’t close to the other two pack members.

Liam’s smile was microscopic. “I’ve found it wise to keep abreast of the people in your life.”

“By spying?”

“I prefer to consider it preemptive surveillance.”

His response reminded me of the conversation I’d had with Caroline regarding the difference between the two just days ago.

Should I be worried that Liam’s and my responses were pretty much the same?

“The thing that really clenched it was that while you and the wolf were under the Playground’s enchantment, her maker and the other two were gathering information from its underbelly.”

Well, damn. I’d hoped no one would notice that.

Liam sat up to drop a quick kiss against my lips. “Nathan doesn’t miss much.”

“I’m aware,” I said grumpily.

I’d known it would be pretty much impossible to fool him. It looks like I was right.

“Why didn’t you just tell Thomas what was going on?”

I plucked at the sheets in my lap with a troubled frown. “I don’t know.”

That was what bothered me. In the moment, it had seemed perfectly rational to keep what was going on from him. Now, looking back, I had to question what made me think that.

A thought tickled at the back of my mind. Something else about this situation that Liam needed to know about.

Before I could grasp it, it was gone.

“I do not like the thought of you being in this city,” Liam was saying when I tuned back in.

“Why?”

I shivered as Liam trailed his fingers up and down the bare skin of my back. It was hard to concentrate when he did that.

“Outwardly, Vegas is considered a neutral zone. It has to be to fulfill its function as a playground.” Liam dropped a kiss on my shoulder. “But in reality, the Fae’s strong presence here is a cause for concern.”

“You think the master of this territory is somebody’s puppet,” I guessed.

“We didn’t. The djinn is powerful. It’s difficult to imagine him bending to anyone’s will.” Liam tangled his fingers in the hair at the back of my head. He massaged my scalp, the sensation almost drugging as my eyes slipped closed. “Recently, however, there’s been a change. Fae with close ties to the Summer King placed in positions of authority in Saul’s court. There have been incidents.”

The hesitation before that last word told me everything I needed to know about what sort of “incidents” he was talking about.

“Thomas wasn’t happy to find Saul waiting for him at the airfield when we arrived,” I said slowly.

I knew there’d been something between them. Tension. Unhappiness. Whatever you wanted to call it.

“It’s unusual for him to welcome someone to a territory in that fashion. Normally, the visitor goes to the city’s master. Not the other way around.”

“You think Saul was trying to keep Thomas’s arrival a secret?”

If so, that would be good news for us. It meant the city’s master wasn’t as fully under Muiredach’s thumb as they thought.

“I would be reluctant to assign a motive to Saul’s actions. Djinn are notoriously difficult creatures to understand. They’re like the Fae in that way. They were never human.”

And as such they didn’t subscribe to the same ideas of right and wrong.

“We can’t trust the master of the city. That’s not exactly news,” I said.

Liam and his vampires made me look like a normal, well-adjusted person. Each of them as paranoid as the last.

“Honestly, I don’t see the problem,” I told him.

“You don’t see the problem?”

I rolled my lips between my teeth and shook my head. “Nope.”

“You don’t see the problem with being in a city controlled by a powerful Fae whose daughter you helped kill.”

“No one knows about that.”

Or almost no one.

I was safe. They might have their suspicions, but that was all. Technically, I wasn’t even the one to wield the blade. That had been all the Fae I’d freed from her enchantment.

“Are you counting Arlan among that number?” Liam murmured.

His scalp massage had stopped, his body very still beside mine. A predator waiting for its prey to wander into its trap.

“He only guessed what I did. Nothing has ever been confirmed,” I defended stiffly.

The twins, on the other hand. They might be a problem.

They knew the truth of what and who I was. The fact I was a magic breaker. That I was the daughter of Noctessa’s former would-be king. All of it.

“Muiredach won’t wait for confirmation. His station will demand he make an example of you, and he won’t think twice.”

If Liam was hoping to scare me, he’d succeeded.

“If that’s the case, it won’t matter if I’m here or in Columbus,” I pointed out.

He’d already made it clear that Muiredach’s reach extended into our city. A word from him and it was goodbye Aileen. I didn’t think distance would make much of a difference.

“Besides, you’re assuming this is about his daughter. He’s had years to avenge her.”

Yet he’d waited to make his move.

Why?

Maybe because this wasn’t about Niamh at all.

“You’re thinking like a human again. A handful of years is a blink in time for them. Muiredach is nothing like Niamh. She was a weak shadow of his power. It’s the only reason she lived to adulthood when he’d slaughtered every other child of his that might hold the potential to threaten his hold on his throne.”

“Sounds like an awesome guy.”

“He’s cruel and sadistic. He is a monster in the truest sense of the word. If he ever finds out what you are, he won’t hesitate to break your mind and will with his power. He will turn you into something you don’t recognize.”

Great. Just when I thought I’d understood the danger I was in.

“If the barrow was attacked, I can guarantee it was under his orders,” Liam added, not taking his gaze off mine.

“Is he here? In Vegas?”

If so, Caroline and my plans might need to change. We’d been counting on getting to Brax and the rest of the pack before they crossed into the Summer Lands, but that may no longer be a possibility.

That was with the assumption that I could convince Caroline to abandon them. I didn’t like my chances. If the situation was reversed, I’d no sooner be able to walk away from Liam and the enforcers than she could the pack.

“There’s been no sign of his presence,” Liam said, choosing his words carefully.

“Then there’s time.”

Liam bent an exasperated look on me. “Aileen.”

“If it was you, I wouldn’t let anything stop me from coming for you,” I said, holding his gaze with a serious expression.

I’d pull apart realms to get to him. Risk anything if it meant saving him.

My confession had his face softening, his eyes searching mine as he cupped the back of my neck. “You are so hard to argue with.”

“That’s because I’m infinitely reasonable.”

Liam pressed his forehead against mine, a derisive breath escaping him. “You’re certainly something.” He lifted his head, his gaze finding mine. “I want you to promise me something.”

I stayed quiet, waiting to see what he had to say.

His lips quirked. “You’ve gotten smarter.”

“With you, it was that or continually be taken advantage of.”

“I’ll let you stay, but you’ll have to take direction from me. None of this running off alone business.”

“It’s cute how you think you can tell me what to do.”

A slow smile tugged at his lips. “Sweetheart, if I gave the order, I could have you bound and on a plane heading to the middle of nowhere in a second.”

I reared my head back, giving him a look that dared him to try it.

“I won’t,” he said when it was clear I didn’t believe him. “As long as you agree to do this together.”

Some of my resistance softened, my shoulders loosening. I could do that.

“And if Muiredach is here, you run,” he finished.

I scoffed. “Because that won’t be obvious.”

“Aileen,” he said, the warning in his voice letting me know he was serious.

“I will try to exercise caution,” I allowed. “But I can’t promise anything. Based on the circumstances, running may not be an option.”

In fact, it might do more harm than good.

Then there was that whole going off alone thing. I’d try. I really would. But things had a tendency of getting away from me.

Liam stared at me for a beat longer as if sensing what I wasn’t saying. Finally, he gave me a faint nod. His way of letting me know that my compromise was acceptable.

For now.

“Now that we’ve gotten my business taken care of, why don’t we discuss what you were doing coming out of the barrow with Alches. That was you, wasn’t it?”

Some of my memories from last night might be a little hazy, but that was one thing that I recalled with crystal clarity.

“Don’t even try to lie and say it had something to do with Thomas or council business,” I warned. “I know enough to realize you wouldn’t involve Alches in anything official.”

My shadow-hound might have a short attention span and a tendency to wander, but he wouldn’t help Liam unless it had something to do with me.

Or Noctessa.

“Liam,” I prodded.

His impassive mask did nothing to stem my worry.

“Is there something going on with Noctessa that I need to know about?” I asked.

“There are rumors that Brin has resurfaced.”

Caught off guard, I blinked, not sure how to handle that news.

I’d only met my biological father once, during what one might call extenuating circumstances.

I’d been dying. And he saved me.

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“He attacked the Summer Lands and slaughtered a number of the Luigseach. Then he disappeared again.”

I let out a bitter snort. “Yeah. He seems to be good at that.”

“That may have been why Muiredach went after Arlan’s barrow.”

“Why do you think that? There’s no connection between the two.”

Unless you counted me.

“It’s likely an attempt to shift focus from what happened in his realm to something else.”

I drew my knees up to my chest, resting my chin on them as Liam climbed out of bed. Gloriously naked, he strolled over to a duffel bag that I hadn’t noticed before.

There was something about a man’s backside. Broad shoulders that tapered down to a narrow waist before rounding into a hard ass.

My fangs ached with the desire to take a bite of those rock hard globes.

I must have made a noise. A hum or something.

Because Liam looked over his shoulder just then, his eyebrow quirking as he caught me red handed staring at his ass.

I didn’t look away, pretending confidence as I quirked my eyebrow right back.

Why should I be embarrassed to be caught admiring my lover’s body? It was a work of art. It deserved a little appreciation.

At least that was what I told myself as Liam bent over, displaying the chiseled lines of his torso to riffle through his bag.

My snort was soft. “Now you’re just showing off.”

The masculine smile he shot me was all too intimate. “I wouldn’t want you to get bored.”

As if that would ever happen.

Grabbing a pair of boxers and jeans from the duffel, Liam stepped into them before snagging a black t-shirt from its depths.

“What’s Thomas doing in Vegas anyway?” I asked.

Despite my paranoia last night, I wasn’t so arrogant as to think he’d rearranged his entire schedule to hop on a plane and travel to the other side of the country just to keep an eye on me.

Liam paused in the act of pulling the shirt over his head. “I’m surprised you don’t know.”

“Why would you say that?”

Thomas wasn’t known for his forthright nature.

“How exactly did you convince him to let you come?”

“I asked?” I couldn’t help the way my voice rose in a question at the end.

That’s what had happened, right?

“I also promised him weekly family dinners,” I added with a shrug. “In return, he’s going to talk to Ahrun.”

“Ahrun?”

“For some reason, your sire got it in his head that he’s moving in with me.” I rolled my eyes to let Liam know how ridiculous I thought it all was.

“When, exactly, was this move supposed to take place?”

“Tonight.” No, that wasn’t right. “Rather—last night.”

Time was getting away from me.

“What?” I asked, unnerved by the odd way Liam was staring at me.

“Oh, nothing. Just realizing how much you have left to learn.”

“What’s that mean?” I watched Liam finish dressing and walk to the door. “Liam—what’s that mean?”

He tossed a smile at me. “I’m going to leave that to you to figure out. It’ll be more fun that way.”

Then he was gone, leaving me staring at where he’d just been with an open mouth.

“Why do I get the feeling that I just missed something critical?” I muttered.
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Choosing not to dwell, I threw back the covers and got out of bed. If Liam wanted to play the mysterious card, fine. It wasn’t the first time he’d been purposefully enigmatic. It was something he and his nephew had in common. Their flair for the dramatic. No doubt I’d find out what he meant by all that sooner or later.

Probably at the worst possible time.

Naked, I padded over to the set of luggage that had been delivered to my room.

I didn’t bother with formality, choosing a soft pair of yoga pants that were flared at the bottom and a loose shirt that read “Lazy Weekend” on the front. My clothes in my arms, I headed to the bathroom where I set the bundle on the counter by the sink before turning on the shower for the second time that day.

Steam filled the air as I examined my reflection in the mirror. My face looked flushed with life. In large part due to the volume of blood I’d consumed over the last few hours. The fact that blood belonged to a vampire as old and powerful as Liam worked in my favor, giving me an extra little boost.

My hair was lush and glossy with health. The lights of the bathroom picking up the reddish tint in the brown. Grayish blue eyes peered out of strong features.

I wasn’t a bad looking woman. In fact, I could be quite attractive when I put my mind to it. Maybe not vampire-level attractive but I’d say I cleaned up nice.

However, my goal wasn’t to admire myself in the mirror.

Dropping into my other sight, I watched as magic spread across my vision. At its center, the hazy outline of my form.

Looking into my magic was like peering up at a brilliant night sky. Utter black smattered with the glitter of stars.

Like the last time I’d done this, there was a blot of darkness taking up one corner of the sky. Its velvety depths extending deeper, blotting out the twinkling lights.

“What are you?”

I was afraid of the answer, unsure what the abyss that had shown up shortly after I’d swallowed Ahrun’s madness meant.

It had only grown since then. A little more each day.

What if I was the next to devolve?

The bite of my nails digging into the palms of my hands brought me back to the present. Shaking away my fears, I forced myself to look away from the patch of darkness to examine the rest of my body.

A suspicion had been growing in the back of my mind. There was something I wasn’t remembering. A hole where something important should be. Every time I tried to figure it out, my thoughts scattered in a thousand directions.

Three times I forgot what I was doing as I looked myself over.

I got lucky on my last attempt because I happened to be staring right at the tiny speck of magic when it activated.

I felt it this time when a foreign power attempted to interfere with my thoughts.

Nothing was wrong, it whispered. I was simply tired and imagining things. I should go back to bed and rest.

Now aware of its presence, my magic quickly smothered it.

Suddenly I could think again. My thoughts crystal clear and my own.

“What is this?” I whispered, leaning closer to the mirror for a better look.

There on my shoulder was a scrap of magic. It clung to my skin with gossamer thin strands, looking like it might flit away at any moment.

It shimmered. Iridescent. Greens and yellows intertwined.

I recognized the flavor of that magic. I should, since she’d shot me with pixie dust infused with it enough times.

“What did you do, Inara?” I whispered, meeting my gaze in the mirror with a sick horror.

This was the source of the nagging feeling I’d gotten when I’d been talking to Liam. The reason I’d felt like I was forgetting something.

Because I was. Because my friend had put a spell on me to make me forget about her and Baran’s visit.
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Half an hour later, I left my room to head downstairs.

The house Thomas had rented—at least I assumed he’d rented and not bought it—was a two-story palatial mansion. Windows were everywhere. Mercifully tinted to keep out the harmful rays of the sun.

We were well outside the city. The view offering nothing but vistas of rolling hills and desert landscape. The yard around the house was filled with cacti and other desert plants. Directly behind the house, a long, narrow pool, the sun glittering off its waters, beckoned.

There was a person in that pool. Dressed in a bikini, sunglasses covering half her face and floating on a blow-up swan.

Deborah.

“I guess you got your wish about that pool.”

Good for her.

I left the window and headed downstairs.

If opulence was a style, this place was its defining triumph.

Tall ceilings made everything seem more massive than it already was. Black was the dominant accent throughout, working well with the creams and whites that made up the rest of the house. Expensive gold lighting fixtures hung from the high ceilings.

I’d just reached the open concept main floor when I stumbled to a halt at the sight of a very familiar vampire seated in one of the armchairs by the window with a view of the backyard and hills behind the house.

“Ahrun.”

Son of a bitch.

Feeling a little betrayed, my gaze landed on the vampire seated next to him. “This was why you were acting so weird earlier.”

Liam smirked at me as he sipped from the wine glass in his hand, letting me put together all the pieces on my own.

His hair was a little wet at the ends, showing that he’d taken a shower sometime since leaving me.

“You never planned to move into my house,” I realized.

Of course not. This had all been a trick to guide me along the path Ahrun wanted.

And I’d been the idiot who fell for it.

I collapsed onto the couch facing them. “No wonder Thomas was so accommodating when I asked for a ride.”

He’d probably realized Ahrun’s visit was a manipulation tactic.

“Well played, Ahrun. Simply excellent.” There was a bite in my tone that conveyed the full extent of my sarcasm.

To my surprise, I glanced over to find Liam staring at Ahrun with a hard expression. Was that anger I saw? Frustration?

Surely not.

“I know what you want to say.” Ahrun closed his book to look at Liam. “She wasn’t safe there anymore. It’s better to face what’s coming head on rather than trying to hide her away.”

“Is that what your gift is telling you?” Liam bit out.

“It’s what common sense tells me. If you weren’t allowing your emotions to blind you, you would know that too.”

Oof. Low blow.

Seeing Liam’s jaw beginning to tick, I waved a hand between the two. “Hey, there. It’s me. The person you’re discussing like they’re not even in the room. Why don’t we bring me into the conversation?”

“Does she know what you two are doing here?” Liam asked in a carefully neutral voice.

I dropped my hand. It was like talking to a brick wall.

Ahrun glanced up as Thomas entered the room. “I thought that conversation was best broached once all of us were present.” Ahrun gave Thomas a pleasant smile. “Please—join us.”

There was a guarded look on Thomas’s face as he met my eyes.

Yeah, buddy. I knew everything.

“You can forget about those family dinners,” I warned.

Thomas detoured to the liquor cart kept in the corner of the room. “Then I guess you’ll be getting a new roommate after all. Your home is smaller and less luxurious than my sire is accustomed to, but I’m sure he’ll manage.”

“You must admit it’s only fair considering the dinners you attend with your mortal family.” Ahrun pretended to look thoughtful as Thomas put a massive spherical ice cube into a glass and picked up a decanter filled with amber liquid. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but Connor is usually present for those, is he not?”

I pretended not to notice Thomas’s sudden interest as I squinted at Ahrun. “You’ve been spying on me.”

One side of Thomas’s lips quirked up before he went back to pouring his drink. Once he’d finished, he fixed another drink before heading toward us.

“It’s adorable that you ever thought I’d stopped,” Ahrun crooned.

Liam took the drink Thomas handed him with a grateful nod before pinning me with a look. “Why didn’t I get an invitation to one of those dinners? Are you ashamed of me?”

“The first time you met my mother you used compulsion on her. You figure out why I might be a little hesitant to bring you back around.”

In reality, it had more to do with the fact that I wasn’t sure how Dad would receive his presence. Mom might not understand the liberties he’d taken, but Dad would. There might be a few hard feelings as a result. For how even-tempered Dad normally was, he could hold a mean grudge.

“Liam is upset with me,” Ahrun informed Thomas as my sire took a seat on the other side of the couch.

Thomas lifted his glass to his lips. “Is he?”

“He feels we’ve needlessly endangered your youngest.”

“Ah.” Thomas crossed his legs. “He is rather protective of her.”

I glared at the three of them. “Excuse me—still in the room.”

Liam covered his smile, looking away.

I eyed the drink in Thomas’s hands, wishing I had one. Maybe not bourbon or Scotch or whatever it was they were drinking but something.

“What’s the big deal about Vegas anyways?” I asked grumpily.

“The council is here.” Ice clinked in Liam’s glass as he tapped one finger against the rim. “We have no idea why.”

“Given your recent absences of late, I’m surprised you’re aware of that fact,” Thomas said.

My eyebrows climbed. Definitely a few hard feelings there.

Liam’s face was calm as he addressed Thomas. “You can have no complaints. I’ve made sure to keep abreast of the situation during my sabbatical.”

“Ah, yes. Your enforcers. I can’t tell you how pleased it makes me to know they come running to you with everything.”

“Is there a problem, deartháir?”

A tense silence fell as they glared at each other.

“Shouldn’t you guys have gotten an invitation?” I asked.

I might not be sure exactly what was going on, but I had a feeling I didn’t want to be present for whatever fight was about to go down.

“You’re the head of the council, aren’t you?” I asked Ahrun. “How could they hold a meeting without you present?”

I may not have been an expert, but even I knew that.

“A most excellent observation, my dear,” Ahrun praised.

Oh goody. The annoying ancient approved.

“Would either of my boys like to educate our youngest?”

Reluctantly, Thomas withdrew his gaze from Liam. “They’re claiming it’s a coincidence they’re all here in this city at the same time.”

“That’s a mighty big coincidence.”

Did they think Ahrun and the others were that dumb?

Hearing my thought, Ahrun smiled, the utter lack of emotion in his expression. “It would seem so.”

I gave him an irritated look. I told you to stay out of my head.

Immediately after sending that thought to him, I added trees and boulders to the forest I used as my mental defense. Not that it was likely to do anything. Ahrun seemed to have no problem subverting even my best attempt at safeguarding my mind.

“Given this city’s status as neutral territory and how people travel from all over to visit, it’s a difficult claim to disprove,” Ahrun explained.

“How did you figure out they were all going to be here?” I asked.

Dumb question.

“Let me guess. More spying.”

“Don’t you prefer to call it surveillance,” Ahrun murmured.

“You couldn’t have heard me say that to Caroline.”

Unless he was clinging to the roof of the car like a bat, there was no way he could have eavesdropped. Right?

“As for the why—we know why,” Ahrun said, ignoring my statement to level a pointed look on the other two.

Liam shook his head at his father, his expression stubborn. “We don’t. Not for sure.”

“My dear boy, you’ve seen enough of these to recognize the signs. They’re planning a coup—and it’s our family they hope to put on the chopping block.”

“I thought you took care of that,” I said uneasily.

“I did, but it seems they were left unsatisfied with the way I handled things. Vitus has been whispering in people’s ears. They’ve been listening.” Ahrun’s glance at Thomas and Liam held a note of wistfulness. “Honestly, it would be simpler to do away with the old and build something entirely new.”

He was talking about the complete extermination of the council, I realized with a sense of horror.

Ahrun rolled his eyes at his sons’ flat expressions. “Of course, I won’t go that route since I already promised we’d try things your way. I’m just saying it would be easier on everyone.” To me, “They’re so sensitive.”

I could see why. What Ahrun was suggesting would result in a bloodbath the likes of which hadn’t been seen since the dark ages. Any attempt to clean house would have to extend far beyond the council members themselves. It’d include all those loyal to them. Their yearlings and all those they’d changed over the years. Any administrators or secretaries. Then there were the enforcers. Most of whom were acquaintances of Liam’s. He’d served with them. Trained with them. I had a feeling he called a few of them friends.

That’s if their actions didn’t spark a war among vampires.

Some masters would fight for more territory and power in the vacuum the council’s absence would leave.

Others, because they would see it as their best hope of survival.

The violence wouldn’t stop with just vampires either. It would spill into other species as well. Each group trying to take advantage of the chaos to claim a bigger piece of the pie.

“We’ve been over this already,” Thomas said tiredly. “This isn’t the old world. You can’t handle things in the same way. This era is too interconnected. A war on that scale would draw notice from humans.”

That was something no one wanted. As weak as they were, humans had the advantage of numbers. They were also a skittish lot with a tendency to overreact. Who was to say some idiot wouldn’t lob a nuke at a city or country, never realizing the supes they were so scared of were also right in their backyard.

“Yes, yes. So you’ve explained. That’s why I decided to give you a chance to handle this with that diplomacy you’re so fond of.” Ahrun’s head tilted as the affability drained from his features, leaving behind the deadly vampire that was so feared by the majority of the world. “As long as they don’t cross my bottom line, that is. I won’t hold myself back if that happens.”

The dark tone in his voice was chilling. Made all the more so due to how serious Thomas and Liam’s faces were. Like they’d witnessed such a thing before.

Ahrun smiled in a lightning-fast shift back to his role of genial patriarch.

It was too late though. I’d seen far enough beneath the mask to know that the vampire in front of me could never be considered safe or harmless.

“But I trust it won’t come to that,” Ahrun murmured.

Hiding my shaking hands, I spoke into the resulting silence. “As interesting as all that was—” I meant scary “—it doesn’t explain why you wanted me here.”

Compared to the rest of them, I was the weak link in a line that allowed Ahrun to draw power from the number of descendants he and his progeny had made. I would be the first person to be targeted if somebody was planning a coup.

Ahrun’s features held amusement as he lifted an arrogant eyebrow at me. “Weren’t you coming anyway?”

I flushed. “You couldn’t have known that.”

“Are you sure?”

I wasn’t certain of anything when it came to this vampire. He made Liam and Thomas look like open books.

“Either way, it’s too late to send you home.” Thomas tilted the glass he held before lifting it to take a sip. “Too many witnesses saw your spectacle last night.”

Spectacle? Hardly.

It was nothing more than dancing. Maybe some gambling. And a whole lot of drunken foolery.

I was sure Vegas had seen worse. Hell, I’d done worse on my last trip here as a human.

“And whose fault is that?” I asked.

“No one twisted your arm to go out for drinks. That was all you.”

“I like how I’m getting the blame when it was Nathan and Anton’s idea to visit the Playground in the first place.”

Thomas pretended not to hear. “Since that boat has already left the dock, so to speak, you can just keep playing the obedient yearling.”

“I notice you’re not adding Connor to this.”

Thomas smoothed nonexistent wrinkles from the expensive fabric of his pants. “My son has a bit of a reputation. No one will think twice about his absence.”

I narrowed my eyes at Thomas, getting the sense that he was hiding something from me. Always before, Connor and I were something of a package deal. If I attended an event as Thomas’s yearling, he came too. He was overprotective in that way. Though a part of me wondered if this wasn’t Thomas and Connor’s way of using me as a bridge between them, allowing them to interact without either having to take a step back from the positions they’d taken.

“No need to worry, my dear. The most you’ll have to do is show your face a few times. It’ll be easy,” Ahrun assured me.

Nothing was ever that easy when it came to vampires. Particularly not those at the highest echelons of our society.

“One other thing, my darling.” Ahrun waited until I looked at him. “Do you know where your father is?”

My lips parted, words escaping me.

“In Columbus,” I somehow managed, clamping down on my emotions. “At this time of night, he and my mom are probably preparing dinner.”

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

What did they know?

Liam’s emotionless façade cracked, the look in his eyes suddenly penetrating as if he sensed my turmoil.

“Don’t play stupid,” Ahrun warned. “What would I care about your mortal family? I meant the man whose seed from which you sprung. What do they call it in this era? Oh yes, your biological father.”

Oh, thank God. Brin. He was talking about Brin.

My lungs started working again. Dad was safe. They didn’t know.

Yet, an unhelpful part of me whispered.

Liam had realized something though.

“Why the sudden interest in Brin’s whereabouts? This wouldn’t have anything to do with what you told me earlier, would it?” I asked, speaking to Liam.

“You already discussed this with her?” Thomas asked, giving him a sidelong look. “How strange you’d brief my youngest before me.”

The charged feeling in the air made me extremely conscious of the fact that I was in a room full of apex predators. Each deadlier than the last.

Liam flicked Thomas an unamused look.

I sank further into the couch, uncomfortable with the knowledge that I was the reason behind their fight.

When I looked at Ahrun, it was to find him staring at me, one eyebrow quirked.

This is what comes of insisting on remaining on the outside looking in. If you were to fully embrace your status as Thomas’s yearling and a member of his clan, Liam’s loyalty to the both of you would not be so strained. Things will only get worse the longer you waffle.

My eyes narrowed, the conversation sounding suspiciously like one we’d had before.

They should call you Lucifer, I thought at Ahrun.

He was as silver tongued as the devil was reported to be. Preying on a person’s insecurities to get what he wanted.

Who do you think those stories are based on? Ahrun thought with a chuckle. A little game of mine, tempting the righteous to reveal their true selves.

I stared blankly at Ahrun. That wasn’t possible.

I’m not solely responsible for the idea of Satan, of course, Ahrun continued. There really is a Lucifer. It’s just the truth differs quite a bit from the fiction written in humanity’s holy books.

With a shake of my head, I firmly stuffed the conversation in a box titled “Things we don’t need to think about ever again.”

Just in time as a commotion came from the top of the stairs.

Nathan leaned over the banister, grinning at me. “For someone who went as hard as you did last night, I’m surprised to find you conscious. I thought for sure you’d be down for a few days.”

I glared up at him. “No thanks to you.”

Nathan chuckled, bounding down the stairs as another enforcer ghosted into the room from outside.

I nodded a greeting at Eric, the quietest of Liam’s enforcers.

He inclined his head before taking up a station along the perimeter of the room. Ever vigilant. That was Eric. I don’t think I’d ever seen him let down his guard.

Despite that, he was one of my favorites. Maybe because he didn’t feel the need to talk all the time.

Nathan hopped over the couch, landing on the cushion next to me.

Thomas gave him an irritated look as he steadied the drink Nathan had almost knocked over.

“You look good, A.” Nathan rubbed the top of my head. “Not like death at all.”

I ducked out of reach, planting a foot in his side and kicking. “Asshole.”

It was no use. My attempt to dislodge him from the couch was met with failure.

Nathan got a strange look on his face before snatching my left hand up in his. “Nice bling, A. Where’d you get it?”

My gaze latched onto the sparkly rock sitting in a rose gold setting on my ring finger. I don’t know how I hadn’t noticed it until now. Denial, maybe. My preoccupation with the changes taking place within me. Whatever you wanted to call it, I’d missed something that was quite literally right under my nose.

My horrified gaze found Liam’s.

“Took you long enough.” Liam said, lifting his drink to his lips.

I held up the hand with the heavy as fuck rock. How the hell had I managed to miss its presence?

Denial. That was it. Pure self-hypnosis.

“We are not married.”

Maybe if I said it emphatically enough, it would make it true.

“The marriage certificate I have says otherwise,” Liam murmured.

I gaped.

He did not just say that. He didn’t.

“This isn’t happening,” I muttered.

I couldn’t be married and not remember. There had to be some type of rule about that.

Unbidden, images of a chapel and a big foot dressed as Elvis rose in my mind.

“No,” I moaned.

Lurching across Nathan’s lap, I snatched Thomas’s drink out of his hand and downed it. The alcohol burned down my throat, setting fire to my belly.

“How did this happen?” I hissed at Liam, forgetting our audience for a moment.

Liam looked down at the glass in his hand, his lips curving in a soft smile of reminiscence. “You placed a bet. You were quite insistent on it actually.”

Now that he said it, I did have a memory of standing at a table and placing my chips somewhere. He’d asked if I was sure.

Oh God. I’d said yes.

“The marriage was my part of the wager should I win.”

“What would you have had to pay if you lost?” I asked, forgetting my anger for a moment.

Liam drained the rest of his drink. “Nothing I wasn’t willing to part with.”

That wasn’t an answer, I wanted to say, but couldn’t. The look on his face stole my breath. Far too intimate for present company. The promise there made me wish my memories of last night weren’t so foggy.

“I think it’s best if you remember that on your own,” Liam murmured.

I cleared my throat, my body feeling suddenly flushed. “Why follow through on the wager? You must have realized I was in no state to agree.”

There were certain things you should never do while under the influence. Marriage was a big one.

“Bets made in the Playground are magically binding,” Nathan supplied. “You don’t want to know the consequences if you break your word.”

That reminded me.

“Ouch.” Nathan held the arm I swatted. “What was that for?”

“You should have stopped me!”

“The magic of the dance exposes our innermost desires. I couldn’t have been the voice of reason even if I’d tried.” Nathan slung an arm behind me on the couch. “Besides I wasn’t even there, the magic whisked you away. Liam had to give into its sway to keep up with you.”

His explanation gave me pause. I shot an uncertain glance at Liam. If what Nathan said was true, it put an unexpected spin on the situation. One that I would have to think deeply about. But later. When I no longer felt like a rabbit whose foot was caught in a trap.

“I appreciate that. More than you know.” I met Liam’s eyes, letting him see my sincerity. I might not know exactly how I felt about this, but I wouldn’t dismiss what he’d done to make sure I didn’t fall too deeply under the Playground’s sway. “But we will fix this.”

I’d never given much thought to marriage, but if I had, I certainly wouldn’t have wanted it to be in a Vegas chapel while under magical influence.

“We’ll see,” Liam murmured.

“No, we won’t.”

One way or another this marriage was going to be annulled. Otherwise, my mother really might kill me this time.


twelve


The conversation regarding mine and Liam’s abrupt and unexpected marriage petered out with the arrival of Anton and Daniel.

The former smirked at me as he sprawled in an armchair. “I hear congratulations are in order.”

My head whipped toward Nathan. “Does everyone know about this?”

Anton hooked a leg over the arm of his chair, sitting sideways in an indolent posture. “How else could we have stood up for our illustrious leader as his groomsmen?”

At my accusing stare, Nathan held up a placating hand. “I didn’t lie. By the time we arrived, you had already placed your bet. From there, it was really just a matter of going with the flow.”

“In case you were wondering, we didn’t leave your side out. Your wolf and companion stood up as your bridesmaids,” Anton informed me.

My gaze swung to Liam. “You planned this.”

He remained unruffled in the face of my anger, quirking one eyebrow. “How could I when you weren’t supposed to be here?”

That was the sticking point, wasn’t it? Liam’s surprise at my presence had been genuine. Nothing he’d done since made me think otherwise. Except the rock currently on my finger. Unless Liam had been carrying it around in his pocket for months. There was no way he just picked it up on a last-minute whim.

I wasn’t an expert on jewelry, but this looked like a custom piece. Someone had planned every stage of its creation. From locating the perfect stone to designing its delicate setting. All with my tastes in mind.

The closest explanation I could think of was that Liam had had the ring made for some point in the future when I was ready to discuss taking things to the next level. Only an opportunity presented itself much sooner than he’d planned and he’d jumped on it.

Uncomfortable with that line of thinking, I rose from my seat and headed toward the stairs.

Liam’s gaze followed me. “Where are you going?”

“To find Connor. We have things to discuss.”

If anyone was going to help me untangle and understand the mess I’d landed myself in, it was going to be him.

I set one foot on the bottom stair and paused. “And just so we’re clear, this doesn’t count.”

No matter what that silly bet or some piece of paper said, I wasn’t married.

“If the manner of our marriage is what’s bothering you, we can always plan another one for when we return home,” Liam murmured.

I pretended I didn’t hear him, continuing up the stairs.

“Oh, Aileen,” Thomas called before I’d reached the top. “There’s a gathering tonight. I trust you will be in attendance.”

I took a deep breath, calming myself before giving him a firm nod. Hopefully, this evening was a little tamer than last night’s.
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Sienna was waiting for me when I reached the top of the stairs. An unobtrusive presence dressed in a maroon jumpsuit that complemented her skin tone. Gold glinted from her ears and neck as she gave me a regal nod.

It was always hard not to feel inadequate in her presence when she looked like a perfectly dressed goddess, and I was something of a dumpster fire in my lounge wear, with my hair thrown into a messy knot at the back of my head and my face bare of any makeup.

“I took the liberty of setting your outfit for the night on your bed,” she informed me.

“Oh joy. Playing dress up for a bunch of vampires who’ll probably try to kill me before the trip is through.”

Sienna sailed past me. “Then you will go to the grave as the best dressed version of yourself.”

“As long as I look as good as you when I do.”

Sienna’s deep red lips turned up in a feline smile. “Don’t ask for the impossible. No one will ever look as good as I do.”

That surprised a chortle out of me.

Sienna winked before descending the stairs with the grace of a ballerina. Shaking my head, I made my way toward the room adjacent to mine.

I knocked on the door and waited. “Connor? You up?”

When there was no sign of movement from the other side, I frowned and knocked again.

“Connor, it’s Aileen.” I reached for the doorknob. “I’m coming in. Last warning unless you say something.”

Please, please, please, don’t let me walk into something I shouldn’t.

I didn’t need to see my brother naked. Or worse—getting frisky with a certain hunter cousin of mine. The embarrassment might kill me before any Fae could.

Pushing the door open slowly, I peeked into the room, relieved when I didn’t see any naked bodies.

“Connor?”

When no answer came, I stepped fully inside a bedroom that was as lavishly decorated as the one I’d woken up in. Windows on the opposite wall overlooked the backyard and the rolling hills beyond. A telescope sat in front of them, aimed up at the stars.

Done in a mixture of charcoal and autumnal colors, the room featured a leather ottoman and chaise in the center. Against one wall was a massive bed. The wall opposite it was covered in built-in bookcases that reached to the ceiling. Their shelves laden with hardbacks and other items that I could tell even from this distance would appeal to my brother.

Thomas really had bought this place and retrofitted it to suit our family. There was no other explanation. Someone had gone to a lot of effort to design our rooms. They wouldn’t have done that for a temporary rental.

“How long has Thomas owned this place?” I muttered to myself.

Longer than the council’s most recent plot against us. That was for sure.

Leaving the question of the house and its owner behind, I drifted across the room, forsaking the bed, which showed no signs of recent use, in favor of heading toward the bathroom.

Also empty.

“Damn it, Connor. I thought we talked about this.”

No going off on his own without informing me first. How many times did I need to say it before it sank in?

I reached for my phone before remembering that I’d left it on my nightstand.

“Very smart, Aileen,” I muttered unhappily.

Turning to go, I spotted the folded piece of paper on the dresser closest to the door.

“At least he left a note this time,” I grumbled, picking it up. It was an improvement. Though not exactly what I’d meant.

For as much crap as he gave Thomas, Connor was just as prone to finding and taking advantage of any loophole in his way.

Unfolding the note, I focused on Connor’s neat handwriting.

Aileen

As you may have discovered already, I am out following a lead. You were not awake to inform so I am leaving this note behind. Don’t worry. Be back soon.

Connor

P.S. Regarding last night’s events, I will be happy to help you plot your revenge upon my return.

Connor’s postscript brought a chuckle to my lips as I crumpled the note in my hand. “I might just take you up on that offer.”

Turning on my heel, I left Connor’s bedroom to find Deborah in the process of entering the bedroom across from mine as I stepped out.

Looking thoroughly sun kissed from her time outside, her hair still damp, drops of water soaking into the cover up she was wearing, Deborah paused to take in my unexpected presence. Her gaze darted to the room behind me. “What are you doing in Connor’s room?”

There was no accusation in her voice. Only curiosity.

I shoved my door open and walked inside. “I had a question for him.”

“Ah.”

I looked over my shoulder to find her lingering on the threshold of my room, an awkward expression on her face.

“You saw him leave, didn’t you?”

“Maybe.”

At that cagey response, I rolled my eyes. “Don’t worry. I won’t blame you for not stopping him.”

Connor was only a quarter of a century younger than Thomas and Liam. A human like Deborah had no chance against him.

He also wasn’t her responsibility.

He was mine.

Spotting my phone on my nightstand, I snatched it up, relief filling me at the text waiting for me there.

Checking in. Location enabled if you want to track me. 



Good job.

A quick check showed me he was in Vegas a few blocks away from the strip. What he was doing there, I had no idea.

We’re going to have another talk later. 


Be safe.




A thumbs up emoji was his only response.

I looked up to find Deborah still lingering on the edge of my room. “Something wrong?”

She advanced a few steps, stopping near the dresser to fiddle with one of the knobs. All the while not looking at me. “How much do you remember about last night?”

Ah. I thought I knew what this was about.

“If you’re talking about this,” I held up the hand sporting the ring, “I’m already aware.”

There was no mistaking the way the tension invading her body seemed to drain away. Genuine relief filled her features as she moved closer to me.

“Okay. Good. Because I was afraid that with the alcohol and magic you wouldn’t remember.” Deborah was rambling. “I did some research while you were sleeping. It should be easy to get it annulled.” Seeing my expression, Deborah offered me an awkward smile. “If that’s what you want.”

Was it?

I didn’t know. I’d never been good with surprises. My mom used to say I was a grumpy old woman because of it.

My first instinct at being confronted with something I hadn’t prepared for was to run and hide. To pretend nothing had happened.

According to that, I should be jumping at the solution Deborah was offering me.

Then why did the mere thought make my heart ache?

“Let’s put that aside for now and focus on why we’re here.”

Deborah nodded.

“What happened with Caroline?”

I had a blurry memory of us standing on a bar singing our hearts out and then a few where we seemed to be playing a game similar to volleyball but that was it.

“Her pack picked her up when the magic relinquished its hold,” Deborah answered.

“I assume they’re staying somewhere else.”

I couldn’t sense any trace of Caroline or the other werewolves anywhere around us.

“They took the master of the city up on his offer of lodging,” Deborah explained.

Right. I’d been there when he’d offered. I’d almost forgotten.

“I’ll give her a call so we can regroup.”

Deborah made to leave before pausing. “Aileen—one thing you should know. Drake was with Connor when he took off.”

The unexpected nature of the news meant I didn’t quite have control of my expression.

Deborah gave me a strained smile. “You don’t like Drake, do you?”

“I wouldn’t say I dislike him,” I equivocated.

“Come on. I’ve been around you long enough to pick up on the signs.”

“It’s not that. He and I have some common acquaintances. I’m just a bit protective because I don’t know what he wants.”

Deborah sent me an uncertain look but didn’t push any further. “You’ll let me know if I need to do something about him.”

That surprised a laugh out of me. “If it comes to that, you won’t be the one taking action.”

An offended look crossed Deborah’s face. “I could take him.”

No, she couldn’t. But I didn’t say that.

Deborah looked a little salty at my obvious doubt. “Thomas sent me up here to see if you need to feed before tonight.”

I thought about it for a moment before shaking my head. “I’m good.”

Deborah’s eyebrows lowered mistrustfully. “Are you sure?”

Her doubt was understandable given my history. I had a habit of spacing my feedings as far apart as I could get away with.

In this instance, her skepticism was misplaced. Liam’s blood had more than replenished my reserves. To take any more would make me a glutton.

“I already fed for the day,” I said, hoping she would leave it at that.

A knowing look entered her eyes as her lips curved in a teasing grin. “Maybe I was hasty in my research. It looks like an annulment might not be necessary with all the celebrating you two have been doing.”

I flushed and pointed to the door. “Out.”

Deborah went, snickering. “Thomas wanted me to tell you we’ll leave after sundown.”

“We?”

She shimmied her shoulders as she walked backward. “I’m invited too.” My frown made some of her excitement fade as she straightened. “You’re not going to tell me I can’t come, are you?”

I wanted to. So badly. With what Thomas had relayed regarding the council and Muiredach’s possible involvement, it went against my protective instincts to bring Deborah into a potentially dangerous situation like the one we were walking into.

Except remaining behind in the mansion probably wasn’t any safer.

“Thomas will need all his enforcers with him,” Deborah pointed out logically. “Anyone left here will be vulnerable.”

I gave my companion a look. “You’re getting good at that.”

“Thanks. I’ve had a lot of practice.”

“It wasn’t a compliment,” I grumbled as she skipped out of the room to go get ready.

Shaking my head, I decided not to worry about her attendance. I’d just have to make sure the enforcers kept an eye on her.

Picking up my phone, I opened the text thread with Connor.

Drake? Really?




A moment later his response came.

You said not to go anywhere alone. You should be happy I listened.



I didn’t mean take the male equivalent of Annie Oakley with you.




You will have to be clearer next time. 



A pause.

Also, I do not know who that is.



I made an exasperated face at my phone.

Just try not to get shot in the back. 




If he got hurt by my cousin, I was totally giving him an “I told you so”.

An idea struck me as I exited the text thread. Feeling a little mischievous, I opened the phone’s camera and aimed it at my left hand. It took a few tries to catch the perfect angle where the light was just right to make the stone sparkle, but I got it in the end.

Snickering to myself, I opened my text thread titled Demon Wolfy and hit send.

Then I waited.

It didn’t take long.

My phone started vibrating.

Smiling, I hit answer. “Caroline.”

“What the fuck?”

A perfect sentiment for the current situation.

“Did you seriously get married last night?”

“I don’t know. You tell me. Apparently, you were there too.”

There was the sound of sheets rustling. “I don’t think I’ve been this hungover in my entire life.”

“It’s not a pleasant feeling,” I agreed.

“Fuck.” A low groan traveled down the line. “I remember singing. Did we do karaoke?”

“God, I hope not.”

“We were in a chapel,” Caroline said with an air discovery. “There was a big foot dressed up as Elvis.”

I nodded, flopping onto the bed. “That fits my recollection too.”

Caroline’s voice dropped to a hushed whisper. “Wait a minute. Please tell me your groom wasn’t either of the two enforcers we were with last night.”

“Eww. No.” My nose wrinkled. “It’s Liam.”

Wouldn’t that have been the cherry on top? If I’d wound up married to one of those two. Or worse—a stranger.

Just the thought made my stomach dip in uncomfortable ways.

The sound of a door opening and then Caroline’s muffled voice. “I’ll be there shortly.”

A rumble from the other person.

Caroline’s tone hardened. “I said I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

There was another rumble and then a door closed again.

Caroline’s sigh floated down the line. “Sorry about that, Lena.”

“You okay?”

“Just dealing with a bunch of impatient idiots.” Frustration bled through Caroline’s voice.

“Anything I can help with?”

“Not unless you can make me a few centuries older or my wolf less dominant.”

“Neither of those things seem to be within my superpower.”

Caroline snorted lightly. “Mine either. Damn it.”

“How’s the hunt for Brax and the rest of the pack going? Did Sondra and the other two find anything while we were playing decoys?”

“There’s a lead,” Caroline admitted, sounding grim.

“You don’t sound happy about that.”

“Let’s just say the source isn’t particularly trustworthy.”

“This would be easier if we were at home where we had an idea of the players,” I agreed.

We didn’t know enough about this city or its power dynamics to figure out who was blowing smoke up our asses or who could be leading us into a potential trap.

The click of nails against wood distracted me for a brief moment. A shape about waist high moved through the shadows. A second later, Alches padded into view.

He had taken the shape of a mid-sized black dog, with a distinctive wide snout that had deep furrows running across its bridge. The tentacles that normally drooped from his jowls were missing today, placing his appearance much closer to a normal dog’s than usual.

A buzzing came from his tightly closed mouth. As if he’d caught a swarm of bumble bees in there.

“Look—Thomas corralled me into attending an event of his,” I said with a frown at Alches.

What the hell was he up to now?

“I won’t be able to hook up with you until later tonight.”

“That’s probably for the best. Sondra and the rest aren’t exactly fans of a vampire being involved. You know how it is.”

I did.

Vampires and werewolves may not have been arch-enemies, but there was always an undercurrent of tension between the two species. That went for every other species as well. Each kept to their own cliques and territories.

That inability to coexist peacefully was one of the reasons businesses like Jerry’s and mine were in such great demand. There was a need for people who could navigate the different groups without accidentally sparking a war.

It was why I was reluctant to let Thomas draw me too deep into his world. I liked being on the periphery. Flowing between the different cliques as needed.

If the werewolves were that upset about my involvement, it did make me wonder how they’d react to learning Thomas had already known about the pack’s plight before we ever got on that plane.

“Do me a favor—if you find him, call me first. Don’t do anything without me,” I warned.

“I’ll do my best. That’s all I can promise.”

I forgot about Alches for a second as I held the phone tighter. “I mean it, Caroline. You’ll need me to break his enthrallment.”

Otherwise, there was a chance he’d turn on them.

Caroline was stronger than most wolves, but she couldn’t take on an alpha of Brax’s level. She’d die. Her wolves would die.

If the Fae holding him and the others didn’t turn her first.

“I’m aware of the risks.”

“Caroline.”

“Take care of yourself, Lena. I’ve got to go. I’ll talk to you later.”

The line went dead.

“She’s going to get herself killed,” I muttered, lowering the phone to stare at it, as if in doing so it would give me the answers I wanted. “Just be safe, Caro.”

I was too old to find a replacement for my best friend.

Locking my screen, I tossed the phone onto the bed beside me before sitting up to regard Alches.

The realm guardian thumped his tail in greeting.

“Don’t give me that. Where have you been all this time?”

Out with Liam. That’s where.

I wasn’t jealous. Not at all. Just a little miffed. I liked adventures too.

Bastards. The both of them.

In answer, Alches spat the thing in his mouth on the ground. A figure covered in slobber landed at my feet.

“What’s this?”

Alches thumped his tail as an unfamiliar pixie raised onto her forearms to glare at the realm guardian. A stream of words in another language fell from her mouth. The contents of which I didn’t have to guess. Some things were just universal.

“You shouldn’t be worried about him and what he did to you. He’s not your real problem right now. I am.” Squatting down next to the pixie, I gave her a friendly smile. “My sire isn’t a fan of spies. I suggest you start talking.”

The pixie fastened eyes, a blue so pale they were almost white, on me. “Oh great. A fucking fang-head.”

There was a slight accent when she spoke. A lilt similar to the one I heard sometimes from Liam. Usually when he was in the throes of extreme emotion.

“Smart. Insult the person who holds your fate in their hands.”

Were bad attitudes a pixie thing? It seemed every single one I ran into was cut from the same cloth.

The rest of the pixie’s coloring mirrored her eyes. Her wings and skin looked like they’d been touched by frost. A sword was fastened around her waist. Evidence she was a warrior of some kind.

The pixie’s lip curled as she looked me up and down as she muttered to herself. “What is she thinking by involving this fang-head? Maybe they were right, and she’s really as mad as they say.”

There was only one pixie I knew who was referred to as mad.

Inara.

I kept my suspicions to myself, not wanting to startle the prey. “Want to tell me what you were doing skulking around this mansion?”

“Who said I was skulking?”

I pointed at the realm guardian behind her. “He did.”

As if on cue, Alches raised off his haunches, several tentacles unfurling as his lips peeled back to expose dangerous looking canines.

“Where’d you find her?” I asked my realm guardian.

One of his tentacles waved in the vicinity of my window.

“Ah. A spy.”

“I am not.”

“Oh?” I arched an eyebrow at her. “How do you explain your presence here then?”

If she was going to lie, the least she could do was make it believable.

“What’s your name?” I asked when she simply glared at me.

“Why should I tell you?”

I made a tsking sound with my tongue. “Why wouldn’t you? It’s not like I can harm you with it or anything.”

There might be some spooks who gained power over a person through their true name, but I wasn’t one of them.

Although a name could give me a place to start if we had to look into this pixie.

“It’s an easy request that poses no risk to yourself,” I pointed out.

However, refusing could lead to painful reprisal. If I were some other vampire, that is.

“I can’t believe this is how far I’ve fallen. Chatting with a fucking fang-head.”

“You have only yourself to blame,” I said unsympathetically.

Who told her to perch outside my window?

The pixie’s shoulders dropped, her expression getting even more pissed off if that was possible. “It’s Nyx. Happy now?”

“Not really.” Her name wasn’t what I wanted. Answers were. “Why were you spying on me?”

Nyx attempted to stare me down.

Alches’s deep woof right over her head made her quail. Her knees hit the ground as she hunched in on herself.

Even my heart jumped.

I checked the door to see if Liam or one of his enforcers had been alerted.

“Inara,” Nyx shouted. “Inara sent me.”

Alches plopped back down on his butt with a happy expression.

“Easy on the barking,” I told him.

Drawing attention was the last thing we needed right now.

I folded my arms and regarded the pixie. “What makes you think I’d believe that?”

My roommate wasn’t exactly known for her friendliness. Particularly to other pixies. In fact, I was pretty sure she loathed her kind. Except Lowen. She seemed to tolerate him. As such, I had a hard time believing she would have sent a stranger to me. Not after going to such lengths to keep me out of this.

“Do you think I want to be here, fanger? The mad queen called in a favor and I answered.”

Her expression said she regretted that now.

“Why would Inara send you here?” I asked.

Nyx shrugged, cocking one hip as she struck an arrogant pose. “How would I know what she wants with a fang-head? As far as I knew, she hated your kind even more than I do. She just said to keep an eye on you and alert her if you go near the barrow.”

“That’s it?”

“What else could it be? You’re like ten times my size and a vampire. It’s not like I pose a physical threat to you.”

Funny she should say that because I’d seen exactly what Lowen could do. Killing a vampire included. The boat had sailed on me ever considering a pixie harmless. They were as deadly in their own way as any other spook that I’d ever met.

“I’m not sure how much of this story I should believe,” I said, almost to myself.

Inara had spent a little time educating me about pixies and their role in society. Most of the world considered them little more than sharp toothed nuisances. Pixies went out of their way to cultivate that perception. For a reason.

In simple terms, they were spies. The eyes and ears of powerful Fae sent to infiltrate the territories of equally powerful beings.

It worked too. People underestimated them. Vampires like my sire. Werewolves like Brax.

I had too in the beginning.

“Either way, I can’t allow you to return to whoever sent you,” I continued.

The risk was too great.

She’d already managed to infiltrate the wards I could see scattered all over the house like neon Vegas signs. If she could get in here without setting off any alarms, there was a chance she could show others how to do the same.

“You can’t do that.” Some of Nyx’s arrogance faded. “Inara swore you wouldn’t kill me.”

“And I won’t.”

I had no need to. There were plenty of other methods with which to keep her out of the way.

Anger swarmed the pixie’s expression. Her wings fanned slightly, the lull having dried them enough for flight. “You should have dealt with me when you had a chance.”

She went airborne. Her wings buzzed loudly as she zipped toward the window and freedom.

“Alches.”

A disgruntled huff came from my realm guardian. A tentacle unfurled, snapping out to wrap around the pixie. It retracted into a gaping maw.

Alches’s jaw clicked shut.
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“Don’t kill her,” I ordered, rising from the bed. “In fact.” I grabbed a glass jar that was filled with various odds and ends. Dumping out what was inside. I held it out to Alches. “Put her in here.”

He spat the pixie into the jar.

She was quick to try to escape. I was quicker, slamming the lid into place and trapping her.

She clawed at the glass walls, unsuccessfully trying to scale them.

I gave the jar a gentle shake, dislodging her. “Stop that. You’re not getting out.”

The pixie landed in a heap at the bottom of the jar, one of her wings bending unnaturally under her. “You can’t keep me here!”

I was careful to hide my regret. It was never my intention to hurt her.

Instead, I raised an arrogant eyebrow, mimicking an expression I’d seen on Thomas’s face a million times. “Looks like you’re wrong about that.”

Oh lord. I was beginning to sound like him too.

“You won’t be in there forever,” I promised. “Just until I can get this sorted out.”

Unless she really was the Summer King’s spy. In which case, I didn’t know what I was going to do with her.

“Don’t think this saves you from that conversation we’re going to have about you working with Liam,” I told Alches, setting the pixie’s jar down so I could get ready for the night.

Alches grumbled.

Shaking my head, I turned to the bed where a pair of slim fitting, black cigar pants were waiting for me. Their fit was perfect. As was the sheer lace corset that had just enough coverage to keep me from flashing my sensitive bits beside it. A black jacket and gold pair of heels completed the look.

Once dressed, I admired myself in the mirror. “Sienna knows her stuff.”

Swiping the jar off the dresser, I headed into the hall to meet my companion.

Her outfit was similar to mine. But instead of pants, she wore black shorts that showed off her tanned legs. Her lace corset was red, a black jacket covering it. She’d elected to wear her hair straight and down.

“I hope neither of us has to do any running tonight,” I drawled, my gaze lingering on the dangerously high heels she was wearing.

Deborah frowned at my jar. “What’s that?”

“Nothing you need to worry about,” I said, turning toward the stairs.

Deobrah took me at my word, following me to the landing. “As for running—there should be no need for that. What kind of party do you think we’re attending?”

“You sweet, naive child. Have you learned nothing in your time hanging around me?”

These sorts of shindigs almost always devolved into some type of battle. I doubted this time would be any different.

“Such a pessimist.”

“It’s not pessimism when history proves me right.”

She’d learn. Hopefully before she twisted an ankle.

Nathan looked up from the book he was reading and whistled. “You clean up nice.”

“So do you.”

Like Deborah, his gaze went immediately to the jar cradled against my side. “Did you bring me a present?”

“Actually, yes.” I ignored the startled expression on his face—surely, my answer wasn’t that strange—and held the jar out to him. “I found her lurking around my room.”

Nathan sat up to take the jar. “And you’re handing her over to me.”

I rolled my eyes at the clear suspicion in his voice. “If you don’t want to deal with her, I can take her back.”

Nathan moved the jar out of my reach. “No. No. I’m just not used to an Aileen who doesn’t hoard information like its precious gold.”

“I’m already regretting sharing,” I said sourly.

Nathan wasn’t listening, holding the jar at eye level. “Hello, there. Want to tell me what you’re doing here?”

A spat of curses came from Nyx.

Nathan tsked. “Such unbecoming language for a guest of our house.”

“Don’t kill her,” I ordered.

Just in case she really was sent by Inara.

“Softie,” Nathan drawled.

“Whatever.”

Ignoring Nathan, I took in the rest of the enforcers sprawled around the room. They all wore black suits. Their own version of a uniform. Though the material of their suits were far nicer than I’d ever seen in work attire. They were custom fitted and fashionable enough to be featured on a magazine model.

Just then, Thomas strode inside from the patio. “Is this everyone? Are we ready?”

Liam entered behind Thomas, spotting me immediately. Changing direction, he headed my way. His hand slipped under my jacket, sliding over my lace covered waist, to pull me into him so he could drop a short but brutal kiss on my lips.

“What was that for?” I asked, my lips still tingling when he pulled back.

“Just felt necessary.” Liam brushed his knuckles down my cheek. “You’re my wife after all.”

The reminder sapped my good mood.

Liam chuckled as my eyes spat fire at him, giving me one last pat on the waist before he shifted to stand by my side, his shoulder a reassuring weight against mine.

Nathan held up the jar. “Look—Aileen gave me a present.”

“A lovely gift, mo chuisle,” Liam said mildly. “Though I’m disappointed Nathan received one before your husband.”

“Don’t worry. I’ve planned something special for you.”

“I can hardly wait,” he murmured, looking amused.

Thomas was watching the pair of us closely. “Aileen—you wouldn’t happen to know where your brother is, would you?”

I played dumb. “Not a clue. Do you?”

“As a matter of fact, I do. The reports I received a little while ago say he was seen entering a dive bar known for its reputation in the criminal underworld of Vegas. He was seen in the company of that human you were acting odd around.”

“If you know where he is, why did you ask me?”

“Why is he there?” Thomas asked with a forced patience. “I thought you’d agreed to stay out of Brax’s matters.”

“Which pair of ears heard me say that?” I asked.

Nathan’s choked laugh sounded from the couch.

“No, really. What in our history would make you think I’d just drop this?”

Eric held out his hand to Daniel and Anton, snapping his fingers and making a give me motion. “I win.”

Anton frowned at him before giving in with a muttered curse. He reached into his back pocket, withdrawing a clip of cash as Daniel did the same on the other side of the coffee table.

Eric took their money, weighing it carefully before tossing one of the clips to Nathan.

“You didn’t get in on that action?” I asked Liam.

“He can’t.” Nathan unfolded the bills, admiring them for a second before tucking them into one of his pockets. “His marriage gives him insider information. It wouldn’t be fair to the rest of us.”

Thomas fumed. “Can we get back to the subject at hand?”

Nathan mimed zipping his lips.

Liam chuckled, sliding his thumb along the curve of my waist before withdrawing his hand. “Good luck, mo chuisle.”

He stepped back, leaving me to face my sire on my own.

“Traitor,” I muttered.

So much for in sickness and health.

“You made this mess. You can be the one to clean it up.”

“Did nothing we talked about earlier get through to you?” Thomas asked.

“I agreed to play the dutiful yearling at this event. I never said I’d forget about Brax.” Of course, I also hadn’t thought my brother would go gallivanting off with no one but a hunter at his back. “Connor’s a big boy. He can take care of himself. He’s just gathering information right now.”

I really hoped that last part wasn’t a lie.

Damn you, Connor. I can’t believe you left me to deal with this in your absence.

Deborah raised a hand. “I’d just like to point out that Connor left this morning while Aileen was unconscious. She couldn’t have stopped him even if she wanted to.”

Uncertainty flickered across her face as she became the focus of every vampire in the room. Her hand slowly lowered. “I thought they should have all the information before they raked you over the coals.”

“Such loyalty,” Thomas drawled with an irony that had Deborah dropping her gaze.

“Indeed. She is,” I declared, giving him a look that said “stop intimidating my companion.”

Thomas stared at Deborah for a beat longer before shifting his gaze to mine. “At least tell me you have his location.”

“Of course I do.”

Thomas’s shoulders relaxed. He signaled Liam.

“Anton,” Liam ordered.

Anton sighed and sauntered toward the door. “Guess it’s my turn for babysitting duty.”

“You act like Connor is a defenseless lamb,” I argued.

Anton’s smile was slow. “Two vampires are always better than one, Lena.”

For heaven’s sake.

“That’s a family nickname.”

Only a very few select people had permission to use it. Anton wasn’t one of them.

“Convenient, given you just married into mine.” Anton winked at my look of protest as he strolled toward the door, calling over his shoulder. “Remember to text me his location.”

I pinned Liam with an accusing stare. “What’s this?”

Nathan cackled from the couch. “Welcome to the family, A. You’re one of us now. We’re not always easy, but we’ll fight for you until the very last breath in our bodies.”

“Here, here,” Ahrun declared, appearing next to Thomas. “A sentiment I heartily support. Though, technically, she was part of this family long before her marriage. Whether she wants to acknowledge that fact or not.” Ahrun stopped a few feet away, clasping his hands behind his back, a paternal look in his eyes as he looked me over. “I know Nathan already said it, but you look very nice tonight, my dear.”

So did he.

His suit matched Liam and Thomas’s, making the trio look like a set. A pride of lions preparing to devour their enemies.

There was a small sound from the doorway as Sienna made her presence known. “They’re ready for you.”

Thomas nodded at her. “We’ll be out in a moment.”

Sienna dipped her chin in acceptance, the movement reminiscent of a bow.

As she strode out the front door, Thomas faced his sire. “I want to be clear so there are no misunderstandings later. I will not accept you using my children as chess pieces in one of your schemes. I won’t lose either of them, Father. Not again.”

Ahrun’s expression was enigmatic. “You’ve never expressed a problem with my methods before.”

“And I paid for that with the loss of my son.”

Ahrun shifted his gaze to Liam. “And you? Do you feel the same way?”

Liam wrapped an arm around my back, bringing my side flush with his. “I’ve already warned you of the consequences should Aileen come to harm as a result of your schemes.”

There was unmistakable look of pride on Ahrun’s face as his lips curled. “My boys. All grown up.”

Huh. Not the reaction I had been expecting.

“What? Did you think I would punish you?” Ahrun tutted at them. “I’m not unreasonable. One cannot only exist in the shadow of their father. You must eventually forge your own way.”

That last part felt aimed at me. When I looked up, it was to find his gaze resting on me. An enigmatic curve to his lips.

Ahrun clapped his hands. “Shall we then?”

Not waiting for a response, he headed for the door. Thomas, Liam and I following.

The enforcers fell in around us. A phalanx of well-trained guards in expensive Armani.

Deborah released a shaky breath as she came up beside me. “I’ve said it before, but I think it bears repeating. Your grandsire is terrifying. I have no idea how you hold your ground with him. I couldn’t do it.”

“It’s because she doesn’t bend that he respects her,” Eric explained quietly.

Deborah shivered. “Sounds dangerous.”

Eric’s eyes found mine. “It is.”

Not ready to face that thought, I looked away from the enforcer to Deborah. “It’s not too late. You can stay home.”

“Like that’s going to be any safer.”

I wished she didn’t have a point, but the fact that Nyx had already managed to infiltrate the mansion made it hard to deny.

Stepping outside, we found a fleet of black SUVs staged in the circular drive, awaiting our arrival. Sienna and a team of humans, all armed to the teeth, stood around them. Their gazes hard and assessing as they watched the perimeter.

“Who are they?” Deborah asked in a whisper as a tall black man carrying a semi-automatic rifle greeted Liam with a jerk of his chin.

“Daylight,” I answered.

Operating mostly during the day—hence their name—Daylight was a squad comprised of well-trained humans, most often from a military background, whose primary directive was the protection of Thomas and his interests.

While no substitute for an enforcer, their heavy firepower meant they couldn’t be discounted during an attack. They acted as a supplementary force to compensate for those hours when vampires were at their weakest.

From what I’d heard, it wasn’t uncommon for those in Daylight’s ranks to eventually become enforcers once they’d made the transition to vampire. For that reason, it was considered something of a coup to be chosen for the squad. Their screening and training was as rigorous as the Seals and Army Special Forces.

“Ready when you are, sir.”

Liam nodded at him. “Get them moving then.”

The black man turned his head, lifting one hand and making a circular motion with it. “We’re oscar mike.”

That was military speak for “we’re on the move”.

“You’re on Aileen tonight,” Liam informed Nathan. “Don’t let her out of your sight.”

“Hadn’t planned on it, boss,” Nathan quipped, shooting me a wink.

Around us, Daylight’s personnel were already boarding the lead and rear vehicles, Daniel and Eric joining them. One for each SUV.

“Look after yourself,” Liam ordered as I passed.

“I always do.”

“That’s what I’m counting on,” Liam murmured.

My lips curved in a tiny smile, his words sparking a warm glow in my chest as he held the door of the third SUV open for Ahrun and Thomas, his gaze lingering on me in a way that let me know he’d have preferred riding with me.

Duty called, however. As Thomas’s head enforcer, his place was with his brother and sire.

Nathan swept a mocking bow as I joined him at the second SUV. “Your chariot, my lady.”

Playing along, I dipped into a curtsy. “Thank you, kind sir.”

“Not bad,” Nathan quipped, looking over my form. “If you’d slid your back foot behind you a little more and went a touch deeper, it would have been perfect.”

“I’ll remember that for next time,” I said in a dry voice.

If nothing else, it could come in handy when dealing with some of these old timers who hadn’t quite left the past behind.

Deborah’s giggle was soft as she started to climb in the vehicle.

“You’re in the last row,” Nathan informed her.

She nodded, making no protest as she maneuvered around the bucket seat and through the narrow opening to the rear.

Nathan leaned against the side of the vehicle and arched an eyebrow at me. “Exactly how much trouble are you planning to give me tonight.”

“After what you put me through last night—as much as I can get away with.”

And then some.

The ring on my finger demanded retaliation.

I climbed into the vehicle to settle in the seat closest to the door instead of sliding over like a polite person.

“I figured as much. So glad we got that cleared up,” Nathan said ruefully, looking resigned as I shut the door in his face.

I smirked at him through the window, waving as he shook his head before walking around the vehicle to get in on the other side.

“Was that really necessary?” he asked.

“I thought so.”

The Daylight soldier in the front passenger seat glanced into the back, making sure we were settled before giving the driver a nod. “We’re all set. Let’s go.”
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The house Thomas had chosen was set far down its own private drive on an isolated stretch of desert road that required several minutes of travel before we reached the main road.

I propped my chin on my fist, staring outside at the landscape. The mountains and hills got further and further away as signs of human civilization encroached. Soon, the city was in front of us, the convoy slowing as we hit traffic.

“Where are we going?” I asked when it became clear we weren’t heading for the strip.

Somehow, we’d found our way to a different section of the city. One where generic office buildings sat right across from the more ubiquitous bright lights and neon signs you’d expect of a Vegas experience. The ding of casinos was loud even from this far away.

I squinted. Was that a zip line?

Nathan cracked open one eye. “Take a guess.”

I was quiet as I took in the thriving night life across from us. Except for a visit while on leave from the military, I didn’t have much experience with Vegas.

“There’s a lot more to this city than what’s on the strip,” Nathan informed me.

Deborah lowered her phone, making it clear she was paying attention.

Nathan nodded toward the bright lights. “That’s old Vegas. The edge of it anyway.”

“I thought we were heading to the Playground,” I said with a glance at the sign that said Fremont Street.

Nathan gave me a chiding glance. “You have to know by now that things are never so cut and dry. The Playground is massive. Nearly as big as the city of Vegas itself. There’s also more than one entrance. This one happens to be the closest to our destination.”

I frowned at the view outside the SUV, unsettled.

Magic was everywhere. In the buildings across from me. In the casinos on the other side of the street. Even the neon lights flickered with it.

It was the oldest kind of magic there was. A manifestation of human desire and greed that had taken on a life of its own. It was a power that didn’t spring from the will of a singular entity but rather something that formed as a result of a collective desire. Taking shape over the course of years and decades. Sometimes centuries.

Sites where a great trauma took place were perhaps the most common examples of this. The stains of the event lingering long after those responsible for the horrors were gone.

Though holy temples and churches were also lumped under this category. Worship was one of the most powerful forces there was. Its use, spread over a long period, often left its surroundings permanently changed.

The most interesting thing about this phenomenon was that humans could often sense its presence. It was why there were so many ghosthunter shows. And why people often thought they could feel God’s presence when they entered those holy places.

What was more surprising was that Freemont Street seemed to have joined their ranks.

Then again, human greed was a powerful force.

Nathan tipped his head toward the door of a nondescript office building. “Shall we?”

Outside, Daylight’s soldiers were already disembarking. Doors opening and closing as they set up a perimeter that should have attracted attention from the pedestrians across the street.

No one spared us a glance. Either because the magic of Freemont Street had caught them in its grasp, leaving them no energy to notice anything else, or because there was a “Don’t look here” spell on the vehicles and the office building we’d parked next to.

“Sure,” I said, shoving open my door and climbing out.

Nathan did the same on the other side, his expression cooling as he looked around with a vigilance that was mirrored in the soldiers of Daylight.

Deborah squirmed her way out of the last row, stepping down from the SUV with a grace that would have been impossible for most others.

Once she was beside me, she smoothed out the back of her shorts and twitched the cuffs of her jacket into place before straightening with a look of such arrogance that she seemed like a totally different person. A more snobbish and contemptuous version of herself. A bored socialite dragged from her glimmering palace to muck about with all of us poor plebeians.

“I see we’re channeling our inner companion today,” I observed.

Deborah smoothed her hair out of her face, giving it a little flick at the end. “One must keep up appearances even when there is no one watching.”

The quickness by which Deborah changed her personality, like a blond Jekyll and Hyde, suggested this was something she’d done many times before. I had my own mask that I used when needed. For me, the deeper the danger, the more my mouth seemed to run.

If I wasn’t careful, that would get me killed one day.

Deborah hooked her arm through mine, prancing beside me as we joined Nathan on the sidewalk.

“Is bitchy socialite what you were going for?” I asked, no judgment in my tone. Simply curiosity.

Deborah threw me an impish smile. “Now you’re getting it.”

“Does that actually work?” Nathan asked.

“It’s not about whether it works.” Deborah let go of my arm, strutting toward the building where Ahrun and the others were waiting. “It’s about not giving away anything that can be used against me.”

Ahrun’s eyes shone with approval as he watched Deborah’s approach. “Quite so.”

Thomas murmured something to Sienna who nodded in response as we walked up.

“Your blood companion is simply delightful, my dear,” Ahrun said, his gaze not leaving Deborah’s face.

Her fear blared across my senses. Her pulse thready and fast.

Ahrun made a disappointed sound, finally lifting his gaze from my companion. “Her mask still needs a bit of work, however. No matter how complete the façade, it means nothing if what is on the inside gives away your every thought and desire.”

Some of Deborah’s haughtiness faded until she looked like a deer caught in Ahrun’s headlights.

Dragging her behind me, I inserted myself between the two, giving Ahrun a fake smile. “Thank you for that most edifying statement.”

Not.

There was a tiny “fuck you” in the edge of my voice that only those who truly knew me would hear. People like Nathan, who was quick to look away. But not before I caught the faint crease in his cheeks that signified humor.

And Liam, whose eyes practically danced with amusement.

A second later, Ahrun’s gaze caught mine, holding me transfixed the way he had Deborah. A trace of fear tried to seep into my veins. The reaction to a much greater predator than myself having me in his sights.

With effort, I controlled my breathing and heartbeat, forcing it to remain steady as I let the sensation flow through me and out.

Ahrun’s lips curved upwards just the tiniest bit. “Better. Much better than your companion. You’re learning.”

“What happened to him not being allowed to interfere with me and Connor?” I asked Thomas.

My sire glanced at Ahrun. “We’ve reached a compromise.”

“Oh?” My fingers twitched before curling into a fist. “That must have been some car ride.”

“It was,” Ahrun said with a mysterious little smile as he glanced at his adopted son.

Thomas’s features were set in hard lines, giving nothing away. “Father simply pointed out a few details I’d forgotten.”

Ahrun’s voice slid into my mind. Such as the fact that the parent/child bond is no longer shared between just the two of you. I have a claim as well.

Dismay rose. “No.”

Tell me I wasn’t tied to yet another vampire. One who would be so much worse to deal with than my sire.

“It’s not as bad as it sounds,” Thomas assured me, flicking a glance at his father. “He won’t go too far. Will you, Father?”

“Of course not. All I want is for all of my children to thrive and prosper.”

Thomas looked like he was on the cusp of saying something before he gave a shake of his head, dismissing whatever it was. Without sparing another glance at the rest of us, he stalked toward the office building.

A member of Daylight opened the door for him.

When I pulled my gaze back, it was to find Ahrun looming over me. He leaned down to speak into my ear. “A trial the likes of which you’ve never experienced is coming your way, my dear. There are many things you will have to learn to survive. I’m the only one who can teach them to you.”

“Who said I want your help?” I asked through gritted teeth.

“If you wish to survive, you have no choice.” Ahrun straightened, the faint smile teasing his lips falling away as his expression turned fierce. “And you will survive. For my sons’ sake if for no other reason.”

With that, he disappeared into the building after Thomas.

“You don’t have a problem with this?” I challenged Liam.

It was very hard not to feel betrayed right now. Liam, of all people, knew how much I disliked being backed into a corner.

Liam stepped into me, pulling my body against his. “If it means you have a better chance of living through what may come—no.”

My gaze dropped from his, my teeth aching with the force of how hard I was gritting them.

“As suspicious as his methods may seem, Ahrun knows what he is doing. There’s a reason Thomas and I became so powerful at such a young age. He can help.”

“He’s going to try to manipulate me.”

That was what I really feared. That his silver tongue would make everything seem so reasonable and convincing that before I knew it, I’d completely changed into someone else.

Ahrun had said it himself. He enjoyed tempting people. What if I didn’t recognize myself by the end?

“Yes.” Liam held my shoulders, one thumb sliding across my collarbone in a soft caress. “But you’re not going to let him. You didn’t bow under my pressure. You barely blinked when Thomas tried. Ahrun will be the same. Any decisions you make will be because you think they are right. My advice—take what he’s offering. Learn from him. Then discard everything that doesn’t suit your purposes.”

“Is that what you did?” I asked.

Liam’s gaze turned inward, almost nostalgic before he focused back on me. “My situation was different than yours. Death and the taking of life have never bothered me. It would be more accurate to say that Ahrun saved me from becoming more of a monster than I already was.”

I stared at Liam with a grudging expression, internally pouting. “I hate that you’re making sense right now.”

Liam’s expression lightened, a smile appearing. He brushed a butterfly light caress along my jaw, the look in his eyes tender. “Stay close to me and Nathan tonight.”

I moved my face away from him, unwilling to let go of all my anger quite yet. “I know.”

“You say that, but something tells me you don’t mean it.”

I pulled out of his grasp. “I guess we’ll find out, won’t we?”

Liam hovered a second longer before taking a step back to give me room. “Just don’t forget one thing. You’re of Ahrun’s line. He won’t intentionally let harm befall you.”

“Tell that to Connor.”

I’d have said being trapped in a stag’s body for centuries fell under the definition of harm.

“Ahrun has been warned what will happen if he crosses a line like that again.”

“I hope so,” I said, holding Liam’s gaze. “I really do.”

If I ended up an animal, I was going to be very upset.

Unless it was a feline. I wouldn’t mind being one of those.

I started to head for the building then paused. There was one last thing that was bothering me.

“If I reject Ahrun’s offer and mean it all the way down to my soul, will you be on my side?” I asked, trying not to show how important the answer was to me.

Having my will overridden was a giant trigger for me. It was a sin Liam had already committed once. I’d forgiven but I’d never forgotten. It was a thorn in my heart that I’d been content to ignore until now.

I needed to know it wouldn’t happen again.

“I’ll always be on your side. That was never in doubt,” Liam promised.

I released a shaky breath of relief. Good. That was good.

Liam moved past me. “Remember what I said about sticking close.”

“I won’t forget.”

Deborah stopped beside me as we watched Liam head inside. “Now you know why I chose the bitchy socialite as my camouflage. If they can’t see your pain, you can pretend it’s not there.”

Nathan looked over at us from where he was keeping watch. “Sounds healthy.”

Deborah strutted toward the building with a swing in her hips. “I never said I was well adjusted.”
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The interior of the building was as unremarkable as its exterior. The only thing that stood out was the flooring. Marble, or something close to it. A failed attempt at elevating the space to fit the overall vibe of the city.

The sound of mine and Deborah’s heels echoed against the hard surfaces of the space. It was loud in the otherwise silent room, making me wish I’d worn different footwear for tonight. Something flat that wouldn’t announce my presence to all and sundry.

Sienna glided at Thomas’s side, her passage almost as silent as Eric’s. Impressive considering her heels were higher than mine.

I guess that was a perk of living as long as she had. Lots of practice time.

“This is the Playground’s entrance?” Deborah took in the building’s generic lobby with wide eyes. “Not exactly what I’d pictured. Are we sure this isn’t a trap?”

“Of course it’s a trap.” Thomas’s snort was light. “That’s how vampires communicate with one another. You’ll have to get used to that if you ever want to join our ranks.”

Ahrun gave his son an interested look. “You’re considering her for Aileen’s first child?”

“She shows promise, does she not?”

Ahrun pursed his lips. “Too early to tell.”

“Father, you’re getting blind in your old age. The child has shown an admirable ability to adapt and endure. Exactly the traits she’ll need to support Aileen.”

Given this was the second time he’d mentioned the possibility of Deborah’s future transition, it was easier to let the words flow right over me.

“Appearances are deceiving,” I told Deborah in response to her earlier statement.

There was no need to let Thomas wind me up. Whatever Deborah’s future, it was just that. The future. We had years before any sort of decision needed to be made. Decades likely, since a vampire’s blood allowed a companion to maintain their youth for years past what was normal for a human.

As for this place, Deborah was blind to the power teasing the edge of my senses. A low hum of magic welled from a place deep beneath our feet. Its near constant pulse making me feel like I was standing on a super conductor.

What the hell did they have under this building that I could feel it even through dozens of feet of concrete and steel?

Distracted as I was, trying to figure that question out, I almost missed the ding that announced the elevator’s arrival. Its doors opened to reveal a gnome standing inside, dressed like an elevator operator from the fifties in a red jacket with gold buttons marching down either side, a matching hat on his head.

“Going down?” the gnome asked in a deep voice that belied his short stature.

He was older, his face creased with lines and his nose unexpectedly large for his features. His eyes were disconcertingly intelligent, full of a wisdom that could only be gained from a lifetime of experiences. He also had pointed ears that were easily visible through his well combed hair.

“Indeed, we are,” Thomas said, stepping forward to hand the elevator operator an invitation engraved with a gold leaf sigil.

The gnome took it, examining the invitation for a brief moment before waving the rest of us inside. “Welcome. Come aboard. Don’t be shy. There’s plenty of room for everyone.”

As if by magic, the elevator seemed to expand before our eyes, gaining width and depth until there really was enough room to accommodate Thomas, Ahrun, and the rest of their entourage.

Liam waved Daniel and Eric into the elevator to check it out while he hung back to confer briefly with his counterpart in Daylight. “You and the rest stay here to keep a lookout. You know what to do.”

“Understood,” the man acknowledged before turning to bark orders at the rest of his people.

When Eric gave the all clear, Thomas and Sienna joined the enforcers in the elevator. Ahrun the last of the three to follow.

Nathan touched my back, leaning down to speak in a voice meant only for me. “Remember—no matter what happens be careful not to give you-know-what away.”

The warning look he leveraged on me left no confusion as to what he was talking about.

“Worried about me?” I teased.

Nathan chucked me under the chin. “Just don’t want to have to audition a new best friend is all.”

“In that case, I’ll have to let Eric know his position has been usurped,” I drawled, stepping into the elevator and almost falling.

Luckily, Nathan was there to catch my elbow to help steady me. “Be careful of those heels. You wouldn’t want to break your neck.”

I didn’t object when Nathan wrapped an arm around my back and pulled me into his side, my legs still too weak to fully support my weight without drawing attention.

That first step into the elevator had been brutal. Like stepping into a too hot oven. The air so dense it was a little hard to breathe. My skin dry and overly hot. A sensation similar to what I remembered it felt like to have a particularly bad sunburn. Only this was a full body discomfort. Irritating prickles that felt like there were tiny fire ants biting me constantly and a too tight sensation in my skin. As if it had been stretched too far over my bones.

Worse, though, was the feeling of repulsion. Something in the magic trying to force me out. Like two opposite polarity magnets.

I forced my face to show none of my discomfort. Nathan’s cool arm across my back helped. The power that was vampire providing a soothing counterpoint to the boiling sensation.

I concentrated on it. All the while trying to seem normal.

Nothing to see here. Just a clumsy vampire unused to skyscraper heels. Fortunately, Sienna’s foresight had provided me with the perfect excuse.

I leaned against him and breathed.

“You okay?” he asked in a low voice.

I hummed a response.

I would be.

Liam was looking at me, the faintest lowering of his brow a micro-expression of concern that only those who knew him well would pick up on.

For the first time, I wished the gnome wasn’t in the elevator with us. He needed to know what I’d just found out.

Then again, you could never trust the walls in a place like this not to have ears.

Glancing at Thomas and Ahrun, I disregarded the possibility of relaying the information I’d just gleaned to either of them. Ahrun for obvious reasons. Thomas was a possibility, but I was closer to Liam. Trusted him not to abuse the opening into my mind I gave him.

Damn. Who would have thought little old paranoid me would ever willingly open a bridge to allow someone else into my mind?

I really had evolved.

Making sure to hold Liam’s gaze, I brushed a finger along the tattoo of an oak tree that served as his claim to me. A metaphysical connection that I rarely used.

I was hoping the link would allow us to speak privately.

Focusing, I fumbled for the connection between us. The chill air of a winter’s night by a fireside brushed against my senses. Its presence delicate and faint enough that I wasn’t sure I hadn’t imagined it.

I hoped this worked.

We didn’t enter the Playground. This is a barrow, I thought as loudly as possible.

For a moment, I wasn’t sure it had worked. Liam’s face was an impenetrable mask. It wasn’t until he dipped his chin in a microscopic nod that the tight feeling in my chest relaxed.

I’d gotten through to him.

Ahrun and Thomas looked over at me a second later. I guessed Liam had managed to pass the message.

Nathan’s slight squeeze on my hip let me know he’d gotten it too.

Good. Now we were all on the same page.

“We’re here,” the gnome declared as the elevator came to a stop with a slight jolt.

Thomas tossed a gold coin to the gnome. “For your troubles.”

The gnome demonstrated a surprising speed as he snatched the coin out of the air, disappearing it into his uniform in the next second.

The elevator dinged, the doors parting to reveal what looked like a night club. Bodies heaved under the onslaught of music. Limbs and torsos illuminated by a light that was the color of blood.

The gnome bowed. “Enjoy tonight’s fight.”

Thomas and Ahrun glided out of the elevator without acknowledging the gnome’s comment, the enforcers prowling in their wake. Liam followed, but not before shooting one last look in my direction.

I nodded to show I was okay.

Nathan patted my back before dropping his arm. “Our turn.”

He and Deborah preceded me, leaving me the last to step out.

“Do be careful while searching for what you’re looking for,” the gnome murmured, straightening from his bow with an enigmatic little smirk. “The worst monsters wear the faces of friends with good intentions.”

I whirled back toward the elevator, taking a step toward it as the doors began to close. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Watch yourself, dearie. And if you see that awful nephew of mine again, give him a slap from old uncle Sylvester.”

The elevator doors shut, leaving me staring blankly at what was now nothing but a wall.

“You know him?” Nathan asked, looking from me to the empty wall.

I shook my head. “No. Never seen him before in my life.”

There was only one gnome I knew of. A shitty piece of work who’d been my co-worker for a short time when I was a courier.

I hadn’t seen or thought of that gnome in years.

“We should get moving then,” Nathan ordered. “The others are already gone.”

I scanned the crowd around us, not spotting Liam, Thomas or any of the others. “Where did they go?”

Nathan shook his head. “It’s a syncing issue. You know the stories of mortals spending an hour in a Fae barrow only to step out and find a hundred years have passed? It’s like that. The slight discrepancy between their arrival and ours landed us somewhere entirely else. It’s common in barrows. Keeps people on their toes.”

“A barrow? I thought we were going to the Playground,” Deborah said, looking mildly freaked out.

“We all did.” Nathan sent me a grim look. “I don’t like this.”

I shook my head. “Neither do I.”

“It’s worse than you realize. This is a blood den,” Nathan said grimly.

At that, Deborah scooted closer to me, fear showing as she stared at the wildly gyrating bodies in front of us. “I’ve heard of those. They’re supposed to be really bad.”

“You have no idea. Only the lowest of the low among our kind frequent places like this. Humans who wander into blood dens rarely survive. Most are drained and left for dead.”

Deborah covered her mouth. She pressed against my side, one hand clutching my arm in a vain attempt to find comfort.

I couldn’t help but look at the humans around us. The pain-filled faces. Terror in their eyes. Fear soaking the air and turning it acrid.

They never stopped dancing. I suspected they wouldn’t until they died—or a vampire came along to drain them.

“Don’t think about it,” Nathan advised me. “There’s nothing you can do to help them right now.”

I nodded, knowing he was right and hating it. “Do you know where we’re supposed to go?”

Nathan jerked his chin at the opposite side of the room and the door just barely visible. “I’m betting there.”

“Of course,” I griped, disgusted.

To get to that door, we’d have to fight our way through the throng.

“Stay close. Whatever you do, don’t leave my side,” Nathan advised.

“You don’t have to worry about that.”

The last thing I wanted to do was get separated in this place. I had a feeling it would end badly for me and Deborah.

Deborah nodded enthusiastically. “Don’t stray. Got it.”

Nathan touched her nose playfully. “Make sure your master listens, and I promise to do my best to ensure you live through this night.”

“No problem,” Deborah assured him with a look at me that promised retribution if I fucked this up.

With one last uneasy glance in my direction, Nathan forged onto the dance floor. I tucked Deborah in front of me, sandwiching her between us as we followed closely on his heels.

When the crush of bodies made it difficult to stay together, Deborah grabbed my hand in hers, using the other to hold onto Nathan’s belt so we didn’t risk getting separated.

Even then our passage was slow and difficult. There were too many people. The crowded dance floor making it nearly impossible to slip through without having to resort to force.

I ducked, nearly getting clocked in the face as a dancer flung her arms out, her movements possessing a frenetic energy that matched the pounding bass of the music.

“Aileen,” Deborah breathed, her hand loosening around mine.

Her eyelashes fluttered as she let go of Nathan’s belt.

I caught her before she could join the dancers. “I think maybe you’re the one he should have warned instead.”

Maneuvering quickly, I switched positions with Deborah so that I was the one holding onto Nathan’s belt with one hand and her with the other.

“You good?” Nathan mouthed over his shoulder.

“Keep going. We’re fine.”

Just had to make sure I didn’t lose my companion to the madness.

Nathan took me at my word, forging ahead.

Deborah’s gaze regained a little bit of focus as she looked around her in confusion. “What just happened?”

“It’s this place. You almost fell victim to it.”

The magic in here was overwhelming. A human like Deborah, one with no training against mental based spells and enchantments, stood no chance. Just like the rest of these poor souls.

Halfway across the dance floor, something shifted. The dancers taking notice of us for the first time.

“Help me. Please.”

Their pained cries followed the three of us as we continued making our way toward the opposite side of the room. Nathan was no longer gentle as he elbowed people out of our way.

A human lurched into our path, his mouth stretched open in a silent cry. He nearly toppled me over, threatening my grip on Nathan.

Demonstrating a cat-like agility, the enforcer managed to twirl me and Deborah out of reach while shoving the assailant into the couple behind him. The trio fell to the ground, their bodies still moving with the rhythm of the music.

Ecstasy replaced the agony on their faces as they began to writhe against each other.

“They’ve been here a long time if pain now gives them pleasure,” Nathan said grimly.

“This is so wrong,” Deborah whispered, looking around us with a haunted expression.

Nathan scrubbed a hand over his face. “I hate this. Fae and their fucking mind games.”

“How much further?” I asked, swallowing hard.

This place made me feel dirty. Its grime threatening to stain me forever. I wanted out of here as soon as possible. From Nathan and Deborah’s faces, I knew they agreed.

“Not far,” Nathan said.

He waited until I had a good grip on his belt again before plunging back into the fray, this time moving as quickly as possible without losing contact with Deborah and me.

Before I knew it, we broke through the edge of the crowd. Between one step and the next, the din of the club muted. As if a soundproof door had slammed shut behind us.

Startled, I glanced over my shoulder. The surreal sight of the humans dancing to silence greeted me.

“That’s so creepy,” Deborah said.

I nodded. “Agreed.”

Nathan kept moving forward. “Let’s find Liam and the others.”

We ventured down a short hall. At the end of which was a door guarded by a Red Cap. A species of Fae that often served as guards and soldiers to their ruling class. Supposedly, they had a thirst for blood that was not unlike a vampire’s. Only instead of drinking from a vein, they preferred to drench their heads and bodies in the blood of their enemies after having ripped them limb from limb.

The abhorrent practice was what made them so feared.

It was strange to see one acting as a bouncer. Usually, they served in more important capacities. Those that required a high level of violence.

I guessed this was a night of firsts.

Like the others I’d met, the Red Cap was the size of a small giant. Thickset with limbs that looked like he could pick up and throw an SUV at any moment.

He’d also killed someone fairly recently. Likely human given the supply of potential victims just feet away. Blood matted his hair, seeping down his forehead to drip onto the floor.

“Open it,” Nathan ordered.

“The way is closed, blood bag. Move along.”

To drive home the insult, the Red Cap poked Nathan with one oversized sausage of a finger.

“Oh boy,” I muttered.

There was going to be blood. Only this time it wasn’t going to be human.

Nathan curled a lip as he looked down at his chest where the Red Cap was still touching him. There was an expression of such contempt on his face that it was hard to believe this was the same man I counted as my friend.

“Remove that before I remove it for you,” Nathan said, sliding a lethal gaze up to the Red Cap’s.

“Best be careful how you speak to me, fanger. Otherwise, I’ll use your blood as fuel for my prowess.” A rumbling chuckle exposed a row of the Red Cap’s broken, jagged teeth. “Maybe I’ll do that anyway. I’m told vampire blood is the most beautiful shade of red.”

The Red Cap touched the mace hooked into his belt in threat.

There was a moment of silence before Nathan threw his head back on a laugh, exposing the long column of his throat. “A, can you believe this dumbass?”

“Nope. I really can’t.”

What kind of idiot picked a fight with Nathan? A fool or someone with a death wish, that’s who.

The laughter drained from Nathan’s face. “Yeah. Me neither.”

He moved between one second and the next, a blur that I was only able to follow due to the extensive training sessions he and Liam had subjected me to. In the next moment, the Red Cap was on his knees, hunched over as he fought to draw breath.

Nathan leaned down to put his face next to the Red Cap’s, a quiet menace in his voice. “I don’t have time to play with you. The ladies and I have an appointment.”

Deborah stared at Nathan like she’d never seen him before. “Damn.”

“That’s why Nathan is Liam’s second,” I told her softly.

And why he’d trusted Nathan tonight.

It wasn’t because we got along. Or because I was less likely to give Nathan the slip than others. It was because Nathan was a scary son of a bitch when he wanted to be. All that teasing fell away to reveal the parts he kept on a tight leash. The parts that dealt violence as easily as he breathed.

Nathan straightened to flash me a mischievous smile. “Admit it, A. That was hot.”

I rolled my eyes as Nathan loosened his grip on the Red Cap. “Keep dreaming.”

“I will,” Nathan said with a quiet snicker.

The Red Cap fumbled for the door, stepping aside as soon as it was open.

Nathan strolled past, not seeing, or perhaps pretending not to see, the animosity on the Red Cap’s face.

“Enjoy your evening,” the Red Cap rumbled, something in his tone putting me on guard.

It was too smug. Too self-assured for someone who’d just gotten a beat down.

That coupled with the cruel delight in his eyes made me think we were walking into a trap.

“Nathan,” I said softly.

“I know. I see it too. Keep moving. We’ve come too far to turn back now.”

At the thought of trying to shove my way back through the blood den, I realized he was right. The barrow wasn’t going to let us go that easily. The only way was forward.

The door slammed shut a second later, reinforcing that opinion.

Deborah jumped, her shoulders curling toward her ears. “Jesus.”

“Let’s go,” Nathan ordered, his attention on the new room we found ourselves in.

Unlike the blood den, there was no suffering to taint the air. Instead, we’d wandered into a place of indulgence and excess. The opulent surroundings as far from the grittiness we’d just passed through as one could get.

The deep red of the carpet coupled with the darker walls and gold framed paintings by artists I was sure the world had never heard of reminded me more of a speakeasy than a casino. There were marble busts of Fae creatures I’d never seen before. Along with a fountain that was random but somehow worked in the setting.

The clink of drinkware and murmur of conversation felt surreal after the deafening music we’d just left.

Fae mostly dominated the space but there were a few other species too. Among them a handful of vampires who paid a little too much interest to our passage.

“They’ve rolled out quite the welcome party,” Nathan quipped, studying the vampires.

Even with my other sight locked down tight, I could sense their age. Not a single one of them was less than three centuries. At least one held as much power as Nathan. Or close to it.

“Should we be worried?” I asked, only half meaning it.

If it came down to a fight, I’d put my money on Nathan. As dangerous and old as they were, it was easy to tell they weren’t trained in battle. The way they stood was all wrong.

This was an attempt at intimidation. A poor one.

Nathan strolled forward, chuckling. “Always, A. I thought I’d taught you that by now.”

He deliberately antagonized them by touching the brim of an invisible hat and nodding as we passed.

“Someday that arrogance is going to get you killed,” I muttered.

“Who says they haven’t tried already?”

I shook my head as we made our way toward the opposite side of the room where a crowd had gathered to watch something below. “Insufferable ass.”

The volume grew as we drew closer to the crowd. Jeering and cheering mixed with the meaty thwacks of something hitting flesh.

Nathan pushed through the crowd, the supernaturals moving aside with little prodding until we stood on the edge of an amphitheater similar to what you’d find at one of those mixed martial arts fights that were so popular. At the bottom was a pit where two Fae circled each other. A metal barrier covering the top.

I saw why a second later when a bird-like Fae with black wings tried to take flight to avoid his opponent. Hampered by the cage, he awkwardly flapped his wings twice before the lack of space forced him back to the ground where the other Fae was waiting.

The two tore into each other, blood flying as the supernaturals in the stands roared their approval.

Deborah hid her face against my shoulder as the second Fae slaughtered the bird. “Oh my God.”

Below, the winner held up the bird man’s wings in victory. His opponent lay on the ground. Likely dead judging by the amount of blood staining the sand around him.

Nathan nodded in approval at my lack of expression. “This is the world we sometimes have to move in.”

“Yes, it is,” I agreed.

There were times you had to do awful things to ensure your survival and that of those around you. Other times, that awful thing was having to look away from the horrible acts you saw being committed.

I forced myself to watch as the winner tossed aside the wings he’d torn from the loser before stalking through the exit that had just opened to his left.

The moment he was gone, lesser Fae swarmed the pit from tiny openings in the walls. Their shapes only vaguely humanoid as they fell on the loser’s body. The crowd’s cheering surged as they feasted, devouring the bird Fae until there was nothing left. Not even the blood that had soaked into the sand.

“There’s our group,” Nathan noted, spotting Liam and the rest. “Let’s head down.”

Deborah lifted her face from my shoulder to glare at the enforcer. “How can you act like nothing just happened? That was a living, breathing creature. And now he’s dead.”

“That’s quite the hypocrisy you’ve got going there.” Nathan’s gaze cooled as he regarded Deborah with a clinical detachment. “Word is Chadwick was one of the most hedonistic and cruel vampires in our territory. You can’t mean to claim that you never saw anything that tested that morality of yours.”

Deborah flushed at Nathan’s mocking smirk. The shame and guilt that warred for dominance on her face telling me there was a lot of truth to that statement.

I caught Deborah’s hand, squeezing it as a sign of support. It didn’t matter what she’d had to do or what she’d had to overlook to survive under that monster. She’d survived. That was what mattered.

Nathan sauntered toward the steps leading down into the amphitheater. “You’ll have to be smarter than this if you’re going to stay Aileen’s companion. Thomas won’t tolerate anyone around her that isn’t an asset. Pretentious hypocrites included.” Nathan’s fake smile left his eyes looking wintry. “Game faces on, ladies. We’re on display.”

Deborah stalked down the steps with a huff.

I followed, stopping beside Nathan. “Just curious—are you going to spend the rest of the night needling my companion?”

“Haven’t decided.”

“A word of advice—don’t go too far. I’d hate to lose our friendship.”

“But how else would we prove how strong our connection really is?” Nathan declared innocently as I preceded him down the stairs.

I snorted softly, my attention turning to our surroundings.

Spatial magic was infused into the amphitheater, making it difficult to get an accurate read on the number of people in the stands. From above, the area had seemed smaller. Not this massive colossus that made it impossible to guess where it began and ended.

How were there this many people interested in blood sport?

I’d known spooks were a vicious lot, but I never imagined it went this deep.

A haze drifted through the room, reminding me of the fog I’d seen around Saul. Its color was a little different, closer to a pinkish gray than the night black shade I was used to. Somehow it also gave off a softer vibe. Gentler.

I paid the smoke no mind as we reached the lowest level of the stands. Liam and the rest weren’t far away. Daniel and Eric standing guard along the back edge of the space. Thomas, Ahrun and Liam were seated on the rim with a bird’s eye view of the pit below.

“Ah, there you are, my dear. You made it,” Thomas said, lifting his head at my approach.

“Sorry we’re late. We ran into a bit of a hiccup stepping off the elevator.”

If you considered landing in a different space and time a hiccup and not something deliberate on the part of our hosts.

I took the seat Thomas gestured to beside Liam, doing a quick scan of the nearby crowd as I did so.

The council members were easy to spot. They stood out amongst those seated in the VIP section. Their gazes intent on the pit below, identical looks of faint boredom on their faces. As if they’d seen everything there was to see and they were no longer impressed.

I had a feeling it would take far more than a gruesome death and its equally gruesome cleanup to interest them.

As I watched, Sophia, a vampire who’d been turned as a teenager, leaned towards the attractive Asian man to her right. Tse nodded faintly at what she was saying. By their side, Jabari, the only council member I halfway trusted, focused on the preparations for the next fight with a blankness that made me feel like I was looking at a statue.

Seeing nothing interesting about those three, my gaze moved on, locking on a woman who sat slightly apart from the rest. A motionless doll in a sea of chaos, Navya stared back at me, her eyes deep pools of black.

I went still, feeling very much like prey despite the distance between us. As if sensing my caution, her lips curled. My pulse jumped, fear and wariness icing my veins with the realization that she was enjoying intimidating me.

That, more than anything, helped straighten my back. I arranged my features into unfeeling lines, my face going blank as I held her gaze.

“Be careful of that one,” Ahrun advised, his gaze following mine. “Pretty as she is, she’s a viper in the worst way one can be. Cold. Calculating. With zero remorse.”

That had me turning my attention to him. “I thought you were friends.”

“Live as long as I have and you grow used to even the best of friends one day becoming enemies.”

I looked back at the council member. “Are you sure that’s what she is?”

Ahrun’s face was set, his expression unknowable. “I guess we’ll see.”

“Here she comes,” Liam said in an undertone, training his attention on Navya as she rose.

The vampires seated around her followed. Puppets brought to life by a single tug from their master.

A smile bloomed on Ahrun’s face as Navya reached us. “My dear friend. I didn’t expect to see you here tonight. I trust you’re well.”

Navya showed no reaction to the slight dig, her face placid and calm as she held Ahrun’s gaze. “I see no signs of regression. You’re sane. Will you not share your secret? I’m most curious.”

Ahrun sprawled in his chair, crossing one leg over the other as he regarded her lazily. “Some secrets aren’t meant to be given away. They can only be earned.”

Navya’s face remained blank. Seconds ticked by as the two ancients stared at one another.

Finally, Ahrun sighed. “You break my heart, dearest. All I can say is that as miraculous as my recovery was, the circumstances are unlikely to be repeated.”

A beat went by before Navya’s gaze slid to me, the look in her eyes making me stiffen as dread congealed in my stomach. My body tingled at the phantom caress of a blade touching my neck.

Liam shouldered in front of me. A terrifying sound rumbled from his chest.

Suddenly, I could breathe again. The feeling of impending doom receding.

“Navya, do not mistake past friendship for weakness,” Ahrun purred, tapping one finger on the arm of his chair in a rare show of upset. “I will not repeat the mistakes that placed me on the path to devolution. Call it what you will, being over protective, paranoid, what have you. I built this council. I can destroy it.”

The crowd went crazy as a new set of contenders took their places in the pit.

Thomas and Liam held themselves ready, intent on Navya and the three behind her. The enforcers behind us moved closer. Nathan placed a hand on my shoulder and squeezed.

Be ready.

The violence of the impending storm was about to break right over our heads, sending down a deluge that might wash away everything I held dear.

Deborah’s face was pale as her eyes met mine in grim understanding. As the only human among us, she’d be the first to die in any confrontation.

If it was any consolation, I probably wouldn’t be far behind her.


fifteen


“Ahrun, Navya, are you enjoying your evening?” Vitus asked, appearing at Navya’s side.

What impeccable timing. The evening’s orchestrator had finally shown his face.

I was a little surprised he’d stepped in. Given his thirst for our blood, I would have expected him to remain on the sidelines. A scavenger waiting for the more powerful predators to exhaust themselves so he could mop up the remains.

Navya’s expression returned to its normal placid lines. Whatever emotion had threatened to rise moments earlier sinking below the calm waves of her emotional landscape to disappear without a trace.

She padded toward the mouth of the tunnel that Vitus had been watching us from. Her entourage closing around her.

“Leaving so soon? I hope it’s not something I said,” Vitus called after her.

“I’m afraid the evening’s entertainment has grown rather dull,” Navya answered, not looking back.

“That’s too bad. I had hoped to continue the chat we started last time,” he murmured.

Navya’s steady pace never wavered. “No need. I got what I wanted.”

Vitus watched the council member disappear into the tunnel, only turning to the rest of us once she was out of view.

“Father, it’s so good to see you well,” Vitus declared.

Turned in the prime of life, Vitus was attractive if you could ignore the arrogance and conceit stamped on every line of his face. He had an aquiline nose and square jaw that most would have considered a prime example of the beauty Roman classical artists sought to elevate. His hair was long and blond, reaching the middle of his back.

“You haven’t called me that in years,” Ahrun observed in a neutral voice.

Vitus’s smile was as artificial as the warmth he was trying to inject into his expression. “I let hurt and pride lead me astray. Forgive me.” Vitus glanced at me. “Is this the newest member of your line?”

What a pretender. As if he didn’t know exactly who I was.

He was nothing like Thomas or Liam. Too smarmy and greasy. And just a little stupid if he thought this act was fooling anyone.

“She’s cute. Though a touch weak considering her lineage.” An odd little smile tugged at Vitus’s lips as he ran his eyes down my body with an invasive gaze. “You’re getting soft in your old age, Father. Someone so ill-suited for this life never should have been given the gift of eternity. You didn’t used to be this kind.” Vitus’s gaze slid to Thomas. “Or is it because you felt the need to indulge your son after what you did to his last yearling?”

“Is that all you came over here to say?” Ahrun asked with a boredom that made Vitus’s expression congeal a tiny bit. “If I cared for your opinion, I would have asked for it.”

Vitus faltered before his smile returned, brightening to an unnatural degree. “My apologies, Father. I had just hoped to share what others are saying about the family.”

I was sure he had nothing to do those rumors.

Not.

The silence lengthened as Ahrun stared at Vitus. His face blank. An observer in front of a predictable play.

A flicker of movement over Vitus’s shoulder attracted my attention to a trio of enforcers. One of whom I recognized from his visit to Columbus a few months ago, when Vitus had tried to use the council as an execution squad.

Unlike last time, the man didn’t acknowledge Liam’s presence with a flicker of an eyelash.

And here I’d been under the impression he and Liam were buddies. I guessed such things as camaraderie and loyalty to your fellow soldier were transient when taking orders from an organization like theirs.

Whatever his and Liam’s past, he was on Vitus’s side right now.

Or at least giving the appearance of it.

Ahrun uncrossed his legs, the motion containing a lazy threat as he straightened in his seat. “As interesting as this has been, I must make one thing clear. I don’t recognize having a child such as you. I am not your father. I trust you won’t refer to me as such again.”

The disdain in Ahrun’s face as he regarded the person he’d once raised would have flayed flesh from my bones if I’d ever seen a similar look in my father’s eyes aimed at me.

Vitus’s amiable façade dropped, a fury every bit as glacial as Ahrun’s breaking through his careful mask. He whipped around and stalked away, two of the enforcers gliding after him silently.

Liam’s friend broke off, heading up the stairs into the upper levels.

“That was unwise,” Thomas observed.

“Perhaps.” There was something sad in Ahrun’s expression as he returned his attention to the pit. “Honestly, I don’t know where I went wrong with that boy. Time hasn’t changed him. He’s as foolish and short-sighted as he was back then.”

“I, for one, am glad for his predictability,” Nathan quipped from behind us.

One side of Thomas’s lips tugged up as Nathan’s comment lightened the mood somewhat. “As tempting as it is to face them head on, we’re here for something else tonight. Let’s not startle the prey in the grass, shall we?”

Ahrun cut Thomas a hard look. “This would be so much simpler if you’d just challenge him and be done with it.”

Humor touched the corner of Thomas’s eyes. “And as I’ve told you, I’m quite content with what I currently have. I don’t wish to deal with the headache that comes with being on the council. Leave me my simple pleasures, Father.”

Ahrun harrumphed, his gaze moving to Liam. “What about you? You’re more than capable of replacing him.”

“No.”

Liam’s response was simple. Direct. To the point. Leaving no room for negotiation.

I should try that the next time Thomas tried to get me to do something I didn’t want to.

The sensation of a gaze on me made me realize Ahrun was staring at me with a look of speculation that didn’t bode well for me.

Thomas rolled his eyes in exasperation. “Leave Aileen alone. It’s centuries too soon.”

“Maybe one day.” Ahrun’s voice took on a distant quality. As if he wasn’t fully here but rather somewhere far away. In a different time and place entirely.

Liam and Thomas traded a look, having an entire conversation in the span of a second.

Ahrun blinked, the moment breaking.

“Maybe then I’ll finally be able to retire.”

“You could do that now,” Thomas offered, acting like Ahrun’s lapse hadn’t happened. “I’ve told you before. The council doesn’t need a member of our line on it to function. Pluck out the weeds and the rest will flourish.”

“For that to happen, you need someone to replace them.” Ahrun bent a chiding look on the rest of us. “Something none of you are willing to consider.”

“Don’t worry, Father. Liam and I have our own plans,” Thomas said with an enigmatic little smile as he settled back to watch the next fight.

I glanced at Liam, wondering at this so-called plan of Thomas’s and if he planned to bring me on board before the shit hit the proverbial fan.

Nathan yawned and stretched behind us. “How much longer will we be on display like this?”

“Patience, young man,” Ahrun advised. “The evening has just begun.”

As the others settled in to watch the fight, I turned my attention back to the crowd, needing a distraction from the barbarity taking place below. The fight wasn’t what bothered me. It was the participants willingness to maim and kill. Along with the crowd’s delight at the show.

A pair of familiar eyes intercepted mine and made the roar of the arena fade away.

Arlan. The barrow lord.

For a supposed prisoner, he looked awful good, standing there watching me without a scratch on him that I could see.

It was almost like he’d never been taken prisoner at all.

Just like that, I could remember everything that Inara’s geas had compelled me to forget.

Either Baran and Inara had lied to me about what went down in the barrow or they were mistaken.

Neither possibility was a cheery thought. The first brought up uncomfortable questions about my roommate and her loyalty. The second was more terrifying. If true, it meant Baran and Inara were in over their heads, trying to rescue a man who’d already changed sides.

“Go,” Ahrun murmured, breaking my train of thought. “Explore.”

Startled, I glanced from him to Liam and Thomas. Both of whom were looking at their sire like they wanted to strangle him.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Liam said in a tight voice.

Ahrun dismissed his objection. “She’ll be fine. How much trouble can she get up to in a crowd of this size?”

“You’d be surprised,” Nathan muttered.

I didn’t think Liam was conscious of his slight nod of agreement.

“The enforcer will watch over her. That’s what he is here for,” Ahrun said, pulling his gaze from mine to look at his sons.

Liam’s jaw worked as he held his father’s stare.

“Or do you not trust in his and the rest’s abilities?” Ahrun asked in a neutral voice.

Even I sensed the test he’d just put before Liam. If his son said no, he’d be ruining the enforcers’ credibility. Saying yes, however, placed him in a catch-22. He’d have no grounds for objection.

Thomas looked between the two, a rare caution in his face. It was only after a moment of thought that he nodded at me in dismissal.

I rose slowly from my chair, my gaze on Liam’s granite hard face as I waited for him to stop me.

He didn’t look my way, his body corded tight as he stared Ahrun down.

Nathan had come off the wall, his gaze flicking between the four of us like a child who’d just witnessed his parents fighting and wasn’t sure whose side he should be on.

“Not you, my dear. You should remain here,” Ahrun interjected when Deborah made to follow me.

She froze half out of her seat, her butt hovering a few inches off the cushion as she struggled with whether to obey Ahrun or not.

“He’s right,” I said, saving her. “You’ll be safer here.”

Surrounded by powerful vampires and Liam’s enforcers.

For that matter, I would too. I was a fool to do this. At the very least, I should inform Liam of Arlan’s presence.

That thought made my brow furrow. Why wasn’t I telling Liam again?

As quickly as the question entered my head, it was gone again.

“Come on, Nathan. Let’s see what this place has to offer,” I muttered, feeling awful that I was about to break my promise to be careful.

“I’d stay away from gambling if I was you,” Ahrun advised as I passed him. “We don’t need you coming home with any more husbands than you already have.”

“Ha ha. So fucking funny,” I grumbled with a baleful stare in Ahrun’s direction before chancing a peek at Liam.

He was watching me with a dark expression.

“I’ll be okay,” I told him.

It was just a quick look-see. I’d do a round. Find out what I could without endangering myself. Maybe gather a bit of information.

That was it. Nothing stupid.

I wasn’t even going to confront Arlan. Just make sure it was really him.

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep,” Liam warned, turning away before I had a chance to respond.

He stared into the pit. His jaw tight and set from how hard he was clenching his teeth. Cold fury stemmed from every line of his body.

Seeing how unhappy he was made me hesitate. But only for a second.

Love him though I might, I wouldn’t let that love control me. If he could take risks for our future, so could I.

That’s what it meant to be in a partnership.

“See you in a bit,” I told him softly.

Liam pretended like he hadn’t heard. Shaking my head in regret and a little bit of anger at how he was acting, I turned my back on him and made my way to the stairs Nathan, Deborah and I had descended not too long ago.

Nathan padded beside me as he flicked an uncertain glance at my face. “You sure about this, A?”

“I’m an adult. I don’t need someone else’s permission to do anything.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I checked on Liam’s reaction only to be disappointed with the lack there of.

Nathan whistled under his breath. “You really go for the jugular sometimes.”

The words felt like a slap. I withdrew behind my walls, my features turning icy as I stalked up the steps.

“If this is how you’re going to be, you might as well remain here with them,” I snarled.

Nathan followed me at a more sedate pace that somehow managed to never let me get too far out of his reach. “Someone is in quite a snit. Why don’t you tell Uncle Nate what you’re really up to so I can help?”

I stopped on the stairs to face him. “I’m getting really tired of people always assuming I’m up to something.”

Nathan arched an unimpressed eyebrow in a show of skepticism. “So you’re not up to something that’s probably going to get me into trouble?”

I blew out an aggravated breath and whirled back to the stairs. “Of course I’m up to something.”

Anger carried me up several steps as Nathan’s muttered, “I knew it,” came from behind me.

“Just because I have an agenda doesn’t give him the right to go all over-protective bear,” I spat over my shoulder. “I’m not a child. How many times do I have to prove I’m not helpless?”

I’d survived things that would kill vampires centuries older than me. Although most of vampire society considered me no more than an infant, Liam and the others knew better.

I think that’s what hurt the most. He knew what I was capable of. I might not be able to stand against beings like Ahrun or Navya, but I wasn’t without my resources.

“Maybe if you didn’t insist on keeping everything to yourself and shared what you’re going through, he would be a little more trusting?”

That brought me to a halt.

“That’s rich coming from you.”

A vigilant expression settled on Nathan’s face. Something in my tone must have warned him. Caution and wariness entered his eyes.

Too late, friend. He’d poked the bear and now he was going to experience its wrath.

“Since you insist on trust and openness, why don’t you tell me what you two have been up to in the Summer Lands?”

Nathan’s expression shut down, his enforcer mask firmly in place.

“That’s what I thought. It’s not so fun when the shoe is on the other foot, is it?”

They spoke of trust and yet they couldn’t extend me the same courtesy. Talk about hypocrisy.

“You don’t have to worry, Nathan. Thomas and Liam know why I’m really here,” I said bitterly, starting up the steps again.

This time it wasn’t anger fueling me but rather a grim resignation.

We could go round and round on this all night and not solve anything. Best to leave the subject alone.

“Aileen,” Nathan pleaded, his sorrowful tone following me up the last of the stairs.

I ignored him as I reached the level through which we’d entered. The crowd had grown thicker in the short time since I’d been below.

I stopped, finding all eyes on me. They stared. Avarice and desire in their faces. Like they considered me a tasty treat ripe for the plucking.

Nathan’s presence hit my back, his glower making the weaker among them look away. Only those who thought they had a chance against the enforcer continued to stare, watching as Nathan set a hand on my back to guide me forward.

“Let’s go, A,” he ordered.

I didn’t move, rage and something else, something darker filling my chest.

They thought I was easy pickings. That my youth and lack of experience meant they could treat me like prey.

Teach them that they’re wrong, the darkness inside of me whispered. You are a queen. Make them bow before you.

My power unfurled, bringing the taste of their magic to my mouth. It settled on my tongue like boba jellies. The slightly squishy texture almost impossible to resist biting down on.

I cradled one of the magic boba’s between my teeth, rolling it around. Just one bite and it would pop in my mouth. What would happen then? Would it fill me up like nourishment? Would its owner feel the theft?

The temptation to find out had my jaw tensing.

Do it, my darkness crooned.

“A—you alright?”

Nathan’s questioning look snapped me out of my contemplation. My gaze darted to his, surprise vanquishing whatever that was.

“A?” Nathan asked again.

Concern grew on his face when I still didn’t answer. Nathan’s gaze darted to the crowd, his eyes fierce as he searched for the reason behind my strangeness.

The Fae closest to us shuffled back, responding to the aggression pouring off him.

Knowing I needed to do something, I touched his arm. “It’s alright.”

“It’s not alright. I can feel you shaking,” he growled.

“It’s not them. It’s me. There’s something wrong with me,” I confessed, my chest shuddering with a repressed sob.

As much as the admission was torn from me, it felt good to get it out. Something inside of me had changed. I couldn’t deny that anymore. It had started with that speck of darkness I’d torn from Ahrun when I swallowed his madness. It now grew within me. Its flavor similar to that of my magic breaking power. Yet somehow different.

It scared me.

I didn’t know what I was becoming.

Nathan looked like he wanted to say something before he broke off with a shake of his head. “We can’t discuss this here. Too many listening ears.”

He was right. Several Fae were watching us a little too closely. Their interest made me uncomfortable. Like I was an animal on display at the zoo. There was no telling who owned their loyalty either. Anything I let slip would probably be whispered in someone else’s ear before I even made it across the room.

First rule of spooks—never let them see your weakness.

Nathan guided me through the crowd, making a point to stare down any Fae or spook who lingered just a second too long before giving way.

I made a mental note of their faces, knowing my friend was likely doing the same.

It might be they were just a little brash and arrogant, thinking it was a game to challenge an enforcer. Or they could think they were untouchable because someone powerful was behind them.

Either option needed to be dealt with.

If it was the first, Nathan would put the fear of death into them so they’d remember the next time that we weren’t to be fucked with. If it was the second, things could get complicated, but the end result was the same. A display of power that would frighten off anyone else who chose to come at us.

“Now that we’re here, how about you drop that guard of yours and let me know what we’re doing?” Nathan rumbled close to my ear. “Two sets of eyes are better than one.”

That earned a wry smile from me. “You never give up.”

“We wouldn’t be the best friends that we are if I did.”

“I still don’t remember agreeing to allowing you to use that title.”

Friends and colleagues were one thing. Best friends were another. They were your ride or die. The people you might fight with the most but who’d have your back at the end of the day.

Strange as it was, Nathan had come to fit that definition.

It didn’t mean I wasn’t going to give him a hard time for deciding on his own though.

“You’ll come around.” Nathan turned sideways as we squeezed between two of the gambling tables and the crowds stationed at both.

I caught a glimpse of tiny Fae on green felt engaged in a death match similar to the one in the pit below. One of them was a pixie. Their face painted with red and yellow. Nubs where their wings were supposed to be.

Off guard, I took a closer look, making sure it wasn’t one of the two pixies I knew.

It wasn’t. Thank God.

“I swear you and Liam are the exact same person sometimes,” Nathan grumbled to himself. “It wouldn’t kill you to let me in.”

“You never know. It might.”

I moved away from the gambling table, Nathan at my side. He hadn’t noticed my preoccupation. Or if he did, he was pretending not to.

My gaze roamed the room, searching for my quarry.

The games here were different than the ones you’d find on a Vegas casino floor. The setting was familiar enough. Most of the tables possessing green felt. The symbols and numbers on them the first indication that this wasn’t your average dice game.

The symbols were archaic representations of things I had no reference for.

More compelling was the fact that the dice they were using were made of bone. My knowledge of human anatomy was a little spotty but the oblong shape suggested it came from a small bone in the hand. One edge had been painted green. The other red.

“You’re dodging my question,” Nathan observed.

“I’d prefer to think of it as buying myself time to think.”

It wasn’t safe to bandy Arlan’s name about in this setting. There was also the small fact that Inara’s geas was preventing me from sharing what I knew.

At least I could hold thoughts regarding the subject again.

I couldn’t always.

The geas had placed restrictions on when I could and could not access that knowledge. It was like playing hide and seek with something in my own mind.

My power was slowly eating away at the geas. Likely the only reason I could remember their involvement at all. Though it would take time to fully break the magic she’d placed on me.

It was a glaring weakness in my power that I’d have to figure out how to remedy. That was if I remembered.

If I wanted Nathan’s help, I’d have to come at this sideways since I was pretty sure any direct mention of the barrow lord, Inara or Baran would trigger the geas again. That left me with hints and innuendo while hoping Nathan was smart enough to figure out what I wasn’t telling him.

One thing was clear—if not for Caroline and the pack’s situation, I’d probably still be in Columbus, clueless as to what was going on.

“Do you remember what happened the night before I arrived?” I asked.

Come on, Nathan. There weren’t too many things it could be.

“I do,” Nathan said, drawing the last word out slightly to show his confusion.

“Let’s just say I saw it’s owner walking around as a free Fae.”

My throat closed up after those words. The geas tightening around my mind in warning.

I breathed through the effects, relieved that I hadn’t forgotten yet. Though if I’d said anything more, I would have.

Comprehension dawned on Nathan’s face. “That would be a problem.”

“We need confirmation,” I managed around the lump in my throat.

Then Nathan needed to inform the rest so they could prepare. Because I wouldn’t be able to.

My thoughts were slipping, eddying away on a current.

“What are we doing here again?” I asked, looking around me in confusion.

The weird look on Nathan’s face at that question made me uneasy.

“You don’t remember?”

My gaze shifted from his as I struggled to recall. “The barrow lord.”

Yes. That’s right. That’s what we’d been talking about.

“I’m beginning to see the problem now,” Nathan muttered.

I wasn’t listening, distracted by a familiar looking blond at a gambling table a few spots away.

“What’s she doing here?” I asked myself as Caroline’s eyes locked on mine, a warning in them.

“Liam. Hey. I figured it out. This isn’t A’s usual un-trusting bullshit. Someone’s fucking with her head.”

I barely registered Nathan’s conversation as I squinted at my friend and the clear “Do not approach/stay away” vibe she was giving off.

Caroline’s hair hung loose around her shoulders. The strands blown out and curled. Her dress was revealing. A gold sparkly number that offered a generous glimpse of her cleavage every time she leaned over the table. The Fae next to her had his arm around her back, his smarmy eyes sliding down her body like he thought he owned her or something.

“My guess—it has something to do with her roommate. They’re the only ones who could have gotten close enough to do this,” Nathan was saying.

She’d cut me out, I realized, running our conversation from earlier in the evening through my head again.

Probably to protect me. Only I’d ended up in the barrow anyway for entirely different reasons. The irony.

“Aw, crap,” Nathan said, finally discovering Caroline’s presence. “The wolves are here too.”

One side of my lips hooked up as I took an inordinate amount of pleasure in his irritation.

Nathan tugged on my arm. “Did you know they were coming?”

“Nope.”

And I was a little peeved about that fact.

“Liam wants us back down there,” Nathan informed me.

“Does he now?”

Too bad. I wasn’t going anywhere. Not until I’d had a little chat with my best friend.

The female one. Not the irritating enforcer who’d claimed the role for himself.

Nathan strengthened his hold on me. “If you keep staring at her like that, you’re going to blow whatever operation she’s working on. Let’s go. There’s nothing for you to do here.”

I let Nathan tug me away, knowing that what he said made sense.

“What about the other thing? The reason we came up here?” I asked as he hustled me past the gambling tables.

“You remember now,” Nathan observed.

“It comes and goes.”

“We need a code word for next time so we can warn each other when something is off.”

“I doubt it would work.”

“Probably not,” Nathan agreed, sounding sour. “If he showed himself to you, it’s because he wanted to be seen. This feels like a trap. I don’t know about you, but I’d really prefer not sticking around to find out.”

“Agreed.”

Fae traps were insidious things that were hard to escape.

“Finally—common ground,” Nathan exclaimed, widening his eyes for comical effect.

I snorted as we wound through the gambling tables back toward the stairs. We were only halfway there when the crowd surged. I didn’t get a chance to see what was happening before a big Fae with tusks protruding from his upper lip blundered into the two of us.

In a blink, Nathan’s hand was ripped from my arm. The crowd carrying me away.

Nathan shoved the Fae away, lurching toward me. “Aileen!”

Dozens of Fae cut off my view of the enforcer. The faint notes of a harmony swelling. Warmth kissed my body.

I blinked at the sudden difference in my surroundings.

“Nathan?” I asked, turning in a circle as a sinking sense of dread invaded.

There were no gambling tables. The crowd was also missing. In their place, Fae lounged on the settees and couches around me. They sipped from fancy cocktail glasses. A few held long, thin pipes, like those you might see in a hookah bar, that they inhaled from every once in a while.

The sweet, sickly smell that floated on the air made me light-headed.

“Someone is trying to fuck with me,” I realized.

Nathan was right. We’d sprung their trap.
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The Fae on the couches peered at me with apathy. A woman with long blond hair that spilled all the way to the ground puffed on her pipe as she considered my presence.

Thankfully, no one got up to approach. The group seeming content to remain on their couches.

Who knew if that would last. Fae were mercurial creatures that were well known for their sadistic tendencies.

And here I was, a lamb in their midst.

Lovely.

Looking around, I took stock of my situation. I was alone and isolated. In hostile territory with no idea how to find my way back.

By now, Nathan would have notified Liam. They’d start a search, but their efforts would be hampered by the need to conceal the fact that I’d gone missing.

At least I was still in the barrow and hadn’t crossed over into somewhere more dangerous. Like the Summer Lands.

Keeping an eye on the Fae around me, I moved toward the edge of the room. Except for their brief perusal when I’d first arrived, they seemed content to leave me alone, returning to their leisure and forgetting about me.

Gasps and moans of pleasure soon followed. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught sight of writhing bodies and naked limbs.

What was it about the Fae and exhibitionism?

A door to my far left beckoned, offering an escape from the increasingly uncomfortable situation.

Before I could make a beeline toward it, the occupants of a couch on the opposite side of the room caught my attention.

Connor sat in repose, his face cold and haughty. A sullen king stretched out along the couch, one leg bent and resting along the back cushions, his other foot on the ground. Drake rested between his legs, his head on Connor’s stomach as my brother idly played with his hair.

Just two dangerous men enjoying a nice break.

I saw the instant Drake spotted me. The way he half lifted from reclining, every muscle in his body tensing to alert Connor.

It was almost gratifying seeing the flabbergasted look on my brother’s face when his gaze landed on me. Shock and confusion followed quickly by concern.

I could empathize. I hadn’t expected to see him here either.

Last time I’d checked, his phone’s location hadn’t placed him anywhere near Freemont Street.

Anton was not going to be happy when he arrived at the location I’d given him to find Connor absent.

By now, Drake had sat fully upright.

Connor dropped the leg he’d had stretched out behind him to the ground.

Since neither of the two were pretending not to know me, I gave them a jaunty wave and a “what can you do” shrug.

“Unbelievable,” Drake mouthed as if he couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

Connor’s features tightened, his stormy expression a replica of Liam’s.

Grateful not to have to face a Fae pleasure den on my own, I started toward the pair.

Connor’s expression turned thunderous, his eyes widening an instant before someone roughly grabbed my arm and jerked me into the side of their body.

“You’re not supposed to be here,” my assailant spat.

Verdant green eyes glared down into mine. Their familiarity the only reason I didn’t stab the asshole in the gut with the pocket knife I’d hidden at my waist. A tendril of my magic reached out, peeling back a tiny layer of his illusion. Baran’s features superimposed themselves over the face of the stranger.

Irritation bit into his face as he gave me a harsh shake that sent pain screeching up my arm. “Do not use your power in this place. Not unless you wish an early death.”

I clamped down on my magic, forcing it back into hibernation.

Baran hustled me away as an enraged yowl came from Connor’s direction. “I take it I have you to thank for those two tailing me all night long.”

Cries of dismay rose from behind us.

Over my shoulder, I caught a brief glimpse of Connor vaulting over couches as he barreled toward us. Drake was harder to spot, a dark shadow along the periphery, dodging obstacles as he followed, the glint of metal in his hand pointing to a weapon of some kind.

Baran bared his teeth at the two. “They’re as stubborn as you.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“It’s not.” He shoved me in front of him as we reached the wall. A shrill whistle left him a second later.

At his signal, Fae ghosted into Connor’s path, forcing my brother to stop and fight. He snarled, flashing his fangs.

“I can’t believe I had to waste a favor on this,” Baran snapped, reaching up to touch a rock in the wall.

Drake came out of the shadows, low and fast. His face intent as he closed the distance.

Baran shoved me inside the hole that had just formed. “Get in.”

I stumbled back, my eyes locked on Drake’s.

He wasn’t going to make it. The knowledge was written there on his face.

Baran was already stepping through, the wall closing when Drake drew back his arm and let fly. A pained grunt left Baran as the dagger entered his shoulder an instant before the door sealed itself.

There was a thump from the other side and the sound of banging.

“Iron?” Baran ground out, reaching back to touch the hilt of the knife in his shoulder. “He brought iron to a barrow?”

A string of curses left him.

My lips quivered with the urge to smile.

Nice job, cuz.

Maybe having a hunter in the family wasn’t such an awful thing after all.

It was certainly gratifying to see how the human Baran had been so quick to dismiss was the one to land such a decisive blow.

“Are you just going to stand there?” Baran snarled.

“Thinking about it.”

His eyes glittered at me. “Help me get it out.”

“Why should I? It seems to me having an incapacitated kidnapper would be a good thing.”

He could bleed out and die, and I wouldn’t blink.

Of course, then I wouldn’t get any answers.

Choices. Choices.

“I was saving you,” Baran spat.

He grimaced, his face growing pale from the effects of the iron.

Iron was to his kind what silver was to mine. Painful—and sometimes deadly.

It would feel like acid dripping through his veins as the iron poisoned him. His age and power might allow him to survive.

Or it could make the effects worse.

Despite that, I made no immediate effort to save him. You could say I no longer trusted him or any other Fae.

If he wanted my help, he’d have to give me something.

The truth might be nice.

“I don’t think my brother would agree with you there,” I said with a light lisp.

I hadn’t thought I was hungry, but the aroma of his blood was making my fangs tingle. The smell of autumn leaves seeping into the tunnel around us.

He staggered past me, using the wall for support.

I eyed the streak of blood he left in his wake, fighting the urge to drag a finger through the wet trail. My mouth watered at the thought of all that luscious goodness.

“Don’t even think about it,” Baran ordered, catching on as I lifted my hand. “Remember what happened when you drank from Callie?”

I’d ended up as a stone statue. It had been temporary, but the reminder was enough for me to keep my hand and tongue to myself.

Grumpy at being caught almost succumbing to temptation, I plucked the dagger from Baran’s shoulder.

A high-pitched whistle came from between his teeth as he punched the wall with his fist. It was the only sound in the otherwise silent corridor.

Impressive.

Someone had a high pain tolerance.

“How is this saving me?” I asked.

Baran took several deep breaths before he lifted his head and started walking. “Do you really think it was an accident that you ended up in a pleasure den?”

I followed him silently, wondering if he was expecting an answer to that question.

“Someone put you there,” Baran informed me like I hadn’t already figured that fact out for myself. “You would have been snatched up by the High King’s agents before you ever reached the vampire. They were waiting for you.”

“No! Really?” I gasped, faking surprise. “I never would have guessed.”

Baran ignored my sarcasm as he bent to avoid roots growing down from the ceiling. It was surprising the entire thing hadn’t caved in considering its structure was comprised of slightly compacted dirt and the intertangled ball of roots that had grown around it.

“You know—I saw someone up there,” I said, studying the side of Baran’s face.

“I’m sure you saw a lot of people.”

“This one was a friend of yours.” I stopped, letting him get a few steps away from me. “A certain barrow lord we both know.”

Baran slowed.

“Why did you tell me he was taken captive?”

Baran’s expression was locked down hard when he faced me. “Because he was.”

“It certainly didn’t seem that way to me.”

In fact, he’d seemed awful comfortable strolling around this barrow. Almost like he was at home here.

“Watch your mouth,” Baran gritted out.

“Why should I when you’ve been lying to me all this time? Is Inara part of this? Is that why she made me forget?”

The careful leash Baran was keeping on his temper snapped. I didn’t have time to sidestep as he rushed me. Dirt cascaded down as he slammed me against the tunnel wall.

“I told you to watch it,” he growled.

I caught my breath on the pain, trying my best not to show my wince. My back smarted, likely already bruising.

“You’re lucky the mad queen made your survival a stipulation of her cooperation,” Baran crooned, a terrifying look in his eyes as he pushed me into the wall again. This time I didn’t quite manage to stifle my groan. “I would have murdered anyone else for what you just said.”

“You can’t deny it’s suspicious.”

Smart, Lena. Poke the bear while its mitts are wrapped around your throat.

What will you come up with next? Handing him a sharpened wooden stake and asking him to stick it in your chest?

Baran’s face twisted in rage.

I adjusted my grip on the iron dagger I’d pulled out of Baran’s shoulder, poising to strike. One wrong move and I’d drive the tip into his abdomen, angling it so it punctured his sternum before plunging into his heart.

I’d probably still die, but at least I’d take him with me.

“You are as arrogant as him,” Baran hissed.

To my surprise, his grip eased, his hand sliding from my neck.

I tracked him as he moved back one step and then another, withdrawing until there was a respectable distance between us. “Who are you talking about?

Baran’s lips twitched at the sight of the dagger in my hand. “The person whose seed gave you life. Who else would I be referencing?”

I remained where I was, dagger still raised, as Baran walked away. After a moment, my arm lowered.

“Know him well, do you?” I asked, pushing off the wall to trudge after him.

“Hardly.”

The level of bitterness in that statement had me shooting a cautious look at his back.

“My twin and I are just cogs in his agenda. Same as the pixie queen and her consort.”

“You sure are putting a lot of effort into poisoning my relationship with Inara and Lowen.”

“Just pointing out something you may have overlooked.”

“Instead of worrying about me, how about you concern yourself with the possibility of traitors in your own circle?” I spat.

Baran’s magic surged, cold and heavy as it spilled into the tunnel, carrying with it the taste of autumn. “I warned you to watch your tongue. You saw only what Arlan wanted you to see. What he wanted the Summer King to see. Any appearance of submission is just that. An appearance.”

“How are you so sure?”

“Because I know my master. It’s impossible for him and that usurper to coexist. This is a game and Arlan is doing what he must to win.”

His magic withdrew.

A headache pounded in my temple. “I hope you’re right.”

Because if Arlan was working for the other side, we probably wouldn’t survive the night.

Baran gave me his back. “You just worry about yourself. No one asked you to get involved.” A second later, he shot me an irritated look. “How are you here anyways? Inara was certain you wouldn’t remember anything.”

“I’m surprised you believed her given your obvious distrust.”

Just how long was this tunnel? It seemed to go on forever. Twisting and dipping until it was difficult to know how far we’d come or how far we had left to go.

“I had no reason not to.”

“Given what I am, did it never occur to the two of you that any geas you placed on me would eventually be broken?”

“We thought there would be more time. You’re stronger than Inara led me to believe. Much stronger.” A shiver ran up my spine at the speculative look Baran shot me. “The most difficult magic to break is one that affects the emotions and perception.”

That was pretty much what I’d figured out too. You had to know something was there in order to unravel it.

“Last time I attributed your escape to luck and desperation,” Baran said.

I tightened my grip on the dagger, not liking the speculative look on his face. Like he wasn’t seeing me but rather a chip he could use to bargain with.

“It’s a real shame we never got the chance to make you our toy,” Baran mused, moving away. “The fun we could have had.”

I should have killed him when I had the chance.

“Keep up,” he ordered over his shoulder. “If we allow too much distance between us, the barrow may decide to separate us.”

“That might not be such a bad thing,” I muttered under my breath.

“You think so? I promise there are worse monsters in this place than me. Someone like you would be considered something of a delicacy.”

He always had to have the last word.

Reluctantly, I strode toward the waiting Fae.

I’d play his game. For now, at least. The moment would come, however, when the odds would shift. We’d see what happened then.
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A short while later, Baran slowed. “This can’t be right.”

“What can’t?”

Baran’s expression was uneasy as he examined the passageway. “We’re not where we’re supposed to be.”

I looked from him to the dirt tunnel we’d been traveling through this entire time. “How can you tell?”

It all looked the same to me.

Dirt. Dirt. More dirt. A couple of roots hanging from the ceiling. Then, you guessed it, more dirt.

Baran turned in a circle. “We’ve strayed off course.”

Discretely, I put a little distance between me and the overly agitated Fae.

“Inara assured me this wouldn’t happen,” he spat in frustration.

“What does she have to do with this?”

“She’s the former barrow lord. She promised she could fool its defenses.” Baran glowered. “She lied.”

“You don’t know that,” I defended.

“Look, breaker. See with more than your eyes,” Baran snarled, his own glowing with power. “Where do you think we are right now?”

Curious as to what had set him off, I dropped into my other sight, being more careful than I’d been earlier. This time I didn’t submerge fully in the magic, barely opening that part of myself in case I accidentally ripped a hole in the fabric of this place and set off any alarm bells.

Just a dip of the toe in the flood of magic coursing around me.

It was more than enough though, breaking the illusion we’d somehow managed to wander into.

Cursing came from Baran as the tunnel walls morphed. Moss sprouted, the dirt eroding to reveal a forest of wild, untamed beauty. Full of ancient trees and towering brambles. Piercing sunlight that possessed a scorching heat that derived from the deepest part of summer.

“We’ve strayed into the Summer Lands,” Baran said, looking as antsy and freaked out as you’d expect.

“This isn’t good,” I whispered with a sinking feeling.

Baran grabbed my arm, hauling me after him. “We have to cross back. If we stay here, we’re dead.”

“How do you expect to do that?”

We hadn’t even been aware of the moment we’d crossed over the first time. How the hell would we find a way back?

“I don’t know,” Baran snarled.

The sound of breaking branches as something large moved through the forest to our right had us freezing.

Baran’s breathing shortened as he trained his gaze in that direction.

The rustle of leaves and the snap of dead branches came again.

Baran shoved me with his shoulder, forcing me to get moving.

“Go,” he mouthed.

I nodded, nearly stumbling as he put a hand on my back to urge me forward. Within steps, we were sprinting. The trees a blur as we raced through them.

Until finally we stumbled into a bright, sunshine filled meadow.

I gasped in pain at the touch of sunlight against my skin, jerking back into the shadows of the forest’s edge.

“No,” Baran moaned.

It took a moment for my mind to catch up with what I was seeing.

A single oak tree stood at the meadow’s center. Thick branches spread wide to embrace the sun’s scorching intensity.

The most disturbing thing though was what lay in the oak tree’s shadow.

Bodies in various states of decay. All caged within roots protruding from the ground.

Within one of those prisons lay a man. His face hidden by a swath of auburn hair the color of leaves in the most vibrant part of fall. The shade an exact match for the Fae’s beside me.

“Breandan,” Baran whispered.

Seeing he was about to run toward his twin, I grabbed his arm. “It’s a trap.”

Magic riddled the meadow. The moment Baran set foot into the sun, the roots below would swallow him whole, leaving him no better off than his twin.

“Do you think I don’t know that?” Baran growled, flinging my hand off him.

“If you know, then don’t be stupid.”

I’d warned him. From here on out, he was on his own.

A flash of blue and purple amidst the green of the tree’s branches caught my eye. I made a small sound of horror as my brain struggled to interpret what I was seeing.

Young branches, nubile and flexible, had been braided to form a spherical cage. Inside was one of the two pixies I counted as friends. With tattered wings dragging behind him, Lowen hung suspended in the middle of the cage. Vines wrapped harshly around his limbs to keep him immobile. Their tightness rubbed his skin raw, leaving trails of a darker liquid I knew was blood.

“It’s not so easy when it’s one of yours, is it?” Baran taunted.

I glared, wishing I could shove him into the meadow and danger.

Underbrush crunched as the thing that had chased us through the forest stepped into the meadow.

“What. Is. That?” I asked in a low voice.

A creature whose lower half resembled a stag but whose torso and face were humanoid turned to us. Antlers branched from his head. His ears were pointy and long. His hair looked like sunlight distilled into physical form. Flora sprouted from his shoulder and lower waist, concealing his privates.

I didn’t have a word for what he was. Something other. That’s all I knew. An eldritch creature from time primordial.

“Our death,” Baran whispered.

He slumped to the ground, blood oozing out of his eyes and ears as he fought to stay conscious.

Distantly, I noted my cheeks were wet. Something liquid slid down the side of my neck from my ears. A whimper crawled up my throat as the eldritch thing paced closer. Each cloven footstep causing the meadow to bloom around him before wilting after his passage.

“No! You can’t! Not her!”

Inara zipped in front of me, her wings fanning to block my view of the eldritch creature. She scanned me quickly, taking in my state before spinning to address the other.

An argument ensued. The content of which I couldn’t understand. The high pitched buzzing of Inara’s voice competed with the low bugles of the eldritch’s.

“I won’t let you,” Inara finally snarled.

Another series of bugles. This time accompanied by several grunts and whistles.

Inara spun to set her tiny hands on my nose as her gaze pleaded with me. “You can’t be here, Aileen. You’re not strong enough yet.”

A soft woof came from the shadows of the forest behind me.

Relief flooded Inara’s face. “Take her. Put her somewhere safe.”

Another woof of agreement as storm clouds gathered on the eldritch’s face.

No, I tried to object. We couldn’t leave without Inara and Lowen.

But my mouth refused to form the words as the air around the eldritch creature brightened.

I didn’t get to see what happened as one of Alches’s tentacles wrapped around my bicep, another around my calf and thigh.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him restrain Baran in the same manner.

The glare around the eldritch creature reached supernova levels. Nothing but light and pain remained.

Then I couldn’t see anything. The shadows had claimed us.
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Half blind, I purged my stomach, kneeling in place and heaving until there was nothing left except for bile. Even then, I kept going.

It wasn’t until the world came back into focus that I stopped.

Weak and slightly shaky, I slumped onto my haunches. “God, I hate throwing up.”

It was the worst feeling in the world. My mouth tasted like a sewer. Probably smelled like one too.

A soft huff came from my right.

Alches regarded me with judgmental eyes. The tentacles around his jowls waved, twining in and around themselves with something I might have labeled unease.

“Thanks for the save,” I told him, my voice still raw from all the puking I’d just done.

Alches whined, pressing his nose and forehead against my shoulder. I rubbed his head and ears, taking comfort. And giving it.

“How did you find me anyway?”

Well, me and Baran since Alches had stolen the Fae away with me. He now lay unconscious on the ground by my feet.

Alches didn’t answer. Then again, I wasn’t really expecting him to.

It was surprising enough that Alches had been able to come to my rescue. As Noctessa’s realm guardian, he had an affinity for the deepest shadows that hid in the night. During the height of day, in the heart of enemy territory, it would have cost him greatly to whisk me away as he had.

I had an idea of what that oak and its meadow actually were. It wasn’t a harmless grove. I could tell that much. It had given me the same feeling I’d had the last time I stood before Noctessa’s creator. A deep pool of magic emanating from its core. The likes of which could support an entire realm. One that acted like a battery. Without that source, the realm would fall. Like Noctessa had.

Unless something—or someone—could replace it.

I was betting the meadow—or more likely its guardian— was why all the weirdness had been happening to me since arriving in the barrow. Something had lured me to that place. Guided and manipulated me until I fell onto the desired path.

Baran just happened to get caught up in everything.

I felt a little guilty about that actually.

Gears rumbled from somewhere out of sight.

The floor started to move.

I shielded my eyes as I squinted up at the sudden beam of bright light now pouring through a hole that had just opened in the ceiling. Like the aperture of a camera, it opened wide as we started to ascend.

“Where are you going?” I called after Alches as he padded away. Cheering spilled from above as the realm guardian disappeared between one step and the next. “The least you could do is take me with you,” I grumbled, looking up at the ceiling in dismay as a tiny stream of sand fell into the room.

A crowd going wild. Sand trickling down. A platform ascending.

I think I knew where I was.

“Liam is going to be so mad at me,” I muttered.

A few moments later, I found myself back where I’d begun the evening. Except rather than an audience member’s vantage from the stands, I was in the pit. High walls surrounded me. A thin layer of sand covered the ground. Metal bars for a ceiling. And the grinding of gears and stone as a second platform began its ascent.

“Ah, crap. This isn’t good.”

I shot a quick look at the stands where Liam and the rest had been sitting earlier. Electric blue eyes pinned mine.

“What. Do. You. Think. You. Are. Doing?” Liam mouthed, looking incensed.

I opened my hands to show my confusion. I had no idea. This wasn’t in my plans for the evening.

Seeing Nathan standing beside Liam, I half heartedly waved.

Nathan shook his head. “You are in so much trouble.”

Didn’t I know it.

Liam’s features tightened. “Stay there. I’m coming.”

Sure thing, husband. I’ll do just that.

I blew out a frustrated breath, knowing I was on my own. The barrow owners weren’t likely to let anyone interfere with their evening’s entertainment.

Let alone a vampire who was Vitus’s enemy.

I wasn’t walking away from this. Not without getting my hands a little dirty.

From what I could tell, there were spells coating the walls and ceiling of the pit. Death magic. Nasty stuff.

No wonder all the fights had ended so gruesomely. The fighters would have lost their rationality minutes after stepping onto the sands. To the point where all they cared about was drawing the blood of whoever was unlucky enough to be in here with them.

Up above, Thomas and Liam were arguing with several Fae.

I took a closer look at the Fae standing just behind the other two. Both of whom looked frazzled but determined. I recognized the one keeping himself apart. He’d been part of the trio that had trespassed on my land.

Not the one I’d shot. Their leader.

I guess that answered the question of whether this place had ties to the Summer King.

You never fail to surprise me, my dear, Ahrun whispered in my head.

In contrast to the amusement I could hear in his voice, Ahrun’s expression remained bored as he lounged in his chair, letting Liam and Thomas do the talking.

If you wanted a larger role in our schemes, you simply had to ask. There was no need to go to these lengths.

Like this was part of my plan.

I nudged Baran with my toe. His body shifted before flopping back into the position it had just been in.

There was no help coming from that corner.

From the snarls growing in volume and intensity, I could tell my opponent was nearly here.

Remember, my dear. Morality has no place on those sands. If you fail, it won’t just be you who pays the price.

The meaningful look he slid toward Liam left me in no doubt what he meant.

Unless you want blood to flow and bodies to decorate the streets of this city, I suggest you do your best to survive.

Connor raced down the steps of the arena. Seeing me standing in the pit, he shouted something at the others before heading for the pit’s edge.

Nathan and Daniel grabbed his shoulders, struggling to hold him back as they spoke urgently in his ear.

I didn’t have time to see how the exchange ended as my opponent arrived. The platform rose into view. A feral wolf chained to the post at its center.

The wolf snapped and bit at the air. He reared onto his hind legs, thrashing his head back and forth as he tried to rid himself of the restraint.

I eased back a step. “Oh fuck.”

I don’t think things are going to be as simple as you assume, I thought at Ahrun.

Silver lining—Caroline and her pack mates no longer had to wonder about their alpha’s whereabouts.

Because I’d just found him. Lucky me.

A chant started in the stands. The audience demanding blood.

“Hey there, Brax,” I called softly.

The wolf’s head snapped toward mine, his struggle easing as the intensity of his growls lowered.

Something moved in his eyes. I was afraid to call it intelligence or reason but it gave me hope that he could still be reached.

“I’ve been looking for you, buddy. What do you say we forget this whole death match thing and reunite you with your pack?”

The wolf cocked his ears, his head tilting as if to catch the lift and fall of every word.

Maybe this wouldn’t be as bad as I thought. Brax was an alpha. From what Liam had let slip, one of the most powerful in the United States. It was possible that all he needed to slip the enthrallment was a slight push.

The terrible snarl that reverberated from his throat dashed that hope. His head lowered as his lips peeled back to show me his teeth.

Very well then. Reasoning was out.

I eyed the iron dagger that I’d taken from Baran’s shoulder. Why couldn’t it have been silver?

At least then I might have had a chance.

What are you doing? Ahrun thundered as I dug the blade into my forearm to draw blood.

“Getting his attention,” I muttered, using the tip of the dagger to flick my blood onto the sand around me as I backed carefully away from Baran’s unconscious body.

Much as I disliked the Fae, I didn’t want him dead yet.

The good thing about my opponent’s current state was that he was a slave to instinct. Brax’s wolf would lock onto the scent of my blood and come after me.

In that sense, I was lucky he’d gone feral. If he was sane, he would have eliminated the weaker target before dealing with the more troublesome one. I wasn’t strong enough to protect two people. Especially when one was unconscious.

This won’t help you survive, Ahrun snarled in a surprising loss of temper that made me smile. Kill the alpha. Do it now before he is released.

“You have your way of doing things. I have mine.”

And mine didn’t involve starting a war with the pack. My best friend would never forgive me if I murdered the man she was trying so hard to save.

Fool!

He was learning. And he’d been so certain he could make me dance in the palm of his hand.

The metal collar around the wolf’s neck shattered.

Freed, Brax launched himself in my direction, powerful muscles carrying him toward me like a freight train.

I hit the ground and rolled.

The wolf sailed over me, the wind from his passage making my stomach drop.

That was close. A little too close.

Getting to my feet, I studied him carefully.

He’d gone silent. His snarls and growls disappearing as he slipped into hunting mode. His head lowered as he slunk toward me. He crept closer, inch by painstaking inch.

“I need you to listen to me, Brax,” I said, fighting to control my voice. Fear was the worst thing I could show right now. “We’re friends.”

Okay, that sounded like a lie.

“We’re acquaintances. Friendly acquaintances.”

The wolf burst into motion.

This time I wasn’t quick enough to avoid him. Fire ignited in my thigh.

I screamed, punching the wolf in the temple to force him to unlatch. He let go and staggered a few steps while shaking his head.

“Fuck.”

Hopping slightly, I checked my wound. It was bleeding profusely from several large tears. The most nauseating part was the glint of white from bone and the stringy looking matter that I was pretty sure were tendons or muscles.

“I’m trying to save your dumb ass,” I hissed at the wolf.

A jolt of renewed pain traveled up and down my leg every time I took a step. Burning not unlike silver poisoning moved through my bloodstream, making the wound even more inflamed.

Werewolf bites might not kill an older vampire, but they would certainly weaken them.

That held doubly so for me.

Forget saving Brax. I’d be lucky to survive the next five minutes.

Displaying a shocking amount of tactical awareness given his state, the wolf came at me from my wounded side.

I dodged, his teeth clicking on air.

He turned with me, checking me with the side of his body. A pained cry left me as the blow landed on my wound.

Pain splintered my vision.

Blind, scared, and desperate, I lashed out.

It was luck that I found my target, my blade sinking into something hard. Fur brushed my hand, followed by the gush of something hot and sticky.

Blood. Powerful and full of life.

My fangs snicked down as hunger tightened my belly.

If not for the wolf’s yelp and the sound of scrabbling against the sand as he shot away from me, I might have tried to bury my teeth in his throat.

I shook my head, blinking away the dark spots in my vision.

The wolf glared balefully at me from a distance of a few meters. To my disappointment, the wound I’d inflicted was already healing.

“Stubborn bastard.”

Was it too much to ask for him to need a little recovery time? Just a tiny bit. Enough for me to catch my breath.

Movement from above made me realize I’d somehow fetched up against a wall of the arena. Right under where Liam and the rest had been seated.

Nathan leaned over the edge to peer at me through the pit’s bars. “You were supposed to stay by my side.”

I craned my head back to look up at him tiredly. “Is that really what’s important right now?”

“It feels pertinent to the situation—yes.”

Liam planted a hand on the ledge, dropping down onto the bars covering the pit.

“I don’t think you’re supposed to do that, boss,” Nathan said as the Fae still arguing with Thomas raised their voices in objection.

Liam crouched, grabbing hold of two bars and yanking. Metal groaned, creaking and complaining as he exerted his strength. The veins in his neck bulged from the effort.

Liam’s furious gaze found mine. “Climb!”

I stared at the smooth rock of the wall, my thigh on fire. How exactly did he expect me to do that?

“Now, Aileen!” Liam barked.

There was a sound from behind me. The slightest shift of sand that warned me of Brax’s charge.

More desperate than graceful, I scrambled up the wall, turning barely-there depressions and pockmarks into makeshift hand holds, ripping a few nails and scraping my fingers and knuckles in the process.

Halfway up, I launched myself toward the ceiling and safety.

It was a miracle that I got one hand around the bars. The tingling, numbing sensation that immediately followed made my grip loosen.

For a moment, I felt myself slip.

Then Liam’s hand covered mine, forcing my fingers to remain closed despite the pain traveling from my palm to my wrist and down to my shoulder.

“Don’t you dare let go,” Liam ordered.

Brax’s wolf hit the wall, catapulting himself upward.

I pulled my feet out of reach, tightening my abs as I crunched upwards.

The wolf snapped at air, missing me by millimeters. He fell, his body twisting in midair so he landed on his feet.

The wolf circled, eyes trained on me. First in one direction, then the opposite.

He yapped, sounding frustrated as he tossed his head.

The bars trembled as Connor jumped down next to Liam.

“No. Go back,” I moaned.

My brother ignored me, focusing on his uncle. “I can help.”

“Connor,” I tried.

They shouldn’t be out here. Either of them.

From the raised voices of the Fae Thomas and Daniel were obstructing, I could tell our host was upset.

The pit didn’t release its victims. And it didn’t allow them to be saved. Those truths might as well be engraved somewhere.

It had been foolish on my part to have attempted an escape.

In my defense, I was pretty sure Liam intended to try to rip a hole in the ceiling regardless.

“Hush, sister. It’s pointless arguing,” Connor soothed before focusing a grim look on Liam. “There’s magic in the bars to prevent them from breaking.”

Liam gave no sign of hearing as he grabbed the bar next to the one I was holding and pulled, the veins and muscles in his neck standing out from the effort.

Connor got on his other side, doing the same.

The metal creaked in protest but it didn’t budge.

“I’ll help too,” Drake said, already half over the wall.

Deborah was at his side, looking like she was about to jump down in here with the rest of them.

“Stay there,” Connor ordered, releasing the bars to gesture them back. “You’re no use out here and you wouldn’t survive anyway.”

“He’s right,” I told Deborah. “Don’t risk it.”

Liam pounded his fist into the bar. “Damn it.”

“You tried,” I told him.

It wasn’t his fault that it hadn’t worked.

I glanced down at the sands of the pit. Brax’s wolf had lost interest in me and had started to wander toward Baran.

“Don’t you dare let go,” Liam ordered.

That was my lover. So autocratic. Even in a life and death situation.

Others might waste time with flowery words and pretty sentiments. He barked orders up until the very last second. As if he could bend circumstances through sheer force of will.

“I mean it, Aileen. Do. Not. Let. Go.”

Liam was scared, I realized. Terrified and helpless. Two things he wasn’t used to.

To be fair—this was Brax I was up against. The two went back centuries. At times uneasy allies. Other times foes. Liam knew better than anyone what the werewolf was capable of.

“I’m not going to die,” I told him.

There was too much that I still needed to live for. Fights we needed to have. Followed by really great makeup sex.

I didn’t want to miss a moment of our future.

Liam heaved on the bars one last time, uncaring of the damage he was doing to himself. His palms were blackened and charred as the magic zapped him.

Still, he refused to let go. Despite the scent of burning flesh and the sizzle of magic biting into him. It was worse than what I was enduring. Likely because he was actively trying to tear open the bars.

“Liam, look at me.” I waited for his gaze to find mine, my heart clenching at the desperation there. “I will survive this.”

It was a promise to him and the werewolf standing frozen on the steps not far away.

Caroline’s stricken gaze went from Brax’s pacing wolf to where I dangled just above. Her expression showed she was at a loss. For perhaps the first time in her life, she didn’t know what to do next.

Her best friend. Her alpha. One of them was supposed to die tonight.

Except I refused to accept that.

Lurching upward, I grabbed Liam’s arm and hauled his torso down toward the bars. Letting go of his arm, I nabbed him around the back of the neck, using that leverage to raise myself closer to him.

My lips touched Liam’s in a kiss I savored. If this was the last time we touched, I’d take the pain with the pleasure and count myself lucky.

Before I was ready, I drew back. “Have a little faith, lover. I’ve yet to give you the hell you deserve for tricking me into this marriage.”

“You’d better keep your promise, mo chuisle. This world won’t survive what I’ll do to it if you don’t.”

“Always so bossy.”

I dropped, the desperation and pain that wracked Liam’s expression accompanying my fall.

Hitting the ground a second later, I rolled to my feet in one smooth movement, my gaze on the wolf that was inching his way toward Baran.

“Alright, Brax. Let’s me and you tango.”

Lucky for me, the wolf was fixated on his new prey. The powerful muscles in his shoulders bunching as he prepared to pounce.

I raced across the sands, barreling into him from the side.

My arm flashed, burying my dagger anywhere I could find.

Once.

Twice.

Over and over again as the wolf went crazy under me.

Undeterred, I wrapped my legs around his back, riding him like a bucking bronco as I tried to bleed him as much as possible.

It was unlikely that I’d kill him this way, but it might weaken him enough for me to figure something else out.

Howls lifted from the stands. His pack mates protesting his treatment.

Hypocritical bastards. I noticed they hadn’t seemed nearly as upset when I was the one getting savaged.

Brax thrashed under me in a violent heave that nearly dislodged my grip. I lurched forward to wrap my arms around whatever part of him I could get hold of, the dagger dropping in the process.

There went that plan.

The world revolved as he threw himself onto his side, alligator rolling in an effort to crush me under his two hundred some odd pounds.

I was guessing. Truthfully, I had no idea what the werewolf’s weight was.

He certainly felt heavy enough as my chest compressed and breath exploded from my lungs. He was built like a brick house. All muscle and bones that he exerted in an effort to escape.

His skull collided with my nose in a crunch that made my eyes smart. Blood flowed down my lips and cheeks as I blinked away tears.

That was it. If he got to tear my throat out, I got to do the same to him.

A vampire’s bite worked against a werewolf the same way theirs did us. Maybe mine wouldn’t be as potent as an older vampire, but it would at least slow him down.

Maybe.

Either way, my fangs were the only weapon I currently had.

I lunged, my first bite earning me nothing but a mouthful of fur.

Gross.

Note to self—chowing down on a werewolf was best done when they were not wearing their fur suit.

Adjusting my grip, I got a better hold on Brax’s wolf and struck again. It was just as awkward as my last attempt. Only this time, instead of just a mouthful of fur, my fangs actually found their target.

Liquid life, painfully hot, filled my mouth.

Savage snarls erupted from the wolf’s throat. His struggle renewed. One last desperate attempt to evict me from his back.

It worked.

My grip slipped, my fangs coming loose.

He bucked. My body flew off. I hit the sand on my side, rolling.

He was on me before I could recover. A blur of teeth and claws.

Desperate, I jammed my left arm into his mouth, hoping it would prevent him from ripping out my intestines or throat. Always better to lose a limb than something more vital.

I screamed as his jaw closed around it. Bone cracked, blood flowing from the wound as he shook his head hard.

My shoulder wrenched, sending another flood of pain through my body.

With the last dregs of my willpower, I clung to consciousness.

Preoccupied with my looming demise and weakened from blood loss and the venom of my bite, the wolf’s defenses finally dropped.

It was what I’d been waiting for.

I struck, my power diving into him and arrowing right for the complicated metaphysical collar of golden light wrapped around his neck. Thank God I’d already done this once. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have known where to start and Brax would have finished tearing my body apart before I could free him.

My magic breaking power ate through the light, smothering its brilliance with a shadow that looked like ink.

Before I could finish, my consciousness started to slip away. Blood loss stealing my will.

I was past caring as the growls coming from above me slowed and then stopped. My body had gone numb. Pain and fear so far away.

I was going into shock, I thought distantly.

Was that even possible for a vampire? Or was that a human thing?

The wolf’s jaw loosened.

I barely felt it as he withdrew his fangs from my arm.

He retreated a step and then another.

“Oh good, you’re back.” My eyes blinked downward. So sleepy. “I can explain everything.”

Brax’s howl followed me as I sank below the waves. A funeral dirge that felt fitting as a last requiem for a vampire who’d promised miracles and then failed to deliver.
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The low rumble of voices arguing from the next room intruded on the strange dream I was having about being chased around a desert dune-scape by a set of dentures. In my dream, I tripped on the sand, somehow landing on my back as the dentures loomed over me. The sterile white of the chompers opening wide to swallow me whole.

Pain blazed up my arm as I tried to push myself upright. That, coupled with the realization of how hard the sand beneath me was, brought me the rest of the way out of sleep.

I grunted, jolting slightly before holding still to blink up at a strange ceiling. Foggy memories of the last few minutes of the fight drifted through my mind.

Some time had passed since then. I could tell by the fact that my arm and leg were healing. Slowly. Agonizingly. But the wound had closed over and I was no longer losing blood.

That was something at least.

I was still in the barrow. Its magic invaded the edges of my senses.

If I had to guess, I’d say the pit’s caretakers had scraped my broken and bloody body off the sands before throwing it into a dingy storage room.

Unless this was what passed for the infirmary.

I groaned as I shifted, my muscles and bones protesting the movement.

The argument on the other side of the door had grown in volume and intensity in the short time I’d been awake. Whoever was out there was having a conniption fit of epic proportions.

I hoped they won.

“That’s the last time I let a werewolf use me at as a chew toy,” I muttered.

Glancing to my left, I found Baran lying face up on a pallet similar to mine. Wincing, I stretched out my arm to see if he was still breathing.

“He’s still alive,” a man assured me, stirring from the shadows beside my bed and nearly giving me a heart attack in the process. He folded his hands in his lap as he regarded me with gray blue eyes. “And I’d say your earlier statement was a wise decision. Though avoiding situations that necessitate such drastic actions would be preferable.”

I probably looked like a fish with the amount of gaping I was doing as my eyes traveled over features that were an echo of mine. The slope of his forehead and the way his eyebrows transmitted his emotions when he was vexed. Brown hair that possessed the same reddish tint as my own.

“Brin.”

The Fae everyone was searching high and low for. My biological father.

And here he was. In the middle of enemy territory.

I wasn’t sure if I should be impressed at his audacity or worried that I seemed to have inherited that trait from him.

“Hello, daughter.” His lips quirked in private amusement. “I won’t ask if you’ve been well. You look like shit.”

“What are you doing here?” I burst out, shaking off some of my shock.

“Can’t a father check on his daughter when she nearly dies?”

“You’re not my father,” I corrected automatically.

That honor went to Patrick Travers. Parenthood was more than just donating your genetic material at the point of conception.

“Hurtful.”

If I believed for one second that he actually cared what I thought of him, I might feel bad. But old Fae like him couldn’t be trusted to hold the same sentimental attachments as the rest of us.

Brin might actually view me as his daughter, but I doubted those emotions went further than skin deep. I was an interesting puzzle to him. Something that might spark a fleeting fascination. Maybe even a sense of duty. Nothing more than that.

“I thought we’d addressed these feelings of abandonment in our last meeting.”

“You mean the two-minute drive by you did where you introduced yourself and told me it was all for my own good?”

“I seem to remember also saving your life,” he pointed out.

“And I’m very grateful for that.”

Still didn’t make him a father. At most, he was a concerned bystander.

“It might not seem like it, but I’ve been protecting you from the shadows.”

That earned him a scathing look. “Is that why you sent Inara and Lowen to keep tabs on me?”

Is that what he called “protection”?

“Embedding spies within my household doesn’t endear you to me,” I spat.

“You’re being too sensitive,” Brin asserted with a matter of fact calm that I found charming when coming from someone like Connor but irritating from the man in front of me. “The mad queen and her consort were only supposed to “keep tabs on you,” as you put it, from afar. That she became a member of your House was her own decision and had nothing to do with me.”

Did he think that somehow made things okay? That she never had orders to become my friend?

It didn’t.

“What are you doing here?” I snapped, changing the subject before I did something unwise. Like throw a pillow at his head.

“Muiredach is here.” Seeing my blank look, he expanded. “The Summer King.”

“I know who he is.”

Of course, Brin wasn’t here for me. I wasn’t his priority. Muiredach was. I was just the poor sap that got caught in the middle. A stop on his way to somewhere else.

“Also, your grandfather and I wish to speak to you,” Brin added, almost as an afterthought.

“Oh, is that all?”

“For now.”

I gave bio-dad a fake smile. “As you can see, I’m a little busy.”

“Yes, almost getting assassinated,” Brin said, causing the smile to drop from my face.

“What—”

My forehead furrowed as a pocket of shadow that I’d thought was a product of the room’s poor lighting pulled back to reveal several bodies. All Fae.

Brin’s smile was humorless. “I suggest you take this meeting, daughter.”

My brain was still trying to process what was happening when darkness boiled from Brin’s shadow. It swarmed over me before I could react.

My startled squeak was cut off as I plunged into a world of ice and night.

Brin’s form swam toward me through the gloom. His appearance different than the one he’d shown me in the room.

He was Brin. But he was also more.

Like an iceberg. Above the ocean, one thing. Beneath the waves, something else was revealed.

It was Brin’s face and body, just a more alien version of him. A long cape of darkness extended into the shadows behind him. Vast and immense like the night sky.

No wonder Brin was considered one of the most dangerous supernaturals in the world. The shadows showed me the truth of what he was. A creature that was never human. Born of darkness and shadow. Meant to thrive where the light never touched. An eldritch being like the one I’d encountered in the Summer Lands.

This was who’d contributed to my genetic makeup. No wonder my magic never played by the rules.

I was surprised to be as normal as I was.

No words were spoken between us but I caught his voice nonetheless.

Follow.

As if I’d intended to do anything else. It wasn’t like I knew the first thing about finding my way out of this shadow world.

He brushed past me, his shadow cape dragging Baran in his wake.

Left with no other choice, I trailed behind him, my fascinated gaze on the almost tangible weight of the shadows around us. To my surprise, colors flickered into existence when I stared into their depths long enough. Blues and purples only a shade off of true black.

All too soon, Brin was peeling back the veil, leaving us standing in a realm that I’d only visited on one other occasion.

“You brought me to Noctessa,” I said, the magic of the realm sinking into my bones.

It whispered of welcome and homecoming, offering itself for the taking.

I resisted its efforts, knowing that its temptations could lead to me being trapped here. As integral to the fabric of its reality as the first king whose shadow it was birthed from.

Trees of glass with branches twisted into enthralling works of art greeted my eyes when I looked around. The rolling hills contained the craggy outlines of an old woman’s face. The rocky outcrop in the distance, the crooked hook of a nose.

The landscape held a dreamlike quality. If that dream was also something of a nightmare.

In the periphery of my vision, strange creatures flitted among the trees. They changed shape the moment I looked directly at them.

A permanent twilight lay over the realm. That period that existed between day and night; it was the perfect environment for a vampire.

Brin glided through the glass forest without a backward glance. I followed, noting the way the land seemed to shift to accommodate his path. As if it knew where he was going and was making the journey easier.

A whimsical notion maybe, but the realm had once been meant for him.

Those memories might still be there.

Soon, we arrived at the ancient oak grove that held my grandfather’s prison.

In an eerie echo of the meadow I’d encountered a few hours earlier while in the Summer Lands, an immense oak waited for us. Only unlike that oak, this one was surrounded by a circle of irregularly shaped rocks that I suspected were the source of the power binding my grandfather to this place.

Brin dumped Baran’s unconscious body outside the stone perimeter. It was vaguely concerning that the Fae hadn’t woken yet. I didn’t know what the eldritch creature had done to him to cause this extreme reaction.

The shadows under the oak rippled, a man forming at their center.

“You look more like a grandfather this time,” I observed as the man moved toward the edge of the circle.

It was difficult to put my finger on why. His features were as ageless and unlined as Brin’s. Despite that, he had the aura of an elder. The wisdom gained from countless centuries a mantle he carried easily.

“I’ve been practicing,” my grandfather said with a slight smile. An endless darkness peered out at me through the twin abysses that were located where his eyes should be. Black voids that would probably have terrified a normal person.

I found it charming.

“You passed my message along to your father.” My grandfather gave me a warm smile. “Thank you.”

My expression soured as I shot Brin a sidelong look. “I didn’t mean for him to drag me along for the reunion.”

“And miss such a touching moment? All of us in one place for the first time ever?” Brin arched a sarcastic eyebrow before peering at his father. “Is this what they refer to as the rebellious phase?”

Ha. Fucking. Ha.

It seemed sarcasm was a hereditary trait.

“I’m beginning to see why your siblings have such complicated expressions any time your name comes up,” I muttered.

I felt a little bad for judging them so harshly if this was what they had to deal with.

“That is to be expected. They resent me for the realm’s fall. As they should. In their eyes, I consigned them to exile. That is a difficult thing to forgive.”

The way Brin spoke sounded like he was talking about someone else. His unruffled expression at the mention of his sibling’s hatred of him making me wonder if he was as unaffected as he made it seem. It had killed me when Jenna and I were at odds. The fact that it was my fault that we were estranged hadn’t made it any easier. If anything, it made it worse because I always knew I held the power to fix things and I just didn’t.

The sound of something approaching saved me from the awkwardness I felt. A shadow moved through the ghostly, twisted shapes of the glass trees, its immense form gradually condensing the closer it came. Until finally, it took on the silhouette of a dog a second later.

Alches padded out of the shadows, stopping to shake himself and nearly losing his balance in the process.

His fur and skin settled, he loped toward us.

“Look who finally showed up,” I grouched, not having forgotten who had abandoned me to the pit’s staging area.

Some guardian he was. Throwing me headfirst into the fire.

Alches slid to a stop in front of the old king, plopping down on his butt. A tentacle reached up to scratch inside his ear. When finished, he let out a soft woof.

My grandfather bent down to pet his head. “Dear friend, you’ve been quite busy.”

Alches’s tail thumped the ground.

“I’d like to know a little about that.” I leveled a stern look on the shadow hound. “I don’t suppose he’d be willing to share with the group.”

My grandfather’s features reflected amusement at my naivety. “A realm guardian is a being of mystery. Demanding answers will only bring out the trickster in him.”

“It’s that capriciousness that makes them such difficult companions to have at your side,” Brin added.

I gritted my teeth. “That would have been nice to know beforehand.”

Brin’s nod was almost fatherly. “Yes, it would have been far wiser to have rejected his service. The strings that often come attached to Fae gifts can be quite dangerous. Unless one fully understands what they are getting, and have the ability to protect themselves from the repercussions, it is always better to refuse what is given than accept.”

“I could have refused him?” I glared at my grandfather. “You neglected to mention that.”

Giving Alches one last pat, the former king straightened. “Of course I did, my dear. I’m Fae. You can never take us at face value. Consider this an important lesson. Even amongst family, you must always look for the truth hidden in the heart of our words and deeds.”

I should have known that.

I did know that.

I’d just ignored reality because of our so-called familial connection.

“In this instance, however, it was in your best interest to accept Alches into your service,” my grandfather continued. “There is no companion more loyal. You might not always understand his actions or motivations, but he will always have your best interests in mind.”

“Explain how dumping me in a Fae cage match was in my best interest.”

I could have died. I almost did die.

“Two.” At my confused look, Brin expanded. “That’s how many opportunities you had to kill the werewolf. You ignored both in favor of drawing out the fight. Likely so you could break the enthrallment that Muiredach had placed on the beast.”

Schooling my features to neutrality, I watched Brin with unfriendly eyes. It seems I hadn’t been as clever in disguising my intentions as I’d thought. I’d hoped no one—particularly Liam or my sire—would realize I’d had more than one opportunity to end things.

“It was reckless to use your magic breaking power in front of such a large crowd.” Brin shook his head at me in disappointment. “I can only imagine how important that werewolf must be to you.”

More like someone close to me. Caroline was the biggest reason I’d held back. Also, because I didn’t want to deal with the headache that would have come from me killing the pack’s alpha. They wouldn’t have cared that it had been in self-defense.

The last thing I needed was a bunch of furry psychos stalking me in hopes of ripping me limb from limb.

“Strange—I thought the vampire was the one who held your heart.” Brin tilted his head quizzically. “Was I wrong?”

“I’m not discussing my love life with you.”

Some boundaries had to be maintained. Even if we’d had a more normal father/daughter relationship, I still wouldn’t have entertained this topic of conversation.

I frowned at the shadow hound sitting at my grandfather’s feet. “I concede you did me a favor.”

A small one.

I would have preferred if he hadn’t placed me in mortal peril in the process.

I frowned at my bio-dad. “That still doesn’t excuse you kidnapping me to drag me all the way out here.”

Brin’s mouth hooked up on one side as he gave me a sardonic look. “No thank you for dealing with the assassins Muiredach sent?”

Okay. Yes. I was grateful for that. Maybe even a little bit for the fact that I wouldn’t have to deal with the political fallout when they discovered all those dead Fae in the room I was no longer in.

It was what Liam and the rest would do when they discovered my disappearance that really concerned me.

Thankfully, my sire rarely reacted from an emotional stance. He’d keep Liam and Connor under control.

I hoped.

“She does bring up a good point,” my grandfather interrupted. “You’ve kept your distance until now. As much as I enjoy both of your company, I’m curious as to why you’ve come.”

Brin leaned a hip against one of the stones marking the boundary. “I wanted your input on something.” He tipped his head at me. “Take a look at her. Tell me what you see.”

I stiffened at suddenly becoming the focus of attention.

“Shh,” my grandfather soothed.

The abyss in his eyes expanded, eclipsing all else until it became my whole universe. My mind went quiet, my fears and concerns smothered by the void that held me mesmerized. It was captivating. The desolate emptiness a source of comfort that called out to my very soul.

I gazed into it with rapt attention. Lost in its brilliance.

From inside me, in the deepest darkest depths of my being, an answering abyss unfurled. Tiny tendrils reaching out to greet the vastness before me. Minuscule compared to what was inside my grandfather, but very much present and accounted for.

My grandfather gazed at me with awe. “She’s beautiful.”

His void gave mine one last affectionate squeeze before releasing its grip on me and withdrawing. The darkness within me sunk back into its hiding place, rolling over and going back to sleep.

I sucked in a harsh breath at suddenly finding myself in my own head again, breaking out in a cold sweat. “What was that?”

The abyss was still there. I could feel it noe. Deep in my chest, coiled around my soul. A presence I’d been denying.

It slumbered. For now.

But it would wake. I was afraid of what would happen when it did.

“How is this possible?” my grandfather breathed.

“She ate Ahrun’s madness.”

My grandfather tsked. “Child—when will you learn to be careful with what you put in your mouth? Just because you can eat something, doesn’t mean you should.”

It’s not like I’d eaten Ahrun’s madness on purpose. I wasn’t a toddler. Bite one medusa and spend a little time as a statue and no one ever lets you live it down.

My grandfather focused on Brin. “How did you find out about this?”

Brin folded his arms over his chest to regard us with a neutral gaze. “Her boy-toy tracked me down.”

Hold on a minute.

“Liam did what?”

And had he just referred to the vampire some used to call Death as my “boy-toy”?

I had to save that for use later.

The corners of Brin’s lips ticked up. “I don’t think anyone has ever been able to find me unless I let them. He’s quite the hunter. Of course, he had help.”

There was a note of censure in Brin’s face as he glanced at Alches.

“That’s what you two have been up to,” I said in realization.

All those trips I’d thought were for Thomas. They were really for me. For Liam to find Brin.

No wonder Liam had been so cagey. He knew how complicated my feelings about my bio dad were.

“After meeting with him, I decided to take a look for myself and found that inside her.” Brin pursed his lips and frowned. “You were always better at this sort of thing than me, so I thought it best to bring her to you.”

“A wise decision. Though I’m not sure how much guidance I can give in my current condition,” my grandfather admitted.

“I’m still waiting for someone to explain what ‘it’ is,” I interjected.

I had an abyss inside me that seemed to be growing. It was hard not to let my thoughts travel down dark paths. Ones that led to madness taking hold or me devolving into a monster every bit as dangerous as Ahrun had been.

Brin’s expression firmed as he held my gaze. “You’re in the process of becoming.”

“What does that mean? Becoming?”

“That is yet to be determined.”

Of all the enigmatic, bullshit answers he could have given.

“That’s less than helpful,” I declared.

“And yet it is, what it is.”

Brin seemed unmoved by my angry stare, straightening from his slouch against the stone. “You will need to remain in Noctessa for the duration.”

“How long?”

His uncaring shrug had me seeing red. “Decades. Centuries. As long as it takes.”

I sputtered, giving him a disbelieving look. “You have to be kidding me.”

That’s the only thing I could think of. He couldn’t be serious about putting my life on hold for that long.

This had to be a joke. That was the only answer.

“I’m not. Think of yourself as a caterpillar undergoing a metamorphosis. Noctessa has the best environment for you to flourish.”

“Cut the crap. I’m not staying here. I’m going back.”

“You aren’t.”

I bared my teeth at him. “Wanna bet?”

If Liam and Connor had been here, they could have warned him. This was when I was at my most unpredictable. If he’d thought a realm guardian was a wild card, he had another thing coming. My worst and most reckless decisions always came when I felt like my back was to the wall.

And right now, it felt like a cage was closing around me.

“You will be a danger to yourself and others,” Brin said in an even tone that was all the more infuriating when compared to the anger seething in me. “Can you live with yourself if something happens?”

A guilt-trip. Low blow.

The desire to rage beat inside my chest, fed by the abyss within. I wanted to spit on his words and then verbally skewer him for thinking he could dictate my life after decades of absence.

But I couldn’t. Not with that question hovering in the air between us.

My grandfather swung his feet from the low hanging branch of the oak tree he’d settled on while Brin and I were arguing. Alches acted surprisingly cat-like, draped on the branch next to him, his tongue lolling out of his mouth, his eyes narrowed into slits as he panted.

“Are you sure this is about her and her becoming and not the vendetta you have against Muiredach?” my grandfather drawled.

I latched onto the faint bit of hope he was offering. “What is he talking about?”

Brin’s expression remained unchanged. “There’s no reason it can’t be both.”

My grandfather snorted and gave him a look.

“She’s already drawn Muiredach’s notice. If he gets his hands on her, he’ll warp her power to suit his purposes. I may not be much of a father, but I have no wish to see that happen to my only daughter. Noctessa is the safest place for her.”

“It’s not your choice,” I argued.

A headache was developing at the base of my skull.

“What did you think? That you’d show up after all these years and I’d immediately fall in line?” I asked sarcastically. “News flash—I don’t need your help. I’ve been taking care of myself just fine all this time.”

“Your boy-toy seemed to think otherwise, given his determination in tracking me down,” Brin pointed out.

“And I’ll be taking that up with him later.”

For now, I had to figure out a way back to Vegas before things really hit the fan.

“You can’t go back there. I won’t allow it.”

“You won’t allow it?” My laugh was bitter. “Who the fuck do you think you are?”

“You may not like it, but I’m your father. I have no desire to see my only child broken by what Muiredach will do to you if he gets his hands on you.”

Brin was lucky I had experience dealing with autocratic assholes. If this had been a few years ago, I might have attempted bodily harm against him.

“You’re right. I don’t like it. What is your problem with him anyway? Why are you so certain he’d try to harm me?”

Brin’s features were hard and set, his lips pressed tightly together. His intention to remain silent clear.

My grandfather shook his head. “You are both so stubborn.”

Brin sent his father an arch look. “As if you aren’t.”

My grandfather grinned, a sly tilt of the lips. “This reminds me of some of our arguments back in the day.”

“Hardly. She hasn’t tried to kill me yet.”

I glared. “Just wait. The evening is young.”

A roar of laughter came from my grandfather as he threw his head back. “Explain it to her nicely. Maybe she will be reasonable.”

Brin’s sigh was filled with a lifetime’s worth of frustration. There was resignation in his gaze when he finally looked at me. “Muiredach slaughtered the original royal family of the Summer Lands and used his power to enthrall the realm’s guardian. As you know from Noctessa, a realm must have a ruler or it closes itself off. Somehow Muiredach managed to circumvent that. Likely through a magic breaker much like you.”

A shiver ran down my spine.

Now I knew why everyone was so set on making sure no one ever found out about my power.

“It’s been a long time since he last got his hands on a magic breaker. The edges of his realm are starting to fray.”

I recalled what Liam had told me about Brin’s activities. “I’m sure you had nothing to do with that.”

Brin’s lips twitched as he inclined his head. “I may be somewhat at fault.”

Try solely responsible.

“You cannot go back there. Not now that he’s caught your scent.”

“We don’t know that he has.”

I was being stubborn, but I didn’t care. If we did things Brin’s way, I’d lose everything. The family I just got back, my friends, my House. All of it gone.

“He sent those assassins as a test. If I hadn’t been there, you would have already fallen into the trap he laid for you.”

“Maybe so, but I don’t plan on hiding here just because it’s safer.” I glanced at my grandfather, trusting that he was more likely than Brin to give me the truth in this matter. “Is Noctessa really the only place I can undergo this ‘becoming’?”

My grandfather took in Brin’s rigid stance before answering reluctantly. “You will become regardless. Some might claim fate plays an important role in the process.”

Good enough for me.

“That settles it. I’m going back,” I declared, meeting Brin’s gaze stubbornly.

His face was as blank as it had been earlier. As if my decision was of no relevance to him.

“Very well,” he rumbled, his voice developing a gravelly echo.

Darkness crawled out of his pupils, staining his irises and the whites of his eyes a solid black. The abyss stared into me.

I grew lightheaded as I struggled to remain conscious. Panic and alarm began to set in as I realized I was frozen in place. A splotch of darkness spread from under my foot, becoming a pool that rose.

First to my ankles. Then to my knees.

“You insist you can take care of yourself, daughter of mine.” The abyss smiled. “Prove it. Escape me. Fail and we do things my way.”

A weary sigh came from my grandfather’s direction as the darkness crept past my eyes and over my head. My hearing was the last thing to go.

“This’ll only make her hate you more.”

“I’m prepared for that. Our world is not always kind. It won’t always bend in her favor. This will be a hard lesson. But a necessary one. I’m not entirely heartless though. I left her a small window to find her way out. As long as she’s developed her power—”

Before I could hear the rest, the abyss closed around my head.
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I plunged into an endless black, shadows and night streaming past me. There was no concept of up or down, making it impossible to get my bearings.

Strangely, I felt calm. The panic that should have been present in a fall through eternal night was absent. Peace and tranquility the only things that remained.

“Where am I?”

The words were hushed and muted against the vast, echoing silence. Like something heard underwater. A little indistinct. A faint bit garbled.

It was cold. A chill so extreme, my body had long since gone numb. Everything felt deadened. My nose, my feet, my hands. They were like rubber. There, but useless.

If I’d been human, I’d have to worry about frost bite.

“Is this his darkness?” I asked myself, staring around me in curiosity.

There was something about this place that made me think that was the case. Similar to the shadows Brin had used to pull us into Noctessa, but different.

Then there was what he’d said right before.

I had to “escape him.”

Given my situation, it was the only explanation that made sense.

At least this wasn’t likely to kill me.

I hoped.

That was the thing about ancients like him. They didn’t always have a good grasp on the fragility of the beings surrounding them. Something he considered easily survivable might annihilate a baby vampire like me.

It was the risk you took when you hung out with creatures as old as dirt.

I fell into a trance watching the shadows and darkness surge past me. Streamers that reminded me of black clouds parted around my body like vapor.

In the vast depths beyond, there were flickers of color. Quick flashes like the explosion of fireworks. As fleeting as them too.

Somehow, I found myself instinctively slipping into my other sight.

The colors that I’d only caught glimpses of bloomed into vivid detail. Their magnificence holding me spellbound.

Magic. Primal and ancient. That’s what I was seeing.

“Amazing,” I whispered.

Who would have thought the void hid such beauty?

Entranced, I stretched out a hand to touch a red strand of magic. It twitched and swayed, almost dancing as it floated closer. Like a pet eager for attention.

That thought made me hesitate. The realization that I had no frame of reference for what hid in the darkness was a sobering one. There were no Fae that were considered harmless. Even their smallest came with teeth and claws. Their affinity for mischief so well known that even humans had cautionary stories about how not to fall afoul of them.

The strand of red took the decision out of my hands a second later, nudging my fingers once and then more insistently.

Taking a chance, I grabbed hold. Pain blazed through me, freezing cold swept up my arm followed by a flood of scalding heat.

My fingers and hands prickled to life. Nerve endings woken from their deep sleep.

I screamed, the sound lost in the vastness.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

It hurt.

Like being set on fire.

I struggled to stay conscious. The floaty, detached feeling that usually heralded a trip to la la land encroaching.

To make things worse, the rest of the colors crowded close.

“Go away!” I shouted.

Again the sound was swallowed by the void, disappearing like a pebble tossed into a lake. Barely creating a ripple.

I thrashed as the aurora of colors infringed on my space. They drifted closer still. Bare millimeters separating us.

At my wit’s end, I screamed, “Alches!”

Why, I don’t know. He’d made no move to prevent Brin from tossing me in here. Even if he came, there was every chance that he might not intervene. He might simply decide to leave me to my own devices. A growth opportunity, as my grandfather had put it.

Still, in that moment, his name was the only one I could think of.

The darkness moved. An impression of wings spreading wide before a shape contorted into something else. Its appearance changed again. Then a third time.

“You’re not Alches, are you?” I guessed with a sinking feeling.

This was something else. Something that regarded me with detached curiosity.

I kept my eyes trained on the entity, instinct whispering that I was in danger. A splotch of ocher lurched forward, twining around my leg like a cat.

A pained noise whistled through my teeth. The only sound I let escape.

Agony lanced my shoulder a second later. The blue magic that was the source of the sensation twisted to face me.

Its appearance acted like an invitation. The colors converged on me.

I gritted my teeth against the pain, curling in on myself and hunkering down.

The entity simply watched as the colors took turns zapping me. I rode the waves of pain. It wasn’t until my throat was raw that I realized I’d started screaming at some point.

Through the haze, I became aware of a pattern. They never brushed against me in the same place twice. Every time they chose new, unbroken flesh. Each lance of pain crescendoing before receding. And when it did, something new flooded in. Like a forest devastated by a fire before experiencing new growth. The old burned away so something new could flower in its place.

Right after that realization, I became aware that each encounter hurt less and less.

They were helping me. Their touches leaving me stronger than I’d been before.

My body was coming alive. Something within expanding into the spaces that experienced the renewal.

My abyss. It thirsted.

This was what Brin had meant by becoming. I was in the midst of a metamorphosis into something else.

Something dark and beautiful. Powerful and strong.

With that glimpse came a knowledge I didn’t stop to question. By instinct I grasped one of the shadows closest to me, pulling it.

Its edges began to rip. Light filtered through the tear I’d created. Not stopping to question myself, I threw myself forward and through it.

And once again, I was falling.

This time the plummet was short. A mere span of seconds before I landed sprawled on a floor of cold, hard stone.

“I can’t believe that worked.”

My ribs protested as I pushed myself upright. The sight that greeted me had a raw laugh scraping my insides.

What was that saying?

Never trust a Fae.

Sound advice if I ever heard any.

That “window” Brin had left led to a prison cell. An oubliette if I wasn’t mistaken.

Carved out of stone, the room possessed only one exit. A hole far above my head over which iron bars had been placed.

I shifted until my back was resting against the nearest wall. “I’m trapped.”

There would be no escaping. Even if I could somehow reach that hole—and that was doubtful since it was over fifteen feet off the ground and the walls had spells embedded in them to deter climbing—it was unlikely I could budge the grate covering the exit.

The only way out of this cell was for someone to let me out.

“Hello! Anybody up there?”

I nodded at the resounding silence that answered. Yup. Just as expected. There was no one around. No one probably even knew I was down here.

“Great.” I slumped against the wall. “What now, self?”

I couldn’t let Brin have the satisfaction of winning. Staying put like a good little girl until he decided to let me out wasn’t in my nature. I just had to figure out how to escape. That was all.

I quirked an eyebrow at the pool of shadows waiting in the corner. “I don’t suppose you have any ideas?”

His black fur did an excellent job of allowing him to blend into the dim gloom hanging around the recesses of the cell. If I hadn’t sensed his presence, I never would have spotted him.

The shadows shifted as Alches laid down, watching me with alert eyes as he propped his head on his paws and tilted his ears forward to show he was listening.

“That’s all you have to say?”

I don’t know why I expected anything more. If there was one thing the realm guardian had been consistent in, it was his unhelpfulness. At this rate, he might as well have stayed away.

At the very least, he could do something about his friends.

I glared at the ceiling. “Why is it always birds?”

There was a whole flock of them up there, hovering in midair as they perched on something unseen. Their beady little eyes staring. Always watching.

I shuddered. So creepy.

Dismissing them from my thoughts, I focused on Alches. “Is this a test?”

It wouldn’t make me happy, but I could understand if it was.

Instead of answering, Alches rose to slip from the shadows and fully materialize in my cell. I was silent as he padded over and stopped a foot away.

Before I could say anything, he started to retch. Loud hurking sounds that would have propelled any dog owner into action.

I was no different, coming to my feet by instinct. Though there was no carpet to drag Alches off of.

A second later, he regurgitated a solid, slimy looking mass onto the ground.

“Ew,” I said in disgust at the sight.

Vomit was something I’d never handed well.

Upon closer inspection, I discovered that the thing he’d brought up was a brown, leatherbound book that looked familiar. It was the Fae relic that had attached itself to me a few years ago. No matter what I’d done to dispose of it— toss it in a river, drop it down a ravine, burn it—it always found its way home again. Each time reappearing on my dresser looking no worse for wear.

It wasn’t until Alches ate the damn thing that it had stayed away.

Now it was back.

I lifted my eyes from the harmless looking book to the realm guardian. “What do you expect me to do with this?”

Alches offered me a doggy grin, complete with a lolling tongue and slightly slobbery jowls.

“That’s not an answer.”

He woofed once before turning and padding into the shadows, leaving me alone without an explanation. Again.

I looked down at the book, half expecting it to take on its human manifestation. Instead, it lay there. Inert. Cover face-up. Innocuous looking.

Too bad I wasn’t the inexperienced vampire from when we’d first met.

Fae artifacts were never benign.

I edged closer as letters appeared one by one on the cover.

“H.U.R.R.Y.U.P.D.O.L.T.”

An insult. How terribly original.

“Do you realize what you’re covered in? I’m not touching that.”

The letters faded, new ones appearing an instant later.

“WATCH IT, DUMBASS.”

“You’re not very good at negotiating, are you?”

Despite my words, I reluctantly picked up the book, trying to limit contact as much as possible. My gag reflex kicked in the moment the slime coating its surface touched my skin.

“Oh God.” I gagged. “So gross.”

“DON’T YOU DARE. I WILL END YOU.”

I dry-heaved a couple more times before I got myself under control. Breathing lightly through my nose, I tried to ignore the viscous gunk smeared all over the cover as I opened the book to a random page. It didn’t really matter which one. I’d discovered through trial and error that the information in the book wasn’t set. It shifted and changed based on the relic’s mood.

As expected, an entry appeared on the page I flipped to. Along with a photo featuring my father’s siblings.

My gaze lingered on the medusa, my aunt Callie, the friendliest of those I’d met. She looked out of the page with a dangerous expression. Her head snakes reared back to strike.

The rest of those in the photo were equally menacing. Don, horns curling from his head and tentacles falling like locks of hair around his face. Astrid, as beautiful as a star in the sky. Owen who dwarfed the rest of his siblings, two tusks protruding from his lower jaw.

As interesting as the photo was, it was the words beneath that caught my attention.

“The most influential of Noctessa’s first generation still living.”

“You’re forgetting Brin. I’m disappointed Book. I thought you guaranteed accuracy.”

“I’ve forgotten nothing. Brin, the youngest, the betrayer, the lonely hero. His image hasn’t been captured since the realm’s fall. As such his status as alive or dead cannot be confirmed.”

“It seems your information is out of date. Brin is very much alive. I’ve seen him. Spoken to him.”

He was my father.

That part I kept to myself.

I’d always sort of thought Book was omnipotent, knowing everything as it happened. It seemed that wasn’t the case which had me wondering how he got his information.

Leaving aside my doubts, I tilted the book to read further. Halfway down the page, I found something relevant to my situation.

“Shadow slipping—the method of using the shadows to slip from one place to another. A rare ability thought to have developed due to the dangerous nature of the realm.”

Now we were getting somewhere.

“Only the first generation is thought to have possessed this ability. It’s considered the primary reason there is a kill-on-sight order out for any Scattered.

“Noctessa’s dungeon is one of the few places impervious to this ability’s use.

“Of course, this would pose no problem for a magic breaker.”

I narrowed my eyes at the book. “You’re assuming an awful lot right now.”

As the book so kindly pointed out, only the first generation was capable of shadow slipping. Last time I’d checked, I wasn’t part of the first generation.

“You never know until you try.”

“Very inspirational. I didn’t know you had it in you.”

Though he was right. It couldn’t hurt to try.

It’s not like I had any other options. There was also Alches’s behavior. He must see some potential in me. Otherwise, why else would he leave the book with me?

Slipping into my other sight, I examined the oubliette’s walls.

Gold lines converged into existence, covering every inch of the cell to form an intricate cage from which I doubted there was any escape. They were delicate and thin looking as they curved and intersected in a pattern that was as beautiful as it was treacherous.

“This must have taken years,” I murmured, setting a hand on the wall.

Not to mention a shit ton of power.

The focus needed to create something like this went beyond anything I’d ever seen.

Even staring at it for too long left me dizzy and disoriented as the pattern blurred. It looped in on itself, giving me the optical illusion of falling into it.

I blinked, looking down to get my bearings.

The book was still open to the passage where I’d left off. A new paragraph had written itself while I was distracted.

“Be on your guard. Shadow slipping is highly dangerous. More than one Fae has become lost in the attempt. Never to be seen again.

The space between is deep and unending, marked by fearsome creatures never seen or imagined.

Be careful not to bite off more than you can chew.”

I grimaced. “Now you tell me.”

After I’d already mentally committed to this asinine plan.

However, the new information didn’t change the reality of the situation. Unless someone managed to stumble over me down here, I wasn’t leaving until Brin let me out. Who knew when that would be?

Liam and Connor would still be alive decades or centuries from now. I couldn’t say the same for my family.

I wouldn’t let myself be trapped here. Risk or no risk.

While I was lost in thought, the book flipped to the next page. An image of Inara, blood running down one side of her face came into focus.

I slammed the book shut before I could see more.

“Coward.”

I tossed the book into the middle of the oubliette. “Careful—or I’ll let Alches eat you again.”

This time there was no pithy response. Rather an image engraved itself on the cover. That of a fist with the middle finger raised.

“Real mature,” I huffed, giving the book my back to concentrate on my task—escaping.

How was I going to do this?

The book had opened my eyes to the possibility of shadow slipping, but it hadn’t offered any clues on the methodology. All I had to go on was my one experience shadow slipping with Brin.

It wasn’t much. Then again, I’d done some miraculous things on less.

For now, I’d concentrate on unraveling the spells covering the oubliette’s walls. That had to come first. Everything else was meaningless until they were down.

Facing the nearest wall, I activated my other sight again. It was just as complicated and exhaustingly complex as it had been under my first examination.

There were two ways that I knew of to unravel a magic working. The first took the longest. You concentrated on one spot. Teasing the snarled knots of magic until you could gently pull them apart. Much like you might if you had a tangled ball of string.

The second was faster, relying more on brute force than anything else. With that method, you sucked away the power behind the working to render it inert. It required a lot of concentration. Willpower too. If you wavered even a tiny bit, the spell would rebound. A dangerous situation that could leave me brain dead or comatose.

For what I was about to attempt, I had a feeling I would need both methods.

Moving closer to the wall, I hovered my hand just over a spot where several patterns intersected. I was careful not to touch, afraid of setting off the built-in defenses.

Mentally, I prodded the spell.

The magic lashed out. A lance of blinding pain speared my temples.

“Ouch. Shit. Fuck. Damn.”

I backed away, cradling my head as a throb took up residence behind my eyeballs.

Someone had booby trapped the oubliette’s spells to deter magic breakers like me

“Brin,” I growled.

I could see his trace in the weaving. Somehow, he’d managed to tweak the spell. Just enough to hurt and not permanently damage anyone who tried to mess with it.

Tossing a glare at the wall, I gave into my need to pace back and forth. “Quite the boy scout, isn’t he?”

His level of preparation was frightening. As was his ability to anticipate what I would do next. Either the man was a genius tactician or he understood the way I thought.

Probably a little bit of both.

I stopped to face the wall. “Be as stubborn as you want,” I told it.

He had no idea how much I could endure when the word “no” or “you can’t” came into play. It was my greatest superpower and my biggest weakness.

Going at the pattern headfirst might not work. But what if I came at it sideways?

Earlier Alches had been both here and in the shadows at the same time. One foot in two worlds, so to speak. If I could do something similar, it might blunt the rebound effect.

Book had said I couldn’t travel from here using the shadows. A rule I suspected didn’t apply to realm guardians. But nothing was said about halfway sliding into them like Alches had done.

It might just work.

There was a rustle of movement from behind me.

“You’re an idiot,” Book declared, running a hand through his hair to leave the curly brown mass disheveled.

“Look who finally decided to stop hiding behind ink and vellum,” I drawled, the majority of my attention still focused on the spell.

Book folded his arms across his chest. “I had no choice. You’re going to get yourself killed. What kind of idiot decides to shadow slip five minutes after learning of its existence?”

“Aren’t you the one who brought it up?”

“Yes, but I didn’t think you’d actually do it.” At my incredulous look, he rolled his eyes. “At least not before learning the basics and considering all the pros and cons.”

Did he not know me at all?

Done with the conversation, I turned back to the wall. How was I to do this?

Shadows. Shadows. Shadows.

When thinking about them hard enough didn’t work, I paced to the nearest corner. Furthest from the dim light spilling in from the hole above where the shadows were at their densest. Closing my eyes, I offered myself up to them.

A second later, I collided with the cold hard stone of the wall.

“Ouch!”

Pain spread across my nose and the part of my face with which I’d collided into the stone surface. My pride smarting, I backed away, trying to ignore the peals of laughter coming from behind me.

“That was amazing,” Book gasped with tears in his eyes. “You actually thought you could simply walk into shadow and let it take you.”

“It works for Alches,” I mumbled.

Book wiped tears away from the corners of his eyes. “The hound is a being as old and powerful as this realm. It won’t work the same for you as it does for him.”

“How do you suggest I go about this then?”

A cagey look formed on Book’s face. “It’s easy. To slip into shadow, you must first call them to you. Think of it like donning a piece of clothing. You pull them over your head and let them settle into place. Once you’re in the shadow, you simply ride the wave and envision where you need to go.”

“That’s it? That’s your big advice?”

It was every bit as nonsensical as I’d expected. I felt ridiculous for thinking he’d have something more to contribute.

Footsteps sounded above.

“Looks like someone felt your tinkering. If I were you, I’d get moving. Noctessa has a rule about uninvited guests. They kill them.” Book arched an inquiring eyebrow at me. “Do you think they’ll make an exception for you?”

It depended on who was up there. If it was someone I knew, maybe. But from what I’d heard, the king had brought in a lot of new blood. None of whom were likely to recognize me.

“Tell me how to do this,” I hissed.

“I’ve already told you. Call them.”

Cursing under my breath, I faced the corner that had already seen me make a fool of myself.

Come to me.

Nothing happened. There was no sign of movement as the person making their way to my prison cell began to hum. A cheery little ditty that did nothing for my concentration.

“Better hurry,” Book mouthed.

I concentrated harder, glaring intently at the shadows. For a moment they seemed to move. A tiny squiggle. As if something inside them was alive.

“Little rat, little rat. You should have picked a better spot to invade than a dungeon.”

There was a clink from the prison door above as my visitor unlocked it.

I focused, pouring every bit of my attention into that shadow. This time I barked the command with the same authority with which my drill sergeant had told an entire platoon to drop and push until he told them to stop.

The shadows writhed, sliding toward me.

That’s it. Come to mama.

A thud came from behind me. Then a startled gasp.

“Aileen?”

My aunt’s eyes were wide as her gaze darted from me to the shadows now creeping across the ground in my direction.

“Stop—it’s dangerous. You don’t know what you’re doing!”

It was far too late for that. They’d already answered the call. The process, once begun, was effortless. Like tipping over a cliff. Once you went past a certain point, there was no way back.

The shadows wrapped around me. Color leached away from the world; Callie’s snakes slowly losing their brilliance. Like an old photograph faded by time.

“Damn it, child.” Callie whirled and slapped a hand against the nearest wall. A word fell from her lips, power cracking the air in a thunderous sound.

The shadows ripped me out of time and space just as the golden net of the cage flared and then disappeared.

Belatedly, I realized there was one crucial piece of the process that I’d forgotten about. That whole envisioning thing.
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My passage into shadow wasn’t nearly as peaceful or controlled as Brin’s. I ripped through the darkness with all the finesse of an angry rhino. In a dizzying rush that left me disoriented and fighting nausea.

In a last ditch, desperate attempt at control, I tried envisioning my bedroom in Vegas. The sensation of cool sheets on my skin. The feel of wood under my feet. The view of the rolling hills and desert landscape outside the window.

Wait a minute. Was it day or night there?

The brief break in my concentration was enough to snap the tenuous connection and send me deeper into the shadows.

I gazed around, belatedly realizing just how badly I’d screwed up. I shouldn’t have tried to jump realms on my first attempt at shadow slipping.

What kind of idiot tried to sprint before they could even crawl?

Two seconds. If Callie had arrived two seconds earlier, I wouldn’t have attempted something so asinine.

No, be honest. You let Book get in your head. Even knowing how dangerous a Fae relic could be, you still listened to him. I might as well call myself a fool.

Frustration and anger weren’t going to save me though. Not from the predicament I’d landed myself in.

Somehow, I knew I’d strayed far from where I needed to be. Into the deepest, coldest parts of darkness. Places no sane being should ever visit.

In the periphery of my vision, leviathans swam through the gloom. Their massive forms terrifying as a few stopped to regard me.

A sound reverberated through the darkness. The whistles and clicks similar in tone and pitch to whale communication.

I shivered in place, watching the rest of the pod turn toward me.

The urge to hyperventilate as I came under their focus was only thwarted by the fact that I couldn’t breathe in this place.

An alien consciousness brushed mine. Its immenseness making me flinch.

It was ancient. Far more than anything I’d ever encountered. Older than Ahrun and Brin. Perhaps even older than my grandfather.

A bark announced Alches’s presence.

His form rippled, the dog falling away until a tentacled monster half the size of the leviathans took his place.

The leviathan’s voice resounded in the darkness, slow and deep. Youuu tressssspasss, reallllmmm guuardiannn.

Alches growled. She belongs to Noctessa and me.

The attention of the great beings narrowed on me.

Ann heeir hass nott fooundd theeirr way iinnttoo the deeepppps innn aaa verrryy looongg tiime. Thhhhiiiisss iiisss noooott heer fiirssstt fooorayy eiiitherr.

Alches wrapped a tentacle around my waist, using it to nudge me slightly behind him. I huddled in his embrace, content for once to let someone else fight my battles for me.

Shee iss thee ooonee whooo woookee thhee reeaallmm aannd usss frooomm oouurrr sluuummbbeerr, one of the other leviathans said.

She cannot remain here. She has her own fate and mission to accomplish, Alches told them.

The leviathans at the back of the pod began to turn away, leaving only the two right in front of us.

Veerrryyy weellll. Wwweee willll nooott feeasst onnn heeerrr.

Thhiisss tiiiime, the other added.

A shadow, its color just a shade deeper than the rest, lashed out at me. Alches snarled, his tentacle pulling back as the rest of his appendages moved to cover me.

The shadow evaded, twining through the narrow opening before striking me in the chest. I spun, the force ripping me from Alches’s grip. Around and around. Like a child’s toy. Whirling through the darkness.

Light fractured the black up ahead. My way out.

I reached for it with everything in me, pulling at the light the same way I had the shadows.

My feet hit soft sand. My legs buckled under me, sending me face first onto the ground.

I lay there for a moment, processing the fact that I was out. Granted, with no idea where I was, but I’d made it.

Lifting my head, I spit out a mouthful of sand and looked around.

“Where the hell am I?”

It wasn’t my bedroom in the mansion Thomas had bought. It wasn’t Ohio either. Or any place I’d ever been before.

I was in a desert. The sand and arid landscape gave that away. Somewhere far off the beaten path. Rock formations towered in the distance, their shapes blotting out the stars in the night sky.

I pushed myself upright, wincing at the sand clinging to my skin and getting into my sensitive bits as I came to a sitting position. “Why couldn’t Brin have given me a change of clothes before throwing me in that dungeon?”

The outfit I’d started the night with was reaching the end of its life.

Blood covered it, courtesy of the wounds Brax had given me earlier. The shoulder of my top was barely hanging on thanks to the rip he’d left in it when he took a chunk out of me. My heels had long since disappeared, leaving me barefoot. At least my shorts still covered everything important. Though they offered little barrier to the elements.

A grunt escaped me as I climbed to my feet. “Alright. Which way?”

The desert offered no answer.

“I think this is still Nevada,” I muttered to myself.

The landscape fit what I knew. Unfortunately, that didn’t help me. I was still lost.

I started to reach for the same thread of magic that had allowed me to shadow slip earlier before hesitating. The shadow’s depths had been far more dangerous than I had anticipated. Braving them again should be an act of last resort.

At least until I had a better idea of what I was doing.

“I should have just stayed in the dungeon,” I grumbled, picking a direction at random and setting off.

In the end, I decided to head for the monoliths in the distance, figuring if nothing else they could provide shelter once the sun was up. I’d need shade to survive. Preferably in the form of a nice cool cave. That had to be my first priority.

I broke into a light jog, trying to avoid the worst of the rocks and shrubs that might shred the bottoms of my feet. Shoes would have been nice. Even heels. Anything to protect the skin on the soles of my feet.

The journey wasn’t a quiet one. Rather it was full of wincing and cursing.

Painful as it was, I couldn’t afford to stop or slow down. The sun was coming up. I could feel it below the horizon. Dawn wasn’t far off.

An hour away. Maybe a few minutes more.

I pushed harder, forcing myself to move faster despite the wounds it opened on my feet. Despite how quickly I healed, sand still crept into the open lacerations, leaving behind a gritty, abrasive feeling that was worse than the cut itself.

As the end of the hour approached and the monoliths felt no closer than before, I resorted to vampire speed. I couldn’t maintain it for long periods. Basically a few minutes at most before I was forced to slow to a walk and let my stamina recover.

I kept my eyes trained on the rock formations. Were they closer or was it just my imagination?

“Let’s go, Aileen. Mind over matter.”

So my lungs were burning and my feet would need several layers of skin removed to get rid of the sand that had gotten in there. It could be worse.

I could be dead. Or trapped in the abyss.

Pep talk finished, I started running again.

“That’s it,” I urged myself.

I was in a race against the sun.

My body might complain. Each step forward might require a herculean amount of will. But I would emerge victorious in the end.

Somewhere in the endless cycle of sprint, walk, then sprint again, I sank into a fugue. The seconds slipping by as endorphins blunted some of the aches and pains, allowing me to push harder and harder.

Above, the sky started to lighten. The stars disappeared one by one as the night took on the deep blue tint that heralded dawn.

The sun was still below the horizon, but it wouldn’t be long now.

I had minutes. At best.

Then it was lights out. I probably wouldn’t like the condition I was in when I woke.

If I woke.

A sharp pain in my calf brought me to a stumbling halt.

“What the—”

I reached down, twisting my calf so I could see what was causing the sensation of burning.

There, two marks similar to those left by my own fangs. Only on a significantly smaller scale.

I looked behind me. Sure enough, a snake was coiled up, preparing for another strike.

“Seriously? We’re practically cousins,” I snarled, hobbling out of its reach.

No respect. That’s what that was.

Luckily, I didn’t have to worry about the snake’s venom killing me. I might get a little sick until my body could process the toxins, but I’d live.

Cursing the snake and all its ancestors, I limped toward my destination.

The sun’s presence had grown into an ache in my chest. Constant. Never allowing me to forget its creeping progress.

To the east, the sky was coming alive. The first edge of the sun breaking the horizon. Its rays creating a brilliant painting of pinks, oranges and reds.

I broke into another run. This one slightly slower. My gait was awkward as the leg with the bite throbbed.

There was still time, I told myself.

I wouldn’t go down until the sun was fully above the curve of the Earth and its rays touched the ground.

By now the formations were a mile away. Max. A distance I could do in less than five minutes when I wasn’t exhausted and hurting.

The sun’s light hit the top of the tallest rock formation, warning that my time was dwindling. It inched down the side of the rock face. Slow and fast at the same time.

Drowsiness tugged at me.

I shook my head. No. Stay awake.

The last quarter mile or so I was lost in a fog, covering the distance on auto pilot. The only thing keeping me upright, my own willpower.

The early morning sun touched my profile, expanding until I was bathed in it. A tingling started, the sensation quickly turning to pain. It grew with every step.

So close.

The rock formations were right there.

As daylight claimed the world, I threw myself toward the shade at their base.

Please let me wake up come nightfall, I prayed.

I was out before my body hit the sand.
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“Get—up. Aileen—get—up.”

Liam?

Pain lit my nerve receptors, bringing me all the way to consciousness. Distantly, I realized there was no one nearby despite the voice I thought I’d heard, and once again, I was face down on the ground.

Not bothering to push myself fully upright, I contorted to gaze down the length of my body to find the lower half fully exposed to sunlight. The skin bright red and already blistering.

By some miracle my torso rested in the shade. But it wouldn’t stay that way for long. My slice of safety was getting smaller with every second that passed as the sun made its way across the sky.

With a moan, I rolled onto my back and used my hands to pull my legs into the shade. The process was painful, requiring me to stop several times as I nearly blacked out.

But eventually, I was successful.

Pushing myself upright, I maneuvered until my back rested against the rock face. The effort caused my head to swim and I had to pause again to let the dizziness pass before continuing.

By the time I was done, my oasis had shrunk considerably.

Curling my legs in to avoid sunlight from touching any part of me, I examined them. They looked worse up close. There were spots where the blisters had cracked and were now oozing liquid.

“I guess my ‘becoming’ also came with an increased sensitivity to the sun,” I mumbled.

I’d add it to the rest of my symptoms. We’d better get to the part where I gained something soon. So far, all this metamorphosis had given me were a bunch of additional weaknesses that I could do without.

I banged the back of my head lightly on the rock behind me. “Fuck.”

Given my predicament, it was hard not to feel despair. All that work to be able to walk under the sun and it looked like I was back to square one.

To make matters worse, the sun was almost directly overhead. In less than an hour, the formation’s shadow would cease to exist.

No more hiding place.

Given the state of my body, I doubted I’d survive until it sank low enough for a shadow to return. At least not without lapsing into another coma that would prevent me from crawling back into the shade.

“I need a new shelter.”

I fixed my gaze on the rock formations directly across from where I sat. Unlike the one my back rested against, they were a collection of towering rocks and assorted boulders.

“That might work.”

From this distance, the surface of the rocks looked pockmarked and riddled with depressions. One of them might be big enough for a vampire to crawl into and sleep away the day. Maybe there was a slot canyon or some other form of shelter.

Whatever the case, it was better than remaining here and waiting for a painful death.

Earlier I hadn’t wanted to attempt shadow slipping given the inherent danger, but the situation had changed. I was now desperate and grasping at anything that might spare me having to walk under the full strength of a desert sun.

Unfortunately—whether because I still didn’t have a clear grasp of how it worked or I was too weak to manipulate it properly—the magic slipped from my grasp like grains of sand through a clenched fist.

I guess that left one choice. Making the journey on foot.

The fragile skin on my legs split in places to trickle blood as I forced myself to standing. “You can do this.”

Could I though?

The shadow I hid in offered protection against the full effects of the sun’s light, but I still felt the painful pinpricks that came from its presence.

It’d be worse out there.

“A hundred yards and you can rest.”

I forced myself to take that first step.

The excruciating pain of sunlight hitting my entire body at once had me wavering. It was like walking into a pool of lava. The instinct to retreat immediate.

Gritting my teeth, I took that second step that widened the distance between me and my former haven.

One foot in front of the other.

I shambled across the hot sand toward my destination, my energy level too low for vampire speed. Twice I fell, only to force myself back up.

The skin on my face blistered. The sores cracked and peeled only to form new ones immediately after.

The formation up ahead swam in my vision. A dancing, shimmering mirage.

The strength in my legs vanished. I pitched forward, landing on hard packed dirt. On autopilot, I crawled the final few yards to the edge of the rock formation.

I was so tired. The sun had burned away the last dregs of my will.

Somehow, I managed to lift my head. A small recess at the base of the rock formation offered respite.

I don’t know how, but I dragged myself into it.

Cool, blessed darkness embraced me.

My vision spun, unconsciousness rising up to claim me. For once I didn’t fight, too grateful for the reprieve.
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Hours, days, months later, I half roused as something large entered my nest. An animal of some kind, I determined as it padded toward me.

Despite the alarm that tried to rise, I was already drifting back into sleep when a cold, wet nose poked itself into the crook of my neck. The whine that followed made my eyes flutter.

With effort, I cracked open eyelids that felt heavy and swollen.

A wolf regarded me with a concerned stare. Her ears were tilted forward and there was a yellow go-bag cinched around her throat. Seeing me looking at her, she whined again.

“Caro-line.” I tried to smile, but it hurt too much. “Nice. Accessory.”

I’d have to tease her about it later. When I could talk without splitting the skin of my lips.

There was a pop and a crack as Caroline began the process of the shift.

“I’m here, Aileen,” Caroline said seconds later, startling me out of the sleep I’d begun to drift back into. “Everything is going to be okay.”

Of course, it was, I thought at her. I’d never doubted her.

The sound of a zipper being undone came. Then the beep of buttons being pushed. A phone rang once before it was answered.

“I have her. She’s hurt bad. What do I do?”

I sunk back into sleep before I caught the answer.

The taste of blood on my tongue and the power infusing it brought me screaming back to consciousness.

I struggled, nearly choking as blood dribbled out of the corner of my mouth.

“You have to drink. You’re too badly burned to heal on your own.” Caroline’s arms tightened around me, making me aware of the fact I was resting with my back against her front, her bleeding wrist against my mouth. “I know it hurts. Just a little longer.”

I whimpered as the current of power continued to build.

My brain switched off, instinct taking control. I jack knifed, trying to sit up. Scoot away. Anything to escape the thing that was hurting me.

“I’m so sorry, Lena. I’m so sorry,” someone apologized, over and over again.

Somehow, I ended up on my side, something clamping my legs and arms so I couldn’t struggle. Blood continued to fill my mouth.

A muffled scream left me as the lightning storm within burst.

Suddenly, I was no longer lying on cool sand, surrounded by rock. Rather, I was elsewhere. An old growth forest. Lightning striking from the sky to set fire to the trees around me. The flames climbed higher and higher, consuming the underbrush until I was left standing in a soot blackened sea of destruction that extended as far as the eye could see.

The world fell silent, everything quieting for a brief moment. Smoke billowed from the fire, something forming in its depths.

A creature.

Born of darkness and shadow. A reflection of myself. She was rawer. Less civilized and more vengeful. A little too quick to seek violence as her first, second, and last resort.

The fear I’d squashed deep inside and pretended not to feel when Brin and my grandfather told me about this “becoming” fell away. As terrible and fierce as this creature was, she wasn’t without her rationality.

She was still me.

I would struggle with new instincts, but at the end of the day, I wouldn’t lose the person I was.

“That was quick. I didn’t expect you for at least another half hour,” someone outside the forest said.

The intrusion broke me from my contemplation of the entity forming inside me. A wintry scent flooded my nostrils.

Liam.

Someone took my hand in theirs and lifted it. A second later, lips touched the inside of my wrist.

“I’m so upset with you, mo chuisle. This is the opposite of what you promised.”

Despite the chiding words, Liam’s tone lacked heat. Even as out of it as I was, I could sense his concern.

Unable to speak, I formed soundless words. “Knew. You’d. Come.”

“Rest, mo chuisle. Save your strength.”

There was a startled inhale from somewhere nearby.

“Is that Aileen? What the hell happened to her?” Nathan demanded, his worry flooding the small space.

Liam caressed my cheek. His touch gentle. “The sun.”

Even with how careful he was being, it was enough to send a lance of pain through my nerve receptors.

Sensing my discomfort, Liam withdrew his hand.

“How is that possible?” Nathan’s voice drowned out my small protest at losing Liam’s touch. “The sun only has this effect on the newly turned and vampires who’ve devolved. I’ve monitored her closely for months. There’s been no further signs of a devolution. She should be able to nap under the early morning sun and come away with no more than a moderate burn.”

I must have made some kind of noise because Liam started soothing me.

“Shh, mo chuisle. This is just a small setback. You haven’t devolved. I promise you that.” To Nathan, “Did you bring what I asked?”

“I’ve got it right here.”

A rustling sound came as something was unfolded.

“You know she’s going to lose her shit when she finds out you transported her via body bag.”

“I’ll be happy to entertain her complaints when she wakes up.”

“You’re the boss.”

Magic brushed against my skin. Caroline beginning her change back to wolf.

“Where are we taking her? Vitus’s forces and the Fae hit the mansion at dawn. It’s no longer safe. Thomas is furious. He’s issued a challenge. You know how he is when his things get damaged.”

“I’m aware. How did Ahrun react?”

Nathan snorted. “You know the old man. Schemes wrapped in schemes. I can’t tell whether he was expecting this or if he’s just enjoying the chaos.”

I lost track of the conversation after that.

Liam’s presence crouched next to me pulled me out of the fog. “This is going to hurt, mo chuisle. But when you wake up, I promise everything will be okay.”

I didn’t have time to figure out what he meant as hands grasped my shoulder. Another set took hold of my legs.

My scream at the lightning hot pain that bolted through me got trapped in my chest.

“One. Two.”

I was out before they hit three.
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The complete lack of discomfort and pain was what brought me back to the land of the waking. There wasn’t so much as a twinge or ache to remind me of the ordeal I’d survived.

It felt like I was an entirely new person. As if my encounter with the sun had never happened, no more than a fever dream.

Except it hadn’t been a dream. I remembered everything. The memories far too vivid to have come from my imagination.

“You’re awake,” Sondra announced.

I slowly turned my head, my surprised gaze landing on the wolf sitting beside my bedside. Until she’d spoken, I hadn’t registered anyone else’s presence in the room.

I think I preferred it that way.

Sondra’s smirk was slight as she looked me over. “You seem better. I was sure you were on your last leg when they carried you in here. I must admit vampire healing is impressive.”

I cleared my throat, trying not to show my discomfort as my gaze darted around the room in search of answers as to why she was here and not someone else.

“Where are we?” I asked.

This wasn’t my room in the mansion. That was for sure.

Black out curtains had been drawn over what I assumed was a bank of windows. Although decorated well, the room lacked personality.

“A hotel on the strip,” Sondra answered.

I should have guessed that. The room had that non-offensive blandness that all hotels seemed to have.

Sondra’s wolfish smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Specifically, my room.”

The silence lengthened as I let that sink in. I had so many questions.

“I guess I wasn’t imagining Caroline finding me.”

“No.”

“They really did carry me out of that desert in a body bag.”

I didn’t know how I felt about that.

“Is that how they did it?” Sondra pursed her lips before nodding. “A creative solution. I’m impressed.”

I bet she wouldn’t be saying that if she had my history with those things. You wake up in a body bag in a morgue and see if you don’t develop a slight phobia.

“How did I end up here?” I asked.

“I imagine they carried you.”

I sent her a dour look. “You know what I meant.”

The last time I’d seen Sondra she’d been against my involvement in Brax and the pack’s rescue.

“The pack owes you a blood debt for what you did in the pits. Your vampires simply collected on your behalf.”

“It worked? Brax got out?” I demanded.

It had seemed the enthrallment over him had been broken in the last few seconds, but I hadn’t been sure.

“He’s still there.”

I thumped my head on the pillow.

Damn it. I was hoping some good had come out of all this.

“But he’s no longer their slave. I can feel him in the pack bonds again,” Sondra added.

I wrinkled my forehead at her in confusion. “Then why—”

“He couldn’t leave the rest of the pack.”

“How noble.”

In his shoes, I don’t know that I could have done the same.

“Do you think so?” Sondra tilted her head, amusement lighting her face. “Our alpha holds a grudge. He’s also a cunning hunter. The Fae made a mistake messing with his pack. They won’t know the monster they’ve woken until it’s far too late.”

Sondra’s expression said she was looking forward to it.

“Oo—kay.”

I wasn’t sure what to do with that information, but I was glad Brax was no longer under Muiredach’s control.

Sondra pulled herself out of the violent fantasy she’d drifted into and focused on me. “Caroline seems to think we have you to thank for his recovery.”

I held her gaze, trying not to show anything on my face. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

Sondra’s stare was piercing, several uncomfortable seconds passing before her lips quirked. “Whatever the case, I have a feeling that if not for you, Brax might still be under their hold.”

I kept the relief off my face, grateful that she seemed to have drawn the conclusion that Brax had rescued himself and I just happened to be along for the ride. It was a far better outcome than her realizing the truth.

Sondra rose from her chair and nodded at me. “It sounds like the pack may be working with the vampires for this.”

I blinked dumbly, having no clue what she was talking about as I followed her with my gaze.

“This’ll be a first for me. Fighting alongside a vampire rather than against.” The smile Sondra sent over her shoulder was predatory. “I’m looking forward to it.”

Then she was gone. Out the door and down the hall before I could think of anything to say in response.

I shook my head slightly. “Crazy wolf.”

Poor Caroline, if that was what she had to deal with on a regular basis.

“Connor get in here,” I ordered.

I didn’t have to see him to know he was out there. A lost puppy standing guard for when his chosen person woke.

Connor caught the door before it fully closed, sliding inside and shutting it gently behind him.

I let out a sigh when he just stood there, making no attempt to say anything. “How long were you out there?”

The way Connor trained his eyes on the corner of the room told me how upset he was.

I didn’t like it. It reminded me of all the times my dad had called me on the carpet when I did something wrong. His disappointment far worse than any punishment that he could inflict.

“Not going to answer?” I prodded.

I reached for one of the many pillows on the bed, shoving it behind my back so I’d have something to lean against when I sat up.

“Battle buddies don’t go off on their own,” Connor said, making me freeze in the process of getting settled.

I looked up to find his gaze pinned on me, something in it that I didn’t often see. Disillusionment.

“That was your rule. We tell each other when we’re about to do something.”

Ah. I see now.

It might not have been my intention but I’d broken my promise. For someone with Connor’s trust issues, that was a major trigger.

“You’re right.” My gaze dropped to the covers over my legs. “I didn’t mean to.”

Things spiraled before I’d realized. If I’d known beforehand, I would have tried to stop it. Or at least given Connor a heads up that things were about to hit the fan.

He crossed to the bed and reached around me to set his hand on my upper back in a weird maneuver that had me frowning at him in suspicion. “It’s alright. I’ll just make sure to put a tracker on you for next time.”

Tingling erupted from the spot he was touching. The sensation deepened until it felt like a thousand needles were jabbing me repeatedly.

I struggled to get away. “Ow. Ow. Ow.”

Connor’s grip was unbreakable as heat replaced the needles. Numbness took its place a second later.

Only then did he release me.

I jerked away, half throwing myself across the bed. “What the hell was that?”

I twisted, trying to get a look at the spot that still tingled.

“Nothing horrible.”

I clambered out of bed and darted across the room to the bathroom. There I jerked up my shirt, twisting to get a look at what was on my back.

Nothing horrible my ass. He’d etched a pair of antlers on my upper back. Right over the shoulder blade. Flowers and vines wrapped around the antlers, trailing down their sides to create a beautiful piece of art.

“What’s this?” I crossed to the bathroom door to glare at the idiot who hadn’t moved from his position by the side of the bed. “You marked me?”

“If you know, why ask?”

“Connor!”

His expression remained unperturbed. “Consider it my version of “Find Aileen.” This way if you go missing again, I’ll be able to track you down.”

Son of a bitch.

“You—” I swore, shaking my head. “You’re just like your uncle.”

Connor’s lips curved the tiniest bit. “I’ve decided his methods have their merits. On occasion.”

“You mean when they’re not being used against you.”

Connor inclined his head. “That is a factor.”

“How long have you been planning this?” I asked.

He was being careful not to show how satisfied he was at this turn of events. Probably because he knew I’d kick his ass. But it was there. A happiness that almost covered the relief hiding in his eyes.

He’d been worried about me, I realized. For a long time, I was guessing.

A warm feeling filled my chest. It was kind of nice to have someone who cared. A little deranged. Concerningly stalkerish. But nice.

“If it makes you feel better, you can put one on me when you learn how.”

I scoffed. “Because that’s likely to happen anytime soon.”

Somehow marks 101 hadn’t come up in any of my vampire classes.

A smile tugged at Connor’s lips, his pleasure at my grumpiness making me even more irritable. “What is the plan?”

I gave him a blank look. “Plan? What plan?”

All I had on my docket was a date with a shower. One that was as long and hot as possible. I’d figure out what was next after that.

Connor leveled a sardonic look on me that said he didn’t believe my declaration before starting toward the door. “Well, when you know, be sure to let me in on it. If you go off alone again, I’ll be most upset.”

“There is no plan,” I called at Connor’s back.

He lifted a hand and waved it.

“Seriously, I’m not lying,” I grumbled as the door shut behind him.

There really wasn’t a plan.
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I lingered in the shower for over an hour, savoring the feel of cool water on my body to wash away the memory of the desert and everything that had happened there.

When I’d finished, there was a set of clothes that smelled like Caroline waiting for me on one of the dressers. I put them on and left my room with the intention of tracking down Liam. In a pinch, I’d settle for Thomas or Ahrun. Anyone who could tell me what the hell was going on.

Where oh where would I be if I was a big, important vampire who’d just been driven out of my mansion.

The answer—the penthouse.

Always.

The problem was that penthouses generally require a key card to access. At least in movies and TV shows. I had no idea if that held true in real life, never having stayed in one. With nothing to lose, I followed the signs for the elevator.

Sondra’s two wolves were waiting in front of it when I got there.

“Heading up to find your people?” the brown haired one asked.

I stopped far enough away that I’d be able to react if either tried anything, eyeing them cautiously. Sondra might have claimed the pack owed me a blood debt, but I’d had enough experience with their kind to never take something for granted.

Seeing my wariness, the brown haired one snickered and shook his head. “Relax, vampire. We know the stakes. Hank and I won’t hurt you.”

If the shorter one was Hank, that must mean he was Emmett.

“That’d be a first,” I muttered, crossing the last few feet to wait beside them.

At Emmett’s nod, Hank summoned the elevator with a key card he had secured in his back pocket.

See—the movies were right. You really did need a special card to get up there.

“What’s that mean?” Emmett asked.

“Just that I’ve learned not to take werewolves for granted.”

You never knew what the future would bring, and Brax’s wolves had a history of taking chunks out of my person. My own best friend had gone for my throat on more than one occasion. Sondra too. Brax was just the latest in a surprisingly long list.

“Your fight with the alpha was impressive,” Emmett admitted grudgingly as the elevator arrived. “Only Clay and Sondra can last that long against him. You’re lucky he woke up when he did.”

I waited for Hank to scan the keycard and hit the button for the penthouse before stepping onto the lift. “That’s me. Possessor of good luck.”

It seemed my conversation with Brin had left me worried for nothing. There were very few who would realize I’d let that fight drag out on purpose. Even fewer who would realize that I was the reason Brax came back to himself when he did.

Good. Exactly what I’d intended.

“Sondra was right about you though,” Emmett said. “Anywhere you go, trouble is sure to follow.”

The doors slid closed a second later.

“How rude.”

I was hardly a harbinger of doom. What were these wolves teaching each other?

The ascent was a quick one. A few seconds before the doors were opening to a room that made me freeze at the sight of it. Only the elevator closing got me moving again.

I stuck out a hand, stopping the doors and stepped off.

“Now this is what I picture when I think of vampires.”

Gold and black dominated, with small pops of red to prevent everything from becoming too monochromatic. The room was massive but broken into smaller areas of interest. To my left was a seating area, complete with large couches and lounge chairs. On the opposite side was an immense dining area. A kitchen beyond it.

It was the view that stole the show though. The massive balcony offered unobstructed access to the Vegas skyline.

Until now, I hadn’t realized hotels like this had balconies.

The rumble of voices distracted me from my perusal. Recognizing one of them as Liam’s, I headed toward the patio.

It was never my intention to eavesdrop—per se. But if I managed to hear a few interesting tidbits before they discovered my presence, I wouldn’t be disappointed.

A baby vampire had to do what she could to protect herself. Sometimes the only way was to fight a little dirty.

“You’ve known about this for months and didn’t tell me? What were you thinking?”

“I thought you would have ‘seen’ this,” Liam said with a sarcasm and anger that I found surprising.

“There’s blank spots in my vision when it comes to her.”

“So you’ve said.”

Power leaked from the balcony as Ahrun lost patience. “I’ve only ever had this family’s best interests at heart. You know that.”

“Tell that to Connor.”

I backed away. This wasn’t something I should be listening to.

“Liam? Liam!” Ahrun called, frustration coloring his tone as footsteps approached from the other side of the balcony door.

A second later Liam strode into view, his attention directed over his shoulder. “I’m warning you, sire. Aileen is my Lilith. When it comes to sides, hers is the only one I’ll pick. Every time.”

I froze, the magnitude of that declaration rendering me immobile.

What had Liam just done?

Ahrun was an autocrat. A dictator who expected control in all things. His family especially. He hid it well, pretending to be genial and well meaning, but that’s what he was.

And Liam had just challenged that. For me.

I was still trying to figure out what had just happened when Liam pulled me to him with a fierce grip, a kiss landing on my lips a second later.

I was lost to the feel of his mouth moving over mine, my fears and worries scattering as he consumed me. Devoured me until nothing was left but need and want.

When Liam lifted his head, it was to stare down at me with a ferocity that took my breath away.

“We need to talk,” I managed to stutter.

What I really wanted was to take him to the bedroom and explore this heat between us.

“I know.”

Just like that, some of the heat in my veins subsided.

“You went looking for Brin,” I said, searching his features.

His surprise changed quickly to realization. “That’s who took you from the barrow.” Liam closed his eyes in relief. “Then I take it he told you.”

“I would have preferred to hear it from you. How did you know something was wrong?”

Liam’s chest brushed mine as he closed in, snagging the back of my neck and tilting my face up toward his. One thumb caressed the vein in the side of my neck. “Blood reveals all of our secrets, mo chuisle. After you did what you did for Ahrun, you tasted different. Darker. I was worried.”

I pulled back from his touch. “Something you neglected to share with me.”

A fact I was still a little mad about.

Liam looked away from me. “I wanted answers first.”

“And did you get them? Answers, I mean.”

Regret was in Liam’s eyes as he met my gaze. “Not the ones I wanted.”

I stood there, feeling like an icy bucket of water had been dumped over my head. The heat and passion from earlier nothing but ash in my veins.

“He convinced you that I needed to stay in Noctessa until this was done,” I guessed.

The knowledge was written on his face.

“Did he also tell you it could take centuries? There are things here—” I broke off, swallowing the lump in my throat. “I just got my family back, Liam. I can’t lose them.”

I didn’t fight as Liam took me in his arms, needing his comfort despite still being a little mad.

He rocked me back and forth, making comforting sounds in the back of his throat. “We’ll figure something out. I promise you.”

“You can’t turn them into vampires,” I said, lifting my head to look at him. “Unless it’s their decision,” I added as an afterthought.

I didn’t think my mom or dad would go that route. A hunter becoming the very thing he hunted? Madness. And my mom was unlikely to take that step without him.

Jenna, though. She was a wild card. As was my niece.

I knew how it felt to have the choice made for you, and I didn’t want that for them.

“And you can’t pressure them either,” I added, knowing Liam. He was absolutely capable of crossing boundaries if he thought it would save me heartbreak.

Liam tucked a piece of my hair behind my ear, a trace of amusement in his face. “Such faith in me. I’m humbled.”

While we were on the subject…

“You remember when the hunters were in town?”

Liam watched me quietly, his expression unreadable.

I couldn’t hold his eyes for long, fixing my gaze on a spot over his shoulder. This was something that I probably should have shared immediately after it happened.

Feeling a little guilty, I kept going, the words tumbling out of me now that I’d started. “Two of those hunters were waiting to ambush me at my parents’ house.”

“Your family knows, don’t they?”

My gaze flicked to his and then away. I dipped my chin in a hesitant nod.

“All of them?”

“My parents and sister. I’m not sure whether my niece was told or not.”

I was thinking not, but couldn’t say for sure.

Liam tipped his face to the ceiling, inhaling once and seeming to count to four in his head. “You’re just now getting around to telling me this?”

I lifted a shoulder. “You’ve been gone a lot over the past few months. This seemed like the sort of thing that should be discussed in person rather than through voicemail or text.”

“Is Connor aware?”

My flinch was slight. “I had to call him in to compel the police that showed up afterward.”

A note of anger broke through Liam’s rigid control. “You went to him because he’s less likely to defy you. You were afraid I’d compel them to forget.”

I might not have realized it in the moment, but that’s exactly what I’d been thinking.

“There’s one last thing,” I admitted.

Might as well get this all over with now while we were here.

“My father—”

Liam cut me off. “If this is about him being hunter-born, I’m aware.”

I stopped and stared, my lips parting in shock.

“I’m in charge of the territory’s security. I had a background check run on you and everyone close to you after I found out you were of Thomas’s line.”

“And you didn’t tell me?” I burst out.

“I guess that makes us even. Now we’ve both kept something from each other.”

I pressed my lips together so I didn’t say something I would later regret.

“This is a pretty big thing to have kept in your back pocket. What if he’d been dangerous?” I grumbled.

“I considered that possibility. If you’d followed the rules though, he never would have known.”

“Except he did,” I pointed out. “Apparently when your daughter suddenly becomes nocturnal and has pale skin, it’s a bit of a giveaway.”

“He may have had his suspicions, but he wouldn’t have acted without confirmation,” Liam corrected. “Given your attachment to your old life, I was willing to give him a chance. It helped that he’d been out of the game since meeting your mother. Also, his line is known for their integrity. They rarely hunt any but the worst of our kind. I judged the risk level acceptable.”

“Then Drake—” I trailed off.

Liam’s gaze sharpened. “What’s this?”

So, he didn’t know.

“He’s my cousin on my dad’s side.”

Which also made him a hunter.

“He said he’s here under council orders,” I added as the silence lengthened.

Liam looked at me. “Does Connor know what he is?”

I nodded. “He picked up his trace that night. I think he got close to him for answers.”

That seemed to satisfy Liam. “Then there’s nothing to worry about. Connor will keep an eye on him.”

I had to wonder if Liam was aware of the romantic undercurrents between those two. If not, I didn’t plan to be the one to tell him.

“Liam, what if I become a monster after all this?”

It was my biggest fear given voice.

“You won’t,” Liam said fiercely. “But if you do, I’ll love you in all your terrible glory. No matter what incarnation you take, you’re mine. I’ll take you however you come.”

The smile I gave him was a little watery.

“In a way, your family knowing is the best thing that could happen,” Liam admitted reluctantly. “Even if they refuse to relinquish the day for the night, we have options that we wouldn’t have had otherwise.”

That brought a chuckle to my lips. “You’re saying it’s a good thing that I broke the rules.”

“Never.” The fierce look on Liam’s face softened. “But now that it’s happened, we can think of ways to protect you if it gets out.”

I wiped away the tears that had leaked out and reached for his hand. “I’m glad you’re here.”

This would be a lot harder without his support.

He tugged me into his side and pressed his lips against my hair. “There’s no place I’d rather be. We will get through this.”

The huskiness in his voice from repressed emotion brought more tears to my eyes. Unable to speak, I settled for a small nod and a “hmmm” of agreement.

Yes, we would. One way or the other.

A door opened.

Nathan paused at the sight of us. “Glad you no longer look like a corpse, A. You had us all worried.”

“Next time don’t use a body bag for transport. Maybe then no one will think the worst.”

Nathan smirked at Liam. “Told you she’d be upset about that.”

Liam gave me one last squeeze before his arms fell away. “What do you need?”

“There’s a situation that requires your attention.”

Liam acknowledged Nathan’s response with a jerk of his chin. “Got it.”

“Don’t take too long finishing up here,” Nathan advised. “Thomas is in a mood and I can’t guarantee there won’t be blood by the end of it.”

“Did Thomas really challenge Vitus?” I asked, remembering part of the conversation I’d only been half-conscious for.

“Oh yeah.” Nathan took another step into the room, chuckling. “You should have seen it. The Roman’s face was quite the sight.”

I sent Liam a confused look. “What happened to careful and methodical?”

A day ago, Thomas had been against challenging Vitus, preferring to manipulate the situation to get the outcome he wanted.

“You did,” Liam drawled wryly. “He was most displeased when we arrived to find you missing and several dead assassins in your place.”

“Ah.”

Liam’s faint smile didn’t touch his eyes. “If he hadn’t acted, I would have taken matters into my own hands.”

I got the feeling it wouldn’t have been pretty if that had happened. Can anyone say rampage?

“When is the duel?” I asked.

“Tomorrow night.”

“Not if you don’t get in there and talk sense into him.” Nathan lifted a shoulder when Liam shot him a sharp look. “He saw her condition when you brought her in. No one can make him believe that Vitus didn’t have a hand in it. I can’t really blame him. That asshole’s fall has been a long time coming.”

Seeing Liam’s indecisiveness, I gave him a nudge. “Go.” At his stubborn frown, I rolled my eyes. “We can pick this up later. Thomas takes priority right now.”

Words I never thought I’d say.

“If you’re sure,” Liam said.

“I am.” I glanced at the balcony. “Besides, I think Ahrun and I need to have a little chat.”

Conflict appeared on Liam’s face before he nodded. “Be careful.”

“Why? You think he’ll hurt me?”

The question was more playful than serious.

“Maybe not physically, but he can be difficult when he’s upset.”

“I understand,” I said.

Liam’s gaze searched mine. Finding only calm assurance, he nodded once. “I’ll leave it to you then.”

Nathan didn’t move from his position on the wall as Liam entered the room he’d just exited. “Give him your unique brand of hell, A.”

I moved toward the patio doors. “I always planned to.”

The cool night air embraced me as I stepped outside. I spotted Ahrun standing beside the balcony, looking out, his back to me.

“You’ve ruined him,” he said as I joined him.

“That’s harsh, don’t you think? Especially since we both know it’s not true.”

From up here, the Vegas skyline was breathtaking. Its iconic sights a glittering extravaganza that was unmarred by teeming throngs of tourists.

“What’s this really about?” I asked.

“You give me a lot of credit, dear one.” Ahrun’s features relaxed, the anger that had greeted my arrival smoothing away like it had never existed.

“I may be a little wary of you, Ahrun, but there’s one thing I’ve never questioned—how you feel about your sons.”

He might not always show it in the best way, but it was clear how deep his feelings for them ran. If he’d only stop treating them and the people around them like chess pieces in a game.

“Easier said than done,” Ahrun sighed.

“If you don’t figure it out, you’re going to drive them away.”

I didn’t want to see that. Mostly because I had a feeling the fall out wouldn’t be pleasant. Vampires weren’t accustomed to disappointment and heartache as a general rule. Ancients even less so. I doubted Ahrun would take it well if Liam and Thomas withdrew from him.

“You have quite the opinion of me,” Ahrun drawled.

“I call it like I see it.”

It felt strange to be giving someone like Ahrun relationship advice. I guess age didn’t always make you better at these things. If anything, it seemed to be more of a hindrance than a benefit. The outdated lenses through which you viewed the world leading you to make the same mistakes over and over again.

“Our relationship isn’t what it was.”

There was a lonely ache in Ahrun’s voice as he admitted that.

“Of course not.” I examined his features carefully, trying to decide whether this was a ruse to manipulate me into feeling sympathy for him. “It’s never going to be. Liam and Thomas have grown in the time since you took your long nap. Any relationship you foster will be different now.”

We could never go back. It was a truth humans and spooks shared. Time always flowed forward.

That wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. Although their relationship might not be the same, it didn’t mean the new one they created couldn’t be just as beautiful and deep.

That was the nature of connections. They were always evolving. Though, not always into something you wanted.

As long as Ahrun continued to cling to the past, they wouldn’t be able to move forward.

“Even with Connor?” Ahrun asked, slanting me a look.

“That’s entirely different. You’ll have to figure out how to get through to him on your own.”

Gaining forgiveness was a long road. Ahrun had to make his own amends; Connor had to decide whether to accept them.

Ahrun grunted, silence settling between us as we watched the twinkling lights of the city. Minutes passed, each of us lost in our own thoughts as the cooler night air swirled around us.

“A member of the council is preparing to betray us,” Ahrun announced, interrupting the peace I’d just managed to achieve.

“You mean besides Vitus?”

“I’ve ‘seen’ it.”

I gave him a thoughtful look. “Is that why you engineered last night?”

The emotion dropped from Ahrun’s face, leaving a blank impenetrable mask.

If I’d had any doubt of Ahrun’s knowledge of the events that had led me to the pit, they were gone now.

“You seem less angry than my sons thought you would be,” Ahrun observed.

“Maybe that’s because I already had a feeling you knew more than you were telling.” Seeing his probing look, I gave him a grim smirk. “I’m an adult, Ahrun. I knew what you were doing and decided to go along with it because it suited my own agenda.”

I couldn’t really complain when the ultimate choice had been left in my hands. I could have remained in my seat. I’d chosen to get up and wander.

Ahrun studied me with a strange look in his eyes. “Not many people surprise me, dear one.”

“Should I feel flattered?”

Ahrun’s lips pursed as a faint smile tugged at the corners of his eyes. “Others would.”

I grunted. “This challenge. Thomas has a chance, right?”

Ahrun sent me a startled look. “Of course. There’s no contest. That boy is worth a hundred of Vitus. Liam too.”

“Then why have they let the threat exist for so long?”

Ahrun settled against the balcony. “Partly for my sake. As disappointing as that man has become, he was once my son. A parent doesn’t stop loving their child just because of what they grow into. His death will hurt me. They know that.” Ahrun stared at the city skyline with a distant look in his eyes. “You should have seen him when I found him. He was half feral. Vicious and hungry for power. He belonged to one of the gangs that ruled the area he lived in. Despite the beating he was taking from some of the older members of his gang, there was a fire in his eyes that attracted me. I thought, ‘Ah. Finally, someone as hungry for life as me.’”

I waited as Ahrun fell silent, lost in his thoughts. “What happened?”

The question jogged Ahrun out of his introspection. He stirred, his attention swinging back to me as he gave a wistful smile.

“Vitus didn’t want life. He wanted power. No amount could ever satisfy him. It started small. Him using my affection to bully the other members of my House. Before long, he’d graduated to more sadistic pursuits. He liked to target those who were vulnerable. By then, I’d realized I could never allow him to join my line. Vampirism tends to magnify the traits that are already in us. For someone like Liam who has lived their entire life protecting their people, this means an over-inflated sense of duty. It’s why he became an enforcer. To put those instincts and skills to use in service to our people. Vitus was already a monster. I couldn’t play a part in helping him become more of one.”

“From what I heard, he found someone else to do that.”

Ahrun’s scoff was harsh. “I’m sure he came to regret that. Alexandros was everything Vitus was and more.”

“What’s the other reason? You said it was mostly for your sake. That means there is more.”

“Thomas had to gather a base of power. For all Vitus’s faults, he’s good at uncovering talent and then coercing and binding them to his side. Then there’s the council.”

“I’m guessing they protect their own.”

“Not in the way you think. Challenges are quite common. Though you have to have cause and meet a few criteria. The bigger issue is Thomas’s desire to rule. Or lack thereof. He’s never desired a seat on the council. He’s more than content ruling over his small kingdom.”

“That hardly sounds like the Thomas I know.”

He was as controlling as the ancient beside me. He could never be satisfied as long as others had the authority to impose their will on his domain.

“Sometimes it’s easier to see the truth when standing on the outside looking in,” Ahrun shared with a crooked smile that invited me to smile with him. “Thomas was always going to come to this point. He almost did already. The moment the council tried to infringe on what he considered his territory this exact situation became inevitable. He was just a little slow arriving at the appropriate conclusion.”

I wondered if Thomas would agree with Ahrun’s assessment.

“He’s not the only one who is a bit hard headed.”

I looked up to find Ahrun’s enigmatic gaze on me. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

“You should have remained in Noctessa as Brin instructed.”

My guard slammed up. “What do you know about that?”

“More than you.” Ahrun shook his head with a sigh. “Brin is right. You’re being reckless. Then again, your line always has to learn things the hard way.”

I gave him an impressed look. “And here I was thinking you’d try to talk me into returning to Noctessa.”

There was little emotion in Ahrun’s eyes as he studied me. “Not this time. I’ll let fate decide. As you said, your choices are your own.”

It couldn’t be that easy.

Maybe that was why I didn’t bother to hide my distrust as Ahrun nodded at me and glided toward the open doors of the penthouse suite. I kept waiting for the other shoe to drop. For him to say ‘psyche’ and try to force my hand.

“Oh Aileen—there’s one thing you may have overlooked.” Ahrun paused on the threshold to look over his shoulder at me. “Your companion. She was in the mansion when Vitus’s people attacked. Liam’s enforcers tell me she didn’t make it out. They’re uncertain whether she lives or not.”

My fingernails cracked and split from how hard I dug them into the railing.

“Why are you telling me this?” I asked in a carefully controlled voice.

“Fate. I don’t want you to miss it.”

Ahrun offered me one last insincere smile before disappearing into the suite and leaving me standing alone on the balcony.

“Breathe, Aileen. Just breathe,” I whispered to myself.

I couldn’t.

An enraged sound burst from me. It acted like a release valve, calming the edges of the maelstrom that threatened to sweep me into madness.

It wasn’t enough.

I slammed a hand down on the rail. Hard enough for my bones to creak and the skin to split and bleed.

The pain brought clarity.

From what Ahrun had said, it didn’t sound like Deborah was dead. If Vitus had planned to dispose of her, he would have left her body where it fell. Not relocate her to a separate location. That meant she was only missing.

Dwelling on thoughts of what a vampire could do to a human in the course of one day and half a night wouldn’t help.

Neither would going off half-cocked. I needed to think. And plan.
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“Are you sulking or brooding?” Caroline asked an hour later.

I rolled my head to look at the silhouette of my friend just inside the patio doors, the light from the suite casting her face in shadow.

“Does it matter?”

I remained sprawled on the lounge chair I’d collapsed onto after Ahrun’s little bombshell. The only thing that would be more perfect was if I had a glass of bourbon.

It would have tasted awful, but there was just something about bourbon that felt appropriate for when your world was crashing down around you.

Caroline moved further onto the balcony, settling in the lounge chair that was a twin of the one I was reclining on. “I guess it depends on if you plan to do anything about what’s bothering you.”

“The vampires have Deborah.” Caroline’s lack of reaction made me look at her. “You knew.”

“I heard earlier.”

“Lucky you. Ahrun had to tell me because the others wouldn’t. Probably too afraid I’d run off on my own.”

Caroline leveled a dry expression on me. “Does that mean you won’t?”

I opened my arms to indicate the balcony. “I’m still here, aren’t I?”

“How very evolved of you.”

I kicked at the lounger. “Don’t get used to it. If I thought I had a chance of rescuing her on my own, I’d already be gone.”

“That’s more like the Aileen I know.”

As much as I appreciated her humor, I wasn’t in the mood to smile. “What are you doing up here?”

“Sondra is making plans with the vampires. You could say my skill set doesn’t lend itself in that direction.”

I cut a sidelong look at Caroline. “What? No anecdotes about the tactics of ancient battles to share? I’m disappointed. I thought you’d have one or two of those up your sleeve.”

Caroline pulled a face. “Most of them were alive for some of those battles. No point in sharing when they may have actually been there and lived through it.”

My quiet snicker took me by surprise. “I suppose it would be like pointing out the obvious.”

“There’s something else you ought to know.” Caroline became engrossed with an invisible loose thread in her top. A sure sign of nerves when it came to her. “I didn’t only come up here to commiserate with you.”

My body tensed on the lounger as I squinted at her. “Why are you here then?”

Caroline composed herself before forcing her gaze up to meet mine. “It’s Jenna. She’s here.”

I touched my tongue to my upper lip. “Say that again. Jenna’s where?”

“Here. In Vegas. Downstairs.”

Blood rushed from my head, leaving me lightheaded and woozy. The world felt like it was about to float away in a balloon.

“I swear I didn’t invite her. I wouldn’t have known if I hadn’t seen her while I was walking around the casino floor.”

“She said she had to go on a business trip,” I rasped.

That was the excuse she’d given me when she called a few days earlier to cancel our movie night plans.

“Maybe that’s what this is.” Caroline’s expression was sympathetic. “She was talking to some men. It could have been about business. They looked pretty intense.”

“Only one way to find out.”

I was off my lounger and striding toward the elevator in an instant. Caroline scrambled to follow.

“What are you doing?” Liam asked, coming out of one of the other rooms.

I didn’t answer, pressing the elevator button. One touch became several more until finally I kept my finger on it.

“Aileen!” Liam barked.

His eyes blazed at me, the intensity of his anger making them almost glow.

The door behind him was open. Thomas stood in its entrance, a carefully controlled expression on his face. Nathan was beside him, looking cautious. Behind them, I could see the other enforcers and Sondra. Everyone’s eyes were on me, not even pretending to give us privacy.

Ahrun came out of the next room, his face carefully blank despite the standoff. He said nothing, watching me with an enigmatic gaze that reminded me of what he’d shared earlier. About fate and meeting it.

Was this what he meant?

“Her sister is downstairs,” Caroline announced in an attempt to defuse the situation.

Frustration tightened Liam’s features as he lifted a hand to rub his jaw.

“You’re not talking me out of this,” I informed him.

It would break my heart if he tried.

“I wasn’t going to,” he growled. “Anton.”

The enforcer’s gaze was incredulous as it shot to Liam. “Why do I have to babysit? Nathan is her bestie. Send him.”

I gifted Anton with a saccharin sweet smile. “For once I’m in agreement. Nathan tends to whine less.”

There was a choked sound from Nathan as his shoulders started to shake.

Anton swatted him on the back of the head. “This is because you lost her last time.”

Thomas regarded Liam steadily. “Splitting our forces so close to a challenge is not the best decision tactically.”

A soft ding announced the elevator’s arrival.

I marched into it. “That works for me. I’m perfectly fine on my own.”

Caroline hurried after me. “You’re not leaving me behind.”

“Wolf,” Sondra growled, prowling out of the war room. “Don’t even think about it.”

Caroline waved and lifted her shoulders in a gesture of mock apology as the doors started to close. “Too late.”

Liam slammed a hand between the doors, forcing them open. He didn’t do anything after that. He just stood there and glared, not saying a word.

“I won’t enter the Playground or the barrow. I’ll also remain in crowded areas and not go off on my own,” I assured him, knowing what he wanted.

It was unlikely that Vitus would launch an attack if I was surrounded by humans. Doing so would violate the council’s own mandate and possibly expose our world to their kind.

“I’ll just be gone long enough to escort Jenna back up here.”

I’d prefer to get her out of the city immediately, but there was no way to arrange that on such short notice and with a duel imminent. At least if she stayed in the penthouse, she’d be surrounded by enforcers.

That hadn’t helped Deborah, my inner voice whispered.

Ruthlessly, I squashed that thought. We weren’t thinking about my companion right now. Jenna first. Then Deborah.

Triage. It’s what I’d learned in the military. Concentrate on the immediate problem at hand before taking on more.

Liam’s jaw worked. “Nathan, give it to her.”

My friend sauntered into view. “Someone should have named you trouble.”

I didn’t respond to his provocation, my gaze dropping to the gun he held in his hand.

He offered it to me with a flourish. “Here you go. I know how you like your little toys.”

I took the weapon from him, examining it closely. It wasn’t one of mine.

Nathan handed me two boxes of ammo. “This one holds iron bullets. And this one silver.” He winked at me. “Just in case there’s a reason you need to switch it up.”

“Thanks.” I looked up at Liam. “You said guns were pointless against spooks.”

“I haven’t changed my mind about that, but you’ve shown me they can be useful in the right circumstances.” He straightened, preparing to remove his hand from the elevator doors. “Down and back. No straying.”

I nodded. “Down and back.”

Liam lips tightened, but he didn’t say anything further. His hand dropped to his side as he let the elevator doors slip closed.

A second before they could, Anton slid through, turning sideways so he didn’t brush against them.

I eyed him askance. “What happened to not wanting to go?”

“I gave it another thought. The most interesting things always happen to you.”

“Liar,” I muttered, facing the doors.

He was here out of concern for Liam. To give Liam peace of mind that I had someone watching my back.

Beyond Caroline that was.

“Why did he send you when he could just come himself?” Caroline asked.

“Because he and the rest have to scout the location for the duel.”

“Where will that be?” I asked.

Since Thomas had issued the challenge, Vitus would determine the time and place. Most likely one that was most advantageous to him.

“Guess.”

It took only a moment of consideration to arrive at a likely possibility.

“You don’t mean—”

Anton bared his teeth, looking a touch feral. “That’s exactly what I’m talking about.”

Caroline’s face showed confusion as she flicked a glance between the two of us. “Someone clue me in.”

“The pits where your alpha almost murdered our dear Aileen. That’s where Vitus has decided to have the fight,” Anton explained.

Caroline blanched. “How is that possible?”

“Technically, the barrow hasn’t declared an allegiance to either vampire and since its attached to the Playground it’s still considered neutral ground. That makes it an acceptable venue for the duel,” Anton explained evenly.

Except as everyone in this elevator knew, things were never that simple. I’d been lured into that barrow. The only one who had a grudge against me was Vitus. There may not have been any evidence of his culpability, but it didn’t take a genius to see that he was involved.

“Are you sure you should be here and not with them?” I asked Anton.

His objection earlier now made more sense. His loyalty was to Thomas and Liam. It was natural for him to want to be part of making sure the dueling grounds didn’t contain any nasty surprises.

Anton stared as the numbers above the door ticked off what level we were on. “It’s fine. As I said, it’s a scouting mission. I doubt Vitus will try anything tonight.”

Not in the mood to pursue the matter, I let the topic go. Just in time as the elevator came to a stop and the doors slid open.

“Where to?” I asked Caroline.

She was already moving. “This way.”

Anton prowled at my back as we entered the casino, the din almost drowning out Anton’s, “I’m going to regret this later.”

I pretended not to hear, preoccupied with observing our surroundings.

Despite the late hour, the humans were out in force. Their outfits ran the gamut from Vegas formal—heavy on the sequins—and lounge wear that was just a fancy word for comfy pajamas.

Caroline moved quickly, making a beeline toward one of the casino bars. There was a step up to set it apart from the gambling area. Screens lined the perimeter that could be put up or down as the patrons inside desired. The dim interior was decorated with furnishings that looked like they’d seen better days. The booths and lighting were a little dated but not bad.

Right now, the place was half full with humans who were listening intently as a singer softly serenaded them from a stage off to the side.

I barely noticed them, already moving toward the group gathered in the corner.

The men with Jenna clocked me before she did. I nearly cursed as I registered Drake’s presence.

Son of a bitch. First Connor. Now Jenna.

I was going to kill him.

Noticing that their attention had wandered elsewhere, Jenna looked up in confusion. Seeing me, her mouth dropped open. “Lena! Oh my God. What are you doing here?”

Caroline gave Jenna a little wave when my sister noticed her a second later.

“You’re here on a girl’s weekend,” Jenna accused. “And you didn’t invite me? You bitch.”

Drake started to rise as I reached the table. “Hey ya, cuz.”

I shoved him back in his chair none too gently.

“Lena, careful!” Jenna protested.

“He’s lucky I didn’t break his nose.”

I still might.

“You’re supposed to be on a work trip,” I snapped, sweeping my gaze over the other two men sitting at the table. “This certainly doesn’t look like business to me.”

For one thing, Jenna worked in a law office. For lawyers. Something I couldn’t picture either of these men as. Maybe their clients with their slightly unkempt appearances. The older of the two had a head of white hair. His skin was creased with a road map of crevasses and grooves pointing to the hard life he’d led. The man next to him was related. His features slightly leaner and without the stamp of time.

They both had a vigilance that only came from having experienced violence on a regular basis. Grizzled men who looked like they’d spent most of their lives doing and seeing things that would keep other people up at night.

“Hello, grandfather. Uncle. I’ve been wondering when you would show up,” I drawled, ignoring the flash of guilt on Jenna’s face.

There was no need for introductions. Their resemblance to Drake and my father was so obvious that there was no denying it.

I grabbed Drake’s head and slammed his face into the table.

Jenna popped up from her seat. “Lena! What are you doing?”

“Ow! What was that for?” he asked in a muffled voice, cradling his bleeding nose.

Jenna grabbed a wad of napkins from the table and handed them to Drake. He took them and gingerly pressed them to his nose.

“I told you to stay away from my family,” I said.

Caroline shook her head before walking away to settle at an adjacent table. She kept her body canted toward us, making it clear she was still listening.

“I take back what I said about babysitting. This makes everything worth it,” Anton gloated.

Jenna spun toward him. “You’re a vampire, right? Help me talk sense into her.”

“Oh boy.” Caroline eyed Anton carefully.

The stillness that had descended on the enforcer held a predatory edge. Every muscle in his body locked tight. Only the tips of his fingers twitching as he focused dark eyes on me. “You told her?”

My gun was up and moving before I gave it conscious thought. Its muzzle trained on the vampire across from me.

“Gun!”

Screams came from the other humans in the bar as they created a stampede for the exit. Within seconds, we were the only ones left.

“Put that away,” Anton snapped, looking incensed. “You know that won’t kill me.”

“Maybe so, but I’m betting it would hurt if I shoot you in the right place.

The head. The heart. Both required a recovery time that I could put to good use.

“Aileen?” Jenna’s hand was shaky as she placed it on my back. “What’s going on?”

“Just a miscommunication. Nothing to worry about. Stay behind me. And don’t look him in the eye.”

For once, Jenna listened.

“You’re being ridiculous,” Anton hissed at me.

“I take it this was what you meant when you told me not to let anyone know about you,” Jenna whispered

“Yes.”

“I thought you meant other humans,” Jenna mumbled apologetically.

“I should have explained better.”

Truthfully, I hadn’t expected to encounter a scenario like this.

“Are you just going to sit there?” I demanded of Caroline, not taking my eyes off Anton.

My friend rested a foot on the chair next to her. “I’m feeling a little left out. Why wasn’t I told that Jenna was in on the secret?”

Trust her to fixate on the wrong thing at a time like this.

“Does Liam know?” Anton demanded as if Caroline hadn’t spoken.

“Yes.”

I neglected to mention that he’d only learned about this fact earlier tonight and hadn’t really had a chance to figure out what to do about it.

An avalanche of curses burst from Anton.

“What’s the big deal if she told us?” Jenna asked.

“It’s forbidden,” Anton answered, addressing Jenna for the first time. “The first rule of our world—don’t tell the humans we exist. Unless they are in service to us in some way. By telling you, she’s placed not just herself but her sire and everyone who knows what she’s done and doesn’t report it in danger. If discovered, they could all be executed.”

‘What if she’s not the one who told me?” Jenna asked.

Anton frowned. “What is she talking about?”

Jenna stepped out from behind me. “Hunters broke into our house and used us to ambush her. Technically, they’re the ones who exposed the fact that vampires existed. Not Aileen.”

Anton’s gaze swung to me. “When was this? Why didn’t you tell us about your family being attacked?”

“If this is how you react, I can see why she held back,” Jenna muttered.

“Quiet, you,” Anton shushed her. “The adults are speaking. We still haven’t decided what we’re going to do with you.”

Jenna’s mouth popped open in insult.

“Nothing,” I snarled. “You’re going to do nothing.”

Anton flashed his fangs at me. “You don’t get to decide that since you’ve already proven to have less than stellar judgment skills where your family is concerned.”

“Do I get a vote?” Caroline asked.

“No,” Anton said dismissively.

Caroline lowered her chin to her folded arms. “Just so you know—I’m team Aileen and Jenna. Try any of your mind bullshit and I’ll bite you.”

Her lips curled back to expose her own mouthful of fangs.

Anton looked furious but he didn’t try to rip Caroline’s throat out. I called that progress. “I will be talking to Liam about this.”

I lowered the gun. “You do that.”

It wouldn’t change things. My family knew and I had no interest in putting the cat back in the bag.

Turning to the table, I studied the two men on the opposite side. Neither of whom had shown much interest in the confrontation.

The older man lifted his mug of coffee. “You’re just like your father.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” I said, seating myself in the chair across from him.

Jenna hesitated before doing the same next to me.

I flicked a glance at Drake. “How’s the nose? Still bleeding?”

He removed the wad of napkins, tossing them on the table. “It’s fine. No thanks to you.”

“I did warn you what would happen if you kept targeting the people close to me.”

As far as I was concerned, he’d gotten what he deserved. Maybe in future he would be a little more cautious.

Ignoring Drake’s sour expression, I focused on the other two. “I take it you’re our family.”

“That remains to be seen.” The last man, the one I suspected was our uncle and Drake’s father, curled a hand around his Jack and coke. His other was out of sight. Probably on that gun I could smell. “You see—we haven’t decided if you’re worth claiming.”

From the way Jenna stiffened beside me, I could tell she wasn’t expecting that response. I was though.

It would be strange for hunter born to accept someone with my lineage into their ranks. The biological daughter of one of the most dangerous Fae to walk this planet? A vampire to boot?

I was what they hunted. Not the one they made nice with.

“We’re family,” Jenna argued.

“You’re family,” our uncle corrected. “She’s adopted. Moreover, she’s a monster.”

He probably intended those words to hurt me. They certainly had Jenna, if the pain wafting off her was any indication.

The funny thing was, they barely grazed me.

I was a monster. Finally proud of it too.

If they didn’t want me, so be it. I had too much beauty in my life to be bothered by their small minds.

“I knew Dad had a reason for cutting you out of his life,” I purred. “I’m glad I trusted his judgment.”

“What does it say about your sister that she didn’t?” our grandfather asked.

Jenna made a small sound, hurt showing on her face.

I put my hand on her arm and squeezed, offering comfort. “It means that family means a lot to her. No matter how unworthy they may turn out to be.”

“Do you include yourself in that last part?” our uncle challenged.

“Jenna has a big heart. She’s able to overlook a lot.”

Some people—like those sitting across from me—might seek to take advantage of that fact. I wasn’t going to let them.

There were a lot of ways I could have responded to this interrogation. With anger. Hurt. Or, my preference, by grabbing the gun our uncle had aimed at me under the table and using it to beat him unconscious.

Hm.

That was quite a lovely idea, now that I thought about it.

I wouldn’t though. Like I said, these two might have been a shitty example of what family was, but to Jenna, they still counted.

“Vampirism is an awful big thing to overlook,” our uncle drawled, his eyes as cold and dead as a fish’s.

I was beginning to see where Drake got the annoying part of his personality from.

“Does she know about the rest?” he asked with a pointed smirk.

He wanted to know if I’d told her about my Fae heritage.

Jenna slapped the table with both hands and pushed to her feet. For a moment, she didn’t speak. She remained in that position, her hands flat, her angry glare focused on a spot on the wood.

“I apologize. I made a mistake coming here.” Jenna straightened, her shoulders going back as she looked down her nose at our grandfather and uncle. She shook her head before turning to me. “Let’s go. We have nothing more to say to these people. You were right. They’re not family.”

Anton’s soft snort interrupted the moment. “Looks like your sister has a backbone after all.”

I rose from my seat. “She always did. It just takes a little for her to find it sometimes.”

She was the peacemaker between the two of us. Always trying to find the path of least resistance. But the few times she lost it, watch out. The resulting eruption rivaled anything I’d ever done or said.

“You’re lucky I love you,” Jenna announced in an icy voice

I gave her a crooked grin. “Yes, I am.”

My grandfather let out a sigh as we turned to go. “Sit down, granddaughters.”

Jenna cut him an angry look. “You called my sister a monster. We have nothing more to say to each other.”

Technically, it was our uncle who’d done the name calling, but close enough.

Our grandfather pointed at the chair across from him. “Sit, child. You may no longer want anything further to do with us, but your sister isn’t so lucky.”

“What does that mean?” Jenna demanded.

“You’re more like Patrick than she is,” the old man told me.

“You still don’t know her very well,” I informed him.

Jenna may have seemed like the softer, more reasonable one of the two of us but push her far enough and the Travers came out. She had Dad’s quiet determination and Mom’s fierceness. She just hid it better than I did.

“I’ll have to fix that,” our grandfather murmured.

Was that a note of approval I saw in his eyes?

That question made me shelve some of my antagonism. This new grandfather of ours was no slouch in the manipulation department. He was like Ahrun and Thomas. Probing and testing to see how far our sisterly bond went.

And I’d fallen for it.

“Ever wonder why my grandson was sent to infiltrate your sire’s territory?” the old man asked, taking a sip of his coffee.

Drake’s gaze met mine briefly before he looked away, going back to pretending he wasn’t there.

“That is a good question. Aileen might not have but I sure am,” Anton growled, making his presence felt.

The deadly look he sent the human didn’t bode well for Drake’s future. My cousin would have to disappear for a while after this. Otherwise, the next time I saw him might be after he took a dirt nap.

“The master of the city will be most interested to learn that a hunter is trying to get close to his son—and the woman he considers a daughter,” Anton continued.

Jenna leaned closer to me. “Your friends are interesting.”

“We also have excellent hearing,” Anton purred. “Remember that, little human.”

“I’ll be sure to,” Jenna said with a smile that could have peeled skin.

I pinched her arm. “Stop antagonizing the vampire.”

As for Anton, he better not get any ideas when it came to my sister. The more distance between them the better.

“How much do you know about hunters?” our uncle asked, interrupting the moment.

“You mean besides the fact that they keep trying to kill me?”

Not much.

Our uncle didn’t react to my sarcasm, his expression remaining neutral. “Made hunters. They give the rest of us a bad name. They’re mostly comprised of humans who’ve stumbled upon supernaturals by accident or have suffered at their hands. Born hunters come from family lines that have been doing this for ages. Each line tends to specialize in a certain species.”

“What’s yours?” Jenna asked, showing interest.

Our uncle fixed me with a look. “Guess.”

I crossed my arms and leaned back in my chair, one finger tapping against my arm as I considered. Drake’s presence in Thomas’s territory would suggest vampire. But Dad hadn’t been hunting vampires when he came into our lives.

“Fae.”

One side of our uncle’s mouth crooked upwards. “Very close.”

Jenna had a troubled frown on her face as she looked at the two of us. No doubt wondering why that had been my guess rather than the more obvious one.

“Our family line is very old. Because of that, our duties are different from other lines. We don’t specialize so much as oversee. It’s why we’re among the very few tasked with hunting those Fae who threaten to undo the balance between supernaturals and humanity,” our uncle shared.

Jenna was listening attentively, soaking up the information like she was getting a history lesson. I supposed in a way she was. Her family’s history.

“But the first agreement our line ever struck was with a vampire.”

Our uncle’s gaze never wavered from mine. Anton’s frame tensed, his body on high alert as he stared at the two men in front of me.

“The head of our line shared blood with the most powerful vampire the world had ever seen and vowed to be the hunter in the dark that kept the rest of the monsters in check. The reaper who would keep his kind from growing too bloated with blood and power.”

My nails bit into my skin as I held myself together. I didn’t need to sense the worry and anger pouring off Anton to know how complicated this situation had just become.

“You’re talking about Ahrun,” I said.

Our uncle dipped his chin.

I released the breath I was holding. A shaky exhale as I processed the fact that my sire’s sire had set my father’s ancestors on the path of being vampire hunters.

“There was an additional clause to our pact with the ancient,” our grandfather rumbled.

I looked over at him, waiting.

“If the council ever requested our assistance, we had to answer.”

That explained Drake’s presence in Columbus. He’d mentioned the council was aware of his whereabouts. From there, it wasn’t difficult to guess they’d given him a task.

“Did they ask you to kill one of us?”

My voice went high and tight. Anton was utterly still, prepared to launch himself forward at the first sign of aggression.

“Was it Thomas?” I asked when neither of them answered.

No reaction.

“Liam? Connor?”

I could tell by their set expressions that was a no too.

Understanding dawned. There was only one person left that might be targeted as a means to hurt the others. The weakest of their line.

My voice lowered. “Was it me?”

Bingo.

That got a reaction. A barely discernible jump in their pulses.

“Don’t I feel flattered,” I said with a self-deprecating huff.

The infant warranted her very own clan of assassins.

“No!” Jenna twisted to look between us, horror coating her face. “No!”

She jumped to her feet and grabbed my shoulder, pulling at me to try to move me behind her. The problem was that I was stronger and didn’t budge.

“It’s okay, Jenna,” I assured her.

“I won’t let you!” she shouted at our grandfather and uncle.

“Hush,” I soothed. “They’re not going to hurt me.”

They wouldn’t have arranged this little warning if that was what they planned.

“No, they’re not,” Anton agreed. “Aileen may be a pain in the ass sometimes, but she’s ours. We’d massacre your entire family line.”

“Does that include her sister and father?” our uncle challenged.

“They could always become vampires,” Anton said. “Actually, I quite like that idea. No one could claim Aileen broke the covenant if her family joined our ranks.”

Caroline raised a hand. “Don’t forget that werewolf is an option too. I’ve seen her mom cook. The woman would not last eternity on a liquid diet.”

That—was a very good point. Mom’s love of food rivaled my own. I couldn’t see her accepting the limitations that came with vampirism.

“It doesn’t matter either way because they’re not here to kill me. Are you?” I asked.

My uncle’s smirk was slow in coming. “Observant. Did Patty teach you that?”

“You could say that. Along with other things.”

None of which I planned to share with this family member that I still didn’t know very well.

“You can see how this puts us in a sort of bind. Because of our pact, we can’t refuse orders from a council member. But we also don’t kill family.” Our uncle’s eyes were cold as he smirked at me. “However distant that family has become.”

“At least, not unless they do something very stupid or very dangerous,” Drake interjected with a wink.

I ignored him to look at the other two. “What is it that you want?”

From all this verbal tap dancing, there had to be something.

“If the council member who put the hit out on you were to perish or suddenly no longer be on the council, their request would become null and void,” our grandfather said.

The cunning old man. That was what they were after.

“You’re asking a lot given you haven’t told me who it was yet,” I said.

Our uncle snorted. “How hard can it be? Exactly how many enemies do you have?”

“You’d be surprised,” Anton muttered under his breath.

I was the only one who heard him.

Our grandfather drained the last of his coffee. “I suggest you figure it out and quick. We’ve stalled about as long as we can. Eventually, we’ll run out of excuses.”

I squinted as they both rose. “You never did introduce yourselves properly.”

Our uncle threw a bunch of bills on the table. “You never asked.” He nodded at Jenna. “You have our number. We’ll await your decision. Don’t take too long though.”

What was this?

I fixed wide eyes on Jenna. “What decision is he talking about?”

“I’ll let you know soon,” Jenna told our uncle.

“Let him know what?”

Jenna didn’t look at me, avoiding my demanding stare.

Our uncle turned to Drake. “You got this?”

Drake chewed on the soft ice in his glass, his drink long gone. “If I don’t, are you going to step in?”

“Just don’t die. I’d hate having to train another successor.”

“We wouldn’t that.” Drake propped his head on his fist. “I’ve seen my second cousins fight. Not a brain cell between them.”

“Sometimes I don’t know how you’ve survived this long,” our uncle muttered, rising to join our grandfather. “Good luck, Aileen. I hope you succeed.”

I cocked my head. “Are you saying that because you actually want me to survive or are you just afraid of what dad will do if you follow through?”

My uncle didn’t answer, knocking his knuckles on the table in goodbye.

A second later, Caroline joined us at our table. “That’s quite the family you have there. A real tangled web.”

She didn’t seem to notice my glare, her forehead creased in thought for a moment before she shrugged.

“Who needs a drink?” Her hand was already in the air before either of us could form a response. “Barkeep. A round.”
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“Don’t look so worried, cousin dearest. Pawpaw and dad come on a little strong but family means everything to them,” Drake drawled.

“You heard them. I’m not exactly family. Adopted remember?”

“Doesn’t matter. Family is family. No matter how it came about.”

How very enlightened of them. If it was true.

“You call him Pawpaw?” I asked.

“He’s my grandfather. What else would I call him?”

“Not Pawpaw.”

Somehow, I couldn’t reconcile the stern, reserved man I’d just met with that term.

I nudged Jenna as a waiter approached carrying a tray of drinks. “Is there something you want to tell me?”

Jenna reached for a glass first, practically snatching it out of the waiter’s hand. “Nope. Can’t think of anything.”

She drained half the drink in one gulp.

“I suggest you think again.”

I wanted to know what Drake’s dad was talking about. I wasn’t leaving this bar until I had answers.

Jenna set her glass down with a thunk. “Leave it, Aileen.”

“I don’t think I will. You don’t know how dangerous these people can be.”

If she did, she would run for the hills. The sad thing was, I included myself in that assessment of people to steer clear of.

“I know what I’m doing.”

“Do you?”

Jenna’s expression was firm as she met my gaze. “Yes, I do.”

I slumped in my chair. “You have no clue.”

“Even if I don’t, it’s my life. You don’t get to tell me how to live it.”

“I’m just trying to protect you,” I protested.

Jenna picked up her drink, her face lost in thought before she drained it and rose. “You remember when you first came back and I tried to bridge the distance between us. How I’d come over to cook you dinner and buy you groceries. Do you remember what you told me?”

I flinched away from her, guilt and shame an ugly knot in my chest. “You know why I did that.”

“Yes, I do. Now, I know,” Jenna stressed. “But back then I had no clue. My big sister, the woman I looked up to more than any other, told me to butt out of her life and stay out of her business. I forgive you for being so mean. I know you thought you had to. But that memory still hurts.”

Caroline and Drake leaned back in their chairs, doing everything they could to pretend that they were anywhere but here. Anton was nosier, making no attempt to disguise his interest in our argument.

“I’m returning those words to you now,” Jenna continued. “I’m an adult, and I don’t need your approval.”

“Jenna—” I broke off, clamping my mouth shut to take a deep breath.

The temptation to point out how dumb she was being was undeniable. She had no idea how dangerous this world could get. I did. She’d barely glossed over the surface. Vampires. Werewolves. There was so much more. All of which could get her killed.

I wanted to encase her in bubble wrap and make it so all this madness never encroached on her world.

You could compel her, my mind whispered.

She was human. Without any of the training a hunter received. It would be easy. A flex of my power and she would forget all this. She’d never even have to know.

I could keep her safe.

“Funny, isn’t it? You two are definitely sisters. How many times did you make the same argument with Liam and Thomas?” Anton observed.

The trace of mockery in his expression as he looked over at me had a sick feeling dangerously close to shame forming in my stomach. He knew, or at least had guessed, where my mind had gone in that brief span.

Compulsion. Really, Aileen? That’s how we’re solving our problems these days?

The hypocrisy.

While I was lost in my self-recrimination, the air of the bar had changed. I came to my feet as magic barreled into me and past, carrying with it a low charge electric voltage that brought every hair on my body to attention.

Anton’s snarl and Caroline’s growl an instant later said they had felt it too.

Jenna ran her hands up and down the bare skin of her arms, trying to rid herself of the tingly sensation as she looked around in confusion. “What was that?”

For the moment, I decided to ignore her question, uncertain whether I should be worried that she could sense what just happened. I didn’t know if humans could feel the border between the Playground and reality the same way spooks could, but right now wasn’t the time to figure that out.

“Tell me that wasn’t the Playground’s boundary,” Caroline said, slowly coming to her feet.

I wished I could.

In my other sight, magic saturated the air, dampening the natural light to allow shadows to take up residence in the corners. Everything I was seeing suggested the boundary had changed to encompass the bar.

“Can it shift like that?” Caroline asked, seeing Anton and my grim looks.

“Apparently so.” Anton looked at me. “Coming here was a mistake.”

“I’m beginning to see that.”

Interrupting Jenna’s meeting with Dad’s family might have been the worst thing I could have done. If I’d remained upstairs, there would have been no reason for the Playground to draw new boundaries.

Of course, that only held true if my enemies were unaware of her connection to me.

“Would they really risk human exposure just to get at Aileen,” Caroline demanded.

Her wolf peered out of her eyes as she looked around uneasily.

“Somehow, I don’t think that’s going to be a problem,” I said.

Thanks to my stunt with the gun, Jenna and Drake were the only humans in the room. Everyone else had evacuated.

It should have occurred to me that something was wrong when security and law enforcement didn’t appear to handle the situation. A person waving a gun in a casino. They should have been on us in minutes.

I hadn’t noticed.

Even the bartender and waiter were spooks. Another thing I’d missed.

“We have to go,” Anton announced, looking edgy. “Now.”

There was no retreating the way we’d come. At some point, a wall had formed between us and the bar’s entrance. Our only way out was the door at the back of the room that would lead us further into the Playground.

Drake helped Jenna up. “Come on, cuz. Just stay beside me.”

“What’s happening?” she asked.

Drake shot a glance at me. “Things just got a whole lot more interesting.”

That was an understatement. We were up shit’s creek without a paddle.

The bartender planted a hand on the bar and leaped over it. “I’m afraid you’re not going anywhere.”

The waiter moved to block the only other exit in the place.

“We’ve got orders, you see. You’re not to leave.” The bartender’s appearance changed, his well-groomed, handsome façade shredding as he flashed sharp, serrated teeth. “At least not alive, that is.”

The waiter chuckled as he followed in the bartender’s footsteps, his face elongating into a cross between animal and man. His ears became pointed. His skin took on a mossy cast.

Anton prowled forward, not missing a step. “It appears you don’t know who your masters ordered you to accost.”

The waiter opened his mouth to say something but never got the chance.

Anton’s form blurred as he rushed the man, latching onto his neck with his fangs before anyone could react.

The bartender shouted and started for the two.

I whipped out the gun I’d stashed in my waistband, shooting twice instantly. The bartender’s head exploded.

“Nice—Nathan chose iron for the first couple of rounds,” I drawled.

I guess it was a good thing I’d never pulled the trigger on Anton. Iron would have just pissed him off.

There was a squelch as Anton finished ripping the waiter’s throat out and let his victim collapse to the floor.

Jenna made a sound somewhere between a squeak and a moan as Anton turned to us without bothering to wipe his face.

Right about now, she was probably getting a better idea of why our uncle referred to me and other vampires as “monsters”. Anton certainly looked the part. Blood was caked around his mouth and chin. It trailed down his throat and stained the front of his shirt.

The most terrifying part were his eyes. The primal, glittering look of need and desire. An ecstasy that showed blood lust had claimed him.

“Anton,” I tested.

I kept my gun out. Not quite pointed in Anton’s direction in case it triggered his instinct, but close enough that if he tried something I could aim and shoot quickly.

Anton closed his eyes. The blood lust I could sense coming off him dampened. When he opened them again, he was back to normal. Although still covered in his victim’s blood.

“We should split up,” Anton said.

I hesitated, shooting a glance at Jenna before nodding. “I was thinking the same.”

Jenna’s eyes widened in protest. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

“She’s not,” Drake said, looking back at me. “She’s serious. Moreover, she’s right. It’s our best chance of survival.”

I sent him a grateful nod. He understood.

Separating wasn’t just for Jenna’s benefit. It was for me too. Distraction caused mistakes. If we remained together, I’d be so worried about her safety that I might miss something important.

“You can’t actually expect me to do this,” Jenna sputtered.

“Aileen, we need to move,” Anton said from the exit.

“Drake, take Jenna. Get her somewhere safe,” I ordered.

As a hunter, he had experience slipping in and out of places like this. Hopefully, the familial bond between them would be enough to make him protect rather than abandon her if things got rough.

“Go with them,” I told Caroline.

Rebellion flashed in her eyes. “It would be better if I stuck with you. You might need some teeth and claws at your back.”

“I’m sure I will, but I’d feel better knowing you were with them.” I nodded at Drake and Jenna, who was still acting resistant. “Two humans alone in the Playground will stick out like a sore thumb.”

Even if one of them was a hunter. Unless they had a chaperone. Say, a demon tainted werewolf who was capable of holding her own against much older spooks.

Caroline’s hesitance showed I’d hit a nerve. “I don’t like this.”

“No one said you had to,” I told her.

It was enough that she’d agreed.

Jenna’s pleading gaze followed me as I joined Anton at the exit. “Aileen, don’t do this.”

“We’ll go first to draw them off,” I told the other three, ignoring her. There was a time to indulge and a time for ruthlessness. This was the latter. I could only hope Jenna was in a forgiving mood once the dust had settled.

“You’re a menace,” Anton informed me.

“You’re the one who thought you’d get more action this way. Congratulations—you were right.”

Anton shoved open the door and glided through.

I caught it as it swung shut, pausing to flash Jenna one last bittersweet smile. “See you later, baby sis.”

God, I hoped this wasn’t the last memory she had of me.

Her broken, “You’d better,” followed me into the Playground.

Anton waited for me on the pathway that I remembered from my first visit.

“Does this run throughout?” I asked, stopping beside him.

Anton didn’t answer immediately, his attention on the woods on the opposite side of the path. Unlike the ancient trunks whose circumference could host an entire dance club, these trees were smaller. More like what you’d find in a mature forest.

Their presence was a signal that we were in a part of the Playground that I’d never visited before. From the lack of guests wandering around, I had a feeling not a lot of people had.

Was that because the Playground had expanded to encompass new territory? Or was there a more sinister reason?

Like patrons being warned away because a murder was about to go down.

About the only thing I could tell was that we weren’t far from the water gardens. The smell of damp earth and algae made that easy to discern. Along with the barely audible trickle of running water.

If I remembered correctly, there was an entrance to the casino near there.

“If you’re serious about playing bait, you’ll head toward the closest exit,” Anton said without looking at me. “They’ll never believe we chose to go deeper into the Playground.”

“Maybe we’re just trying to avoid the obvious trap.”

“Oh, there’s definitely something waiting for us in that direction,” Anton agreed with a snort. “But the question is whether you’d prefer us to trigger it or those three.”

Judging from the self-satisfied smirk on his face, he knew my answer already.

“They’re here,” Anton announced.

Following his nod, I scanned the forest. My gaze bypassed the Fae the first time. It took effort to spot them amidst the trees. There were five of them. Their camouflage perfect.

My friend from the woods on my property stood slightly in front of the rest in a position of authority. His eyes alight with anticipation. A bow and arrow clutched in his grip.

No need to guess what he planned to do with those.

“You ready for this?” Anton asked.

“If I’m not, will that change things?”

The door behind us opened. Drake exited first, Caroline and Jenna at his back. Without a look at us, he headed in the opposite direction. Just a werewolf and two humans out for a stroll in the Playground.

“We should get moving too,” Anton announced.

“One moment,” I said.

There was something I had to do first. Just a little insurance to make sure the Fae came after me and not the other three.

“What are—” Anton broke off as I drew my gun.

Not taking the time to aim properly, I fired several shots into the forest. Bark chips flew. Several curses in what I thought were Spanish—though a much older dialect than I was familiar with—came from Anton.

I emptied several more rounds into the forest, uncaring whether they hit their targets or not. Wounding or killing them wasn’t my goal. Getting their attention was.

And it worked.

An arrow flew past my cheek. Only Anton jerking me out of its way kept it from lodging in my ear.

“It’s time to go,” he snarled.

Using his hold on my arm, he dragged me after him as he broke into a sprint.

I cast one last look behind us to see that I’d accomplished my mission and the majority of the Fae were following. The sole exception was a single Fae who broke off to lope after the others.

That shouldn’t be a problem. Between Drake and Caroline, they could handle one measly Fae.

After all, his father had said their family line assumed responsibility for hunting down dangerous Fae who threatened humanity. Time for Drake to put his money where his father’s mouth was.

“Was that really necessary?” Anton demanded in a tight voice.

“I think so—yes.”

He gritted his teeth, his pace never wavering. We were moving fast. At vampire speed. It was easier than it had been in the past. My legs pumping in time with my heart. The trees and path blurring into a colorful smudge as we practically flew toward the water gardens.

Yet somehow the Fae never fell behind. They dogged our steps every inch of the way. The occasional near misses from their arrows reminding us of their presence.

“I guess I made them upset,” I called.

“I’d say you did more than that.”

Mission accomplished.

I wanted the Fae angry. Even better if they were enraged. Angry people made mistakes.

Movement out of the corner of my eye drew my attention to the trees.

I nearly stumbled as one of the assassins burst out of a tree trunk parallel to us. He took three steps before diving into the next tree trunk and emerging ten feet away through a ripple in another tree.

“How are they doing that?” I gasped in amazement.

They were practically teleporting from tree to tree. Moving in and out like the wood was a portal of some type.

“They’re the Luigseach. They can use the trees to travel,” he said.

“Any trees?” I asked.

“Yes.”

What a frightful power.

Good thing for us, the water gardens weren’t far now. While there were still trees, they weren’t as plentiful and were much thinner and frailer than the ones the Fae were currently using to hop-scotch after us.

“Do you think this counts as evidence of the Playground’s owner choosing a side?” I asked.

It was awful convenient, the boundary shifting. When I factored in that the climate right outside the bar heavily favored our enemies, it was easy to draw certain conclusions. Like the fact this place wasn’t quite so neutral anymore.

“It depends,” Anton said as we reached the edge of the water gardens.

“On?”

I dodged around a small brook, heading for several half-submerged stones and using them to cross to the mossy bank on the other side. Anton leapt right over the narrow space, landing on the opposite bank with plenty of clearance.

He cast a glance behind us to check on our pursuers. They weren’t far, mere moments behind us as they broke through the trees and raced past the boundary of the water gardens.

By unspoken agreement, Anton and I got moving again.

This time it was more difficult. The need for maneuverability outweighing the desire for speed. The only consolation was that the Fae behind us faced the same obstacles.

“On whether the Summer King has entered the fray,” Anton said, returning to our conversation.

I shot him a glance before I was forced to devote all my attention on where I was going. We jogged down a gravel path bordered by lush plants. Statues of women and men in wet looking clothes that clung to their curves, highlighting what was beneath, stood in the small brook we were following. Their dead eyes seemed to follow us.

A Fae assassin lunged out of one of the few trees big enough to support his passage.

I ducked his first swipe, blocking his second. Then Anton was there, ripping out the Fae’s esophagus and discarding him into the bushes by the side.

“You have a real penchant for ripping throats out,” I observed.

First the Fae in the bar. Now this one. I was starting to see a pattern.

“Are you done?” Anton inquired. “Can we go?”

I nodded.

Arrows thunked into the tree the Fae had come out of, just barely missing my head.

“We’re not far,” Anton assured me.

I hoped not. I wasn’t sure how much longer we could keep this race up before we were caught.

He dashed down a path of broken stone that formed a spiral, with me right on his heels. Rather than following the spiral, he jumped and leapt over boulders and bushes, taking a more direct route to the arched wooden bridge in the distance.

We thundered over its planks, the vibrations sending ripples into the water and disturbing the water lilies floating on the surface.

After several more bridges and a few detours to avoid a couple of ambushes, we reached the other side of the water garden. The scenery beginning to look a lot more familiar. This was the same route we’d used a few nights ago.

We pounded back onto the thoroughfare, past bars and dance floors until the threshold of the boundary beckoned.

We were almost there.

Anton and I put on a burst of speed, uncaring as we barreled into spooks who were too slow to get out of the way. By the time we crossed the barrier, I smelled like a liquor cabinet. My shirt damp from all the drinks that I’d gotten dumped on me. None of which mattered as I felt the tingle announcing our passage back to the real world.

“We made it,” I said, feeling a little surreal.

A part of me hadn’t thought we would.

“We’re not safe yet,” Anton declared, hooking his arm through mine and guiding me through the betting tables as we made a beeline toward the elevator.

A commotion came from behind us. Gasps and screams as the assassins followed us into the casino. They weren’t careful as they traveled, shoving people out of their way in much the same way we had in the Playground.

One jumped onto a blackjack table, drawing his bow and letting the arrow fly.

It missed me, ending up in the arm of a woman wearing sweats.

“What the hell are they doing?” I asked as Anton dragged me toward the elevators. “What about the covenant?”

“They must have decided the benefit outweighed the risks. Also, technically, they haven’t done anything that jeopardizes our secret.”

I gave him a look like I thought he was crazy before stabbing my finger at the Fae now leaping from table to table. “That’s not exactly subtle.”

“While unusual, their weapons are ones that humans would recognize and not think anything of it.”

“And their clothes?”

They looked like rejects from a fantasy novel.

“Cosplay,” Anton answered. “Or young adults who got too swept up in a fantasy game. All easily explainable.”

I wasn’t going to question how Anton knew what cosplay was or his easy dismissal of what was happening. The elevators were now in sight.

I raced forward, stabbing the button to summon them before looking over my shoulder. The assassins were closing fast. I didn’t care what explanation Anton came up with. If there was a massacre, it was going to be hard to pass it off with the humans.

Thankfully, the elevator had only eight floors to go.

“Come on. Come on.”

The humans on the casino floor proved unexpectedly helpful as their panic led to mass chaos. Except for the Fae still bounding across the tables, it hampered the rest of his party’s movements.

The table Fae hit the end of the row, leaping into the air and drawing his bow. Anton easily dodged the incoming arrow, careful not to draw too much on vampire speed. Onlookers would assume he got lucky.

He snatched the Fae out of midair, body slamming him into the marble floor. It cracked, a spider web of fissures extending from where the Fae now lay motionless.

That was going to be a little harder to explain.

The elevator’s ding sent my heart racing.

“Anton, it’s here. Let’s go,” I shouted as the elevator doors began to part.

There was the sound of something colliding into something else. Anton flew past me to crash into the ambient lighting running up the column beside the elevator.

A red cap stalked toward me, his head coated in fresh blood and a mace held in his hand.

The elevator doors finished parting to reveal Saul waiting inside.

“We meet again. Just like I said we would,” Saul drawled.

A small object flew out from behind his ear. Before I had time to react, the pixie I’d caught spying on Alches and me at the mansion blew a handful of dust in my face.

“Nightie, night,” Nyx sang.

No.

My eyelids sagged as the dust invaded my lungs, diving into my bloodstream as my limbs started to go limp.

Before I lost consciousness, I reached for my magic breaking power in a last ditch attempt at saving myself. Even before my mind glanced off the glass shell cocooning my power and preventing me from accessing it, I could tell something was wrong.

The drink I’d had at the bar. There must have been something in it.

I crumpled to the floor as Vitus walked up to look me over with a disdainful sneer. “Well, well. This is quite the catch. Just like you said.”

Saul stopped him as he reached for my neck. “You can’t kill her. The king wants her alive.”

I enjoyed the cold look of rage in Vitus’s face as I struggled to keep my eyes open.

“Dahlia is going to kill you for this,” I whispered.

Sadness lurked in the back of the djinn’s eyes when he looked down at me. “She will try.”

Magic welled up in my throat. Almost like a clot of blood that I struggled to expel. It was the only bit of my power I could eke out from the deepest parts of myself, gathering it bit by bit as the words struggled to break free.

There was one last thing I needed to do.

“Oath breaker,” I sighed.

There. Sealed in magic and blood. Now everyone would know what he was.

Vitus kicked me in the head and the world blacked out.
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I faded in and out of awareness, rousing only long enough to ascertain that I was being carried over someone’s shoulder like a sack. A floppy, limp sack of fluid and tissue held together by a container that was feeling increasingly fragile by the second. Like if someone applied a little too much pressure in the wrong place, everything might spill out.

My face felt like it had taken a pounding. Swollen and uncomfortable. One eye sealed half shut. I was pretty sure my cheekbone or eye socket was broken.

The skin felt stretched tight over my skull. As if someone had tried to pack too much stuffing into a bag that should only contain half the amount.

My arms and hair dangled toward the floor, swaying back and forth in time with my captor’s gait.

Through the crack in my eyelids, I could see the leather and fur lined vest that my face was currently pressed against. The rancid smell of piss and decaying blood brought bile to my throat.

I swallowed it down with difficulty.

“She’s waking up.”

I was dumped on the ground, barely having seconds to get a look at the Red Cap looming over me, Nyx hovering by his head, before a massive fist knocked me out for the second time that night.
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“You were told not to hurt her. She’s damaged now.”

I woke to my cheek pressed against soft grass, the smell of fertile Earth beneath.

“She was being a pain in the ass. I did what I had to.”

Nyx.

I didn’t know the pixie well, but that high-pitched annoying voice had to be hers.

“Aileen is always a pain in the ass. It’s part of her charm,” Inara snarled.

“That sounds like affection. Did you actually develop feelings for the fanger?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. She’s a means to an end.”

There was a noncommittal hmm from the other pixie. “I hope so. Otherwise, our king might have to punish you again. It would be a shame if you lost the last member of your court because of a vampire.”

“Don’t you threaten him,” Inara snarled with a viciousness that couldn’t quite conceal the undertone of fear.

Whoever Nyx was, she wasn’t the gofer or spy she’d been pretending to be when I’d caught her lurking around the mansion.

And I’d missed it entirely.

How did she manage to escape Nathan? Did he like me underestimate her? Or did she take advantage of the confusion when the mansion was hit to escape?

I didn’t have time to consider for long, as the madness lurking in the edges of Inara’s voice made me aware of how perilous the situation currently was.

I knew my roommate. She was close to cracking. Pushed a little further and she might release all that chaos inside with no regards for consequences.

She might regret it after, but it’d be too late by then.

Needing to see just how close Inara was to losing it, I risked discovery, shifting little by little until I was on my side, my face aimed in the direction of the pixies’ voices.

Inara looked a lot worse than she had the last time I’d seen her. Her wings hung tattered behind her. The tip of one was missing. The bottom of the other was half shredded. There were holes in the membrane in places. Blood leaked out of a few of the broken veins along their surface.

Despite the bruises riddling her features, and the obvious signs of trauma to her body, Inara’s posture was regal as she faced the other pixie. A little tragic looking but with a grace and nobility that refused to be broken despite what had been done to her.

In comparison, Nyx’s presence was lackluster. No matter how much she postured, she still seemed like a supplicant in front of her queen.

“I’ll do as I please, sister dearest,” Nyx sneered.

Sister?

I took a closer look at the two, trying to see the resemblance.

Nope. I got nothing.

The two looked about as much like siblings as me and Connor. Didn’t mean that they weren’t. Just that there were few points of commonality in their features.

Sibling was a rather broad term that could be applied in situations where you weren’t actually related by blood.

I didn’t get that sense here though. There was too much antagonism for them to be siblings by choice—as me and Connor were. This read like resentment. The kind that built over decades until it boiled over and there was no salvaging the relationship.

That was the road Jenna and I had been heading down before we’d decided to change the narrative.

Nyx’s wings fluttered, bringing her closer to Inara. “Maybe instead of being here talking to you, I should have a visit with your consort again. As I recall, he was quite the energetic companion last time.”

“I’m warning you—”

Nyx laughed, waving her hand at Inara. “Spare me the threats. We both know you can’t do anything to me. You’re his now. His puppet. His tool. Which means you’re mine. Don’t forget that.”

With a flick of her hair, Nyx stepped off the branch to hover in midair. “Though if you do, I’ll be happy to remind you again.”

“Where are you going?” Inara called in a harsh voice.

“To give my report to His Majesty.”

With that, Nyx disappeared into the forest beyond the oak’s grove. The Red Cap lumbered after her.

“Bitch,” Inara snarled.

Creaking came from the trunk of the oak tree behind me. Like branches rubbing together. They were interspersed with the low call of something deerlike.

My body went rigid at the sound of hooves whispering over soft grass. It felt like my bones would snap from how tight my muscles were strung. It was a struggle to hold still and not let my breathing or pulse pick up.

At long last, the eldritch passed into view, his appearance just as terrifying and beautiful as the last time.

“Yes, I’m aware it’s not time yet. I don’t need you telling me the obvious,” Inara snapped

Another sound that was between a grunt and a low bugle.

“Oh, shut up,” Inara grumbled before her gaze fell on me. “Aileen.”

I kept my eyes closed, pretending to be unconscious.

“What did those assholes do to you?” Inara whispered.

Her weight settled against my chest. It was negligible, so light I barely knew she was there until tiny hands rested just beneath my broken cheekbone. Their touch fleeting and soft.

“You promised me she wouldn’t get hurt.”

There was grief in those words. A helplessness and rage every bit as potent as the one she’d shown when Nyx had threatened Lowen.

Warmth spread through my chest. She did care.

I didn’t know why she’d pretended with Nyx earlier, but the upset she showed told me she hadn’t abandoned me quite yet.

At least not in an irreversible way.

As hopeful as her reaction made me, I held still, not letting either her or the eldritch being know I was awake.

Inara, I might have chanced it with. Him, no way. Not after our last encounter.

Something told me this being wasn’t on a level I could understand. As unknowable and mysterious as a black hole.

Or more aptly—the sun.

Sound flowed from him, lifting and falling in that strange call that sounded somewhat like an elk’s bugle. The words of the conversation I could just barely detect incomprehensible and fathomless.

Inara sliced her hand through the air. “I don’t care what you and Brin have planned. Aileen was never supposed to be part of it.”

A pause.

“Yes, I know what’s at stake,” Inara declared loudly. “The Summer Lands can burn for all I care. No one saved us when we needed it.”

Except him.

The words blared loudly in my head. Somehow my whimper of pain went unnoticed, the two of them too focused on each other to pay attention to me.

Inara’s expression shut down. “I’m aware of my debt. That doesn’t mean I’m willing to sacrifice Aileen to pay it.”

You may not have a choice. You are caught. As I am caught. He owns your will now. The only escape is through your magic breaker.

“He doesn’t know what she is,” Inara argued.

Even to my ears she sounded unconvincing. More desperate than rational.

He will soon.

Inara bowed her head, preventing me from seeing her expression at that announcement. In the end, I didn’t need to with the way her curled fists trembled.

Come, the eldritch ordered. They will be here shortly. You don’t want to be punished again.

There was the crack and rustle of underbrush as the eldritch moved away.

When he was out of sight, Inara lifted her head, looking me dead in the eye. “Foolish vampire, why couldn’t you have left well enough alone?”

She didn’t seem surprised to find me awake. I guess my whimper hadn’t gone so unnoticed after all.

“Next time use words instead of a ‘forget me’ spell,” I mumbled with a wince.

Speaking hurt more than I thought it would. It seemed in addition to my cheekbone and eye socket, my jaw may have been broken at some point tonight too.

“Maybe then I’ll actually have an idea of what you’re trying to do.”

If it was possible, Inara got heavier as I tried to sit up. With a grunt, I gave up and laid back down to stare into the canopy of the tree. “Did you really think I wouldn’t care if you and Lowen just upped and vanished?”

Our relationship may have been a little fractious, but I’d always thought of us as friends.

There was a watery laugh from Inara. “I counted on it even when I hoped you wouldn’t.”

That brought my gaze back to her. “How did you end up here?”

I was pretty sure I knew Lowen’s story, but the last I’d seen of Inara she’d been with Baran. Since he was now in Noctessa, it made me wonder how she’d got to this point.

“Arrogance—and trusting someone I shouldn’t have.”

The bitter ruefulness on her face brought one name to mind. “Nyx.”

“She was a trusted member of my former court. I thought she would help me. I was wrong. She handed me over to them instead. Apparently, she’s been working with them since before my court fell.”

Inara touched her throat self-consciously, right over where the collar would have rested if it had been visible to the mundane eye. A bitter smile twisted her lips. “I’m sure you can guess the rest.”

Yes. Enslavement. Enthrallment. The whole shebang.

“What about Baran? Was he with you when this happened?”

Inara shook her head. “I knew there was danger and that there was a chance something could go wrong. I left him behind as a precaution.”

“And Arlan? Is he part of this?”

Inara’s gaze strayed to her left, a flash of sympathy appearing. “He’s cooperating for the same reason I am.”

I followed her glance. Even anticipating what was waiting for me, I still wasn’t prepared.

A mass of roots protruded from the ground of the meadow. They intertwined to create a cage of wood, dirt, decaying leaves and moss.

This time I had a better vantage point to see what was caught within them.

Breandan was positioned on his knees, his arms suspended by roots. The same roots that were wrapped around his knees and legs, along with his torso and neck. They bound him in place. Forced him to kneel without respite.

From the way he sagged in their grip, I had a feeling he was unconscious. Though I couldn’t confirm it. His head hung low, his hair falling forward to conceal his face.

Blood, old and new, stained the clothes he must have been wearing when he was taken. I could also see signs of it on the ground around him. He’d been wounded at some point and left to bleed out. Probably the only thing keeping him alive was the fact that Fae were incredibly hard to kill unless you had the right tools.

“What did they do to him?”

“The same thing they do to all of us.”

Inara had a lost look as her gaze drifted to the tiny root cage suspended from one of the branches. I didn’t need the flash of purple and blue from within to know that was where Lowen was being kept.

“The same thing they’re going to do to you,” Inara added, her gaze swinging back to meet mine. “Unless we get you out of here.”

“I’m not going anywhere without you and Lowen.”

Now that I knew what they had endured, it made me all the more determined to save them. There was also Deborah and Brax’s pack to consider.

“Where are we anyway?” I asked.

“Summer’s Heart.” Inara’s face was sad as she took in the assortment of root spheres and their dead and dying victims. “It used to be beautiful. The tree limbs and the oak’s trunk were home to an assortment of Fae species. This was once a sacred place for the Summer Fae.”

“And now?”

Inara’s features hardened. “It’s a prison.”

I’d gotten that from my first visit to the meadow. Now that I was here, I could see it was worse than I’d previously imagined.

In addition to the many root cages, there were bumps in the otherwise flat meadow that I suspected housed prisoners who’d been imprisoned here for centuries. So long that a carpet of grass and flowers grew over them.

The worst part was that I wasn’t sure all those who’d been pulled underground by the march of time were entirely dead.

“A realm’s heart isn’t a place you can trespass into lightly. You either need power or the custodian’s permission. No one in or out unless he wills it.”

“Custodian?”

Inara nodded in the direction the stag-like creature had wandered off into. “You met him a little while ago.”

“Are you allies?” I asked.

From their interactions, there seemed to be some type of relationship between them. Inara had been the one to stop him during my first visit. From their conversation just now, he seemed just as much a prisoner as she was.

I could use that. Especially if I could undo the enthrallment that they were under.

My gaze dropped to Inara’s collar. Its design was more complicated than the one I’d found around Brax’s neck.

“Maybe once. But now he can’t be trusted any more than I can. As long as we’re under the Summer King’s control, there’s a chance we could be forced to betray you. Even if we don’t want to.”

“The solution for that is easy.” I reached for her neck. “I’ll just break the enthrallment.”

Inara evaded my grasp. “No, Aileen. This is one thing you can’t break.”

“Nonsense.”

It’d be difficult, but I was always up for a challenge.

“Aileen, no!” Inara barked, making me freeze in the process of reaching out again. Her expression softened. “Thank you, but no. It’s not necessary.”

“Why won’t you let me help you?”

I genuinely didn’t understand and it was frustrating me. Of everybody, Inara was probably the most aware of what I was capable of.

“There are things I can’t tell you.”

I narrowed my eyes as she avoided my gaze. “Does this have anything to do with Brin sending you to keep an eye on me?”

Inara froze, her gaze locked somewhere in the vicinity of my chin.

From the emotions that raced across her tiny features, I didn’t have to wonder if what I’d been told was true.

She and Lowen had been Brin’s agents all along.

Though it was something I’d suspected for a while now, the confirmation caused a weird clench in the vicinity of my stomach.

“People keep telling me to forget about you. That you’re untrustworthy and were only at my side because of someone else’s orders. Are you telling me I should listen to them?” I asked in an even tone.

Say no, Inara. Please.

“That’s exactly what I’m telling you to do.” Her voice was flat and emotionless as she met my gaze with a blank look that made my heart sink. “Playing your roommate and quasi friend was fun and all, but this is serious business now. I don’t have time to entertain the would-be princess anymore.”

Her wings buzzed behind her, moving so fast that they were a blur. Despite how much damage they’d sustained, they still managed to lift Inara off my chest.

Her midair hover was a little shakier than usual but she managed to remain airborne. “If I were you, I’d be more concerned about yourself. After your last incursion, the custodian strengthened the spells around this place. Your realm guardian can no longer use the shadows to gain entrance. Also, those cute little marks that allow the vampires to track you like a stray pet are useless. This is the realm’s heart. Like I told you before, there is no escape once you’ve entered.”

Inara shot into the canopy of the tree, disappearing behind its leaves.

I breathed out in disappointment. “The hard way it is then.”

Too bad for her, I didn’t believe any of that bullshit she’d just spouted. Something had scared my diminutive friend. For whatever reason, she wasn’t prepared to confide in me.

Fine then.

I’d just do things my way.

Whether she liked it or not, I was going to save her and Lowen. But now, they didn’t get a choice in how I did it.

The silence after Inara’s departure was eerie. In the human world, there was always ambient sound in a forest. Either the wind stirring the trees. Insects making their songs. Or forest animals going about their lives. Never this unnerving quiet.

It was particularly disturbing when you took into account the cheerful sunniness of the meadow. Like two incongruous images that hinted at something darker beneath the surface.

I never got this feeling when I was in Noctessa. That realm felt soothing and deep. Mysterious, yes. It was built from nightmares and blood. Such a thing was bound to earn a reputation. Deserved or not.

The Summer Lands, though.

There was something evil here. Buried under the surface. The land’s brilliance and beauty blinding most to reality.

But it was there if you looked hard enough.

Like a meadow of graves and cages in the very heart of its most sacred land.

I drew myself up to sitting, maneuvering until the oak’s trunk supported my back.

I didn’t believe Inara when she said there was no escape from Summer’s Heart. There was always a way.

Unfortunately, I discovered moments later why no one had bothered to imprison me in a cage of my own. The red cap had dumped me in the sole spot of shade in the otherwise sunny meadow. Right at the base of the tree whose roots were imprisoning all these Fae.

I might as well have been marooned on an island. From the prickling of my skin even while sitting in the shade, I knew I wouldn’t make it far before succumbing to the power of this realm’s sun.

“That’s just great,” I muttered to myself.

Operation: save the pixies and get the hell out of here was a dud before it even began.

A husky chuckle interrupted my rambling. “Trouble in paradise?”

Startled, I looked up to find a pair of emerald eyes trained on me, their color reminiscent of the land after it had been drenched by a spring rain.

“Breandan—I thought you were unconscious.”

Or dead.

I didn’t comment on the broken, raspy nature of his voice that made him sound different from his usual self. I had a feeling the disjointed nature of his speech stemmed from damage to his vocal chords. Most likely from all the screaming he’d done while being tortured.

“That would be a mercy,” he rasped.

His eyes drifted shut as he slumped in the grip of the roots. The slight motion caused them to tighten, drawing a pained sound from him.

“Your twin is looking for you,” I offered, hoping it would bring him some measure of comfort.

“I saw,” Breandan murmured, not opening his eyes. “Where is he now?”

“Noctessa.”

I didn’t mention he’d been unconscious the last time I saw him. Or that my bio dad planned to interrogate him when he woke up.

Sometimes hope was enough to carry us.

“At least one of us will survive then.” Breandan breathed with a macabre twist of his lips.

“Hey now. It’s a little early to give up, isn’t it?”

“You can say that because you don’t know what’s coming for you. Like I said before, death would be a mercy.”

“I’m not sure Arlan or your twin would agree with you.”

I think they would prefer Breandan stay alive until they could rescue him.

“As long as I am here, the Summer King knows he has a choke hold on my lord.”

I drew my knees up to my chest. “What does he have against Arlan anyway?”

If he suspected treason, he could have just killed the barrow lord when he took over the barrow. Why use Breandan against him when it was so much easier just to enthrall Arlan like Inara, and anyone else who opposed him?

Unless Arlan was immune for some reason.

Or there were conditions that had to be met for his ability to work.

Maybe Muiredach just liked causing the maximum amount of pain. There was never a shortage of sadistic bastards among spooks.

“He exists.”

I waited but there was nothing else forthcoming. “That’s it? He exists?”

“I’ll let you figure out the rest. It’ll be more entertaining that way.”

“Seriously?”

Did he not realize he was knocking on death’s door? And he still wanted to play these games?

Breandan licked cracked, bleeding lips. The smile he offered held just enough of his old self to glimpse the cunning, sometimes cruel Fae, that I was more familiar with. “Your guests have arrived. Good luck, little breaker. Try not to die. We’re all counting on you.”

My retort froze on my tongue as my gaze landed on the forest’s edge. Without Breandan’s warning, I would have missed their arrival. So silent in their passage that nary a ripple came from the forest around them. Not a rustle of a tree branch or the stirring of the wind. Not even the crash of underbrush as an animal fled in startlement at their presence.

They appeared as quietly as ghosts. One moment the space between the trees was empty. The next, Fae clad in the same green and brown hunter garb as the ones who’d chased me and Anton through the Playground and casino stood sentinel in the trees’ shadows. Their gazes vigilant and guarded.

The reason for their presence became obvious a second later as a group stepped into the meadow. The being at their center claimed my attention.

I say being because he didn’t feel human to me. Despite having the form of one. He possessed an unearthly beauty. A perfection that didn’t exist in nature. The presence of which left a jarring sense of disconnection.

His skin was as colorless as a vampire who hadn’t seen the sun in centuries. His hair longer than mine by almost a foot and the blue black of a raven’s wings. With his deep red eyes, he seemed more vampire than me.

A fragile looking crown carved from white wood perched atop his head, with intricate swoops and swirls no mortal hand would have ever attempted.

His extreme beauty was ruined by the haughty expression that made it clear he didn’t see others as people. More like tools to be used and discarded at his whim.

Though I only had rumors and second-hand descriptions to go by, I had a guess as to who this was.

Muiredach, I presumed.

My biological father’s enemy.

I was so dead.

“Why is she still alive?” Vitus demanded upon seeing me curled up at the base of the oak. “We had an agreement.”

Other than Vitus, there were two additional council members present.

I wasn’t really surprised about Sophia’s betrayal. The councilor had never left much of an impression. Her loyalties as mercurial as the wind.

Navya, on the other hand. Now that was a shock.

This must be what Ahrun had meant about rot on the council. For Vitus to secure an alliance with someone as ancient as her, who held nearly the same level of authority as Ahrun, it would cause tidal waves among the rest of the council.

Funny—I’d thought she and Ahrun were friends. I guess he wasn’t entirely wrong about the potential for every relationship to fall victim to the test of time.

The king’s features were aloof and remote as he left the cool shadows of the forest’s edge to step under the searing sun of the meadow. The flowers and longer grass seemed to move out of his way as he paced in my direction.

Vitus grimaced, looking up at the sky before mincing his way after the king.

Navya floated in their wake, the sun seeming to have no impact on her.

Sophia remained under the protection of the forest canopy, keeping herself removed from the situation.

I wished I could do the same.

Instead, I kept all emotion off my face as Muiredach stopped at the edge of the shadow cast by the oak’s canopy.

The anger on Vitus’s face as he stopped next to him made me tsk internally. Someone had forgotten his lessons on diplomacy. That or he was arrogant enough to believe he was this Fae’s equal.

Fool.

The king spent a long time observing me, his strange colored eyes never leaving my face. “You feel familiar.”

I quivered.

If his gaze had been intimidating, his voice was like hearing death speak your name.

“Have we met before?”

I huddled on the ground, saying nothing. My gaze jerked to Navya then away. With nowhere else to look, I dropped it to the ground.

The king raised his voice slightly. “Inara.”

There was a rustle from the trees above. Inara dropped to the ground and knelt; her head bowed.

“Where do I know her from?”

At any other time, I would have rolled my eyes at the absurdity of his expectation that someone else, an enemy no less, would be able to answer a question like that, but I was too afraid.

There was something about this Fae that petrified me on a level I had never experienced before. Everything about him felt wrong. Off in a way I couldn’t explain.

He set my senses to trembling and no pep talk or rationalization would get them to stop.

“Her features are common. It could be that something about them reminds you of someone you once punished,” Inara responded.

“No, that’s not it.”

There was a certainty in the Fae king’s voice that brought a chill to the back of my neck. My hindbrain screamed that I was in danger.

“I’ll figure it out.” The Fae, it was hard to think of him as Muiredach even in my head, had a self-satisfied smile on his face. The first trace of expression since he’d entered the clearing. “One way or another.”

Inara kept her head bowed, not reacting to his words.

The king addressed Vitus. “The challenge has been issued and accepted?”

Vitus startled, probably not expecting the quick change in subject. “It has. I’ve already made the arrangements. Thomas and I will battle it out in your arena. As requested.”

“You’ve done well.” The king clasped his hands at his waist, his gaze lifting from me to focus on the council member. “When you kill him, I will absorb his death. A vampire as strong as him will fuel me for decades. It’s simply a pity we couldn’t have the challenge here, where I’m at my strongest.”

He was assuming Vitus would come out the winner in that confrontation. An arrogant assumption unless they had something up their sleeve to ensure that outcome.

Vitus dipped his head slightly in a respectful nod. “Our chances of success would be greater if we got rid of his yearling first. It would strike a powerful blow to not only him but the enforcer and Ahrun as well.”

“You speak as if you expect to lose.” The king’s tone was wintry, his displeasure saturating the air. “When you approached me all those centuries ago, it was with the assurance that you could do this.”

“And I can,” Vitus was quick to protest.

“I hope so. My daughter was sacrificed for this plan. I would hate to see that death be in vain.”

Vitus bowed his head, deeper this time. “That was a regrettable oversight on my part.”

The king dismissed his apology with a wave of his hand. “She shared in the responsibility for her demise. I warned her of the perils of allowing a toy too much freedom. That her stag was complicit in her death is no surprise. His patience in planning her fall is commendable.”

He thought Connor was responsible for what happened to Naimh, I realized.

That was good news for me. Not so great news for my brother.

“He’ll still have to die the most agonizing death I can think of.” The king’s gaze drifted to the edge of the forest. “I plan to punish all those who had a hand in my daughter’s demise.”

I admired the way Arlan was able to remain passive in the face of the king’s proclamation. In his place, I would have fled in fear of my life.

“As for this woman, a slow death would serve your purposes better than a quick one. Her sire is sure to feel her pain as her life slips away one drop at a time.”

I dug my fingers into the dirt below me to keep my fear under control. These bastards weren’t going to get the satisfaction of seeing me panic.

Vitus’s head came up, an avid light in his eyes. “I was wrong to question you.”

He liked this idea. A lot.

“Yes, you were.” The king turned toward the forest. “Secure her and ensure she doesn’t die.”

The low bugle from the eldritch came from right beside me.

Sensing danger, I scrambled to my feet, taking two steps away from him. He caught me by the back of the neck and forced me into the sunlight.

His grip was almost gentle as I thrashed, the pain from the sun setting me alight.

My panic made me miss the root that speared out of the ground. It wasn’t until it pierced my chest, taking me through the lung that I realized.

Shock rendered me immobile as I stared into the terrifying face of the eldritch. It might have been my imagination but I thought I saw sympathy there before a second root punctured my chest.

I touched the two blood covered pieces of wood with a shaky hand.

They’d impaled me.

How very Vlad of them.

The eldritch stepped away as the strength went out of my legs and I sagged, the roots in my chest keeping me from falling over.

“She’s all yours to do with as you’d like,” the king informed Vitus. “The tree will ensure she doesn’t die. Have fun.”

Vitus closed on me as the king departed the meadow. “Oh, I will. I can promise you that.”
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The ground beneath me softened, dragging me into the dirt almost up to my knees. From below, I could feel more roots wrap around my feet and ankles to hold me firmly in place.

As if a good old fashioned impaling wasn’t enough.

My macabre snicker cut off almost as soon as it started.

Oh, that hurt.

“You find your predicament amusing?”

I dragged my attention up to the vicinity of Vitus’s face, squinting to bring his blurry features into focus. The throbbing pain that had taken up residence in my chest made that more difficult than it should have been.

“You could say that.” I licked my lips, tasting blood on them. “I’m just imagining what kind of expression Ahrun will have when he realizes what a sycophant you’ve turned into. Oh wait. I bet he already knows. Is that why he never brought you over, Vi? Because you’re a bootlicker?”

Vitus backhanded me. My face snapped to the right, a grunt escaping as the force caused the roots to shift painfully in my chest. It got hard to breathe through the sensation of a boa constrictor wrapped around my ribs.

“You have the arrogance of all your line,” Vitus sneered.

“I guess that’s why I was chosen and you weren’t.” I relished the look of fury that brought to his face. “How does it feel knowing someone you look down on has everything you want?”

It was foolish to push the psychotic vampire in this way, but I was probably going to die tonight. Horribly and painfully. Might as well give as good as I got. That way I could say I’d earned my death when it finally came.

Well fuck. I was just as crazy as all the other vampires in my life.

Vitus squatted in front of me, the anger I’d expected to see missing. He picked up a piece of my hair, toying with it as he offered me a condescending smile. “Is that what you’re telling yourself? That you’re special in some way?”

Pain bit into my scalp as he tightened his hold, nearly ripping the hair from my head. I barely winced; the sensation lost among the rest of the agony currently wracking my body.

Vitus grabbed me by the throat, lowering his face to run his nose along the same path Liam favored when we were intimate. “Poor, poor Aileen. So misinformed.” His grip tightened to the point of choking. “You’re Thomas’s mistake. And you’re going to be his downfall. I can’t tell you how happy that makes me. That the boy my father chose over me is the one who will bring ruin to them all.”

The smile he offered gave me a glimpse of the boy he must have once been. Roguish and charming with just a hint of mischief. This was the person Ahrun must have tried to save by adopting him.

“You don’t know,” I whispered in realization.

He thought I was simply Thomas’s. He didn’t know Ahrun had a claim to me too. The knowledge gave me a sick kind of pleasure.

When he found out, what kind of expression would he have?

Just imagining it made me happy.

I’d probably die soon after, but it might be worth it.

My eyes drifted closed, the pain invading my body stealing my attention for a short time. It was also how I realized I wasn’t just being held in place. Somehow, I was being absorbed. Slowly eaten as my blood and power were siphoned away.

A vampire tree. What kind of place was this?

A sharp blow to the opposite cheek where Vitus had hit me jolted me out of the semi unconscious state I’d fallen into.

“There you are,” Vitus drawled as I came awake with a gasp.

My breathing was labored as black ate at the edges of my vision, threatening to drag me back under.

Vitus flicked the tip of the root sticking out of my chest, the faint vibration sending a ping through my already damaged muscles. “Ah, ah, ah. There will be none of that. No matter what I do, you’ll remain awake and conscious.”

I tried not to let the fear I felt show.

This was how the king must break his enemies. Hours of torture without the reprieve of blissful rest. Probably lasting decades or centuries.

Vitus twinged the root again. “The bond between a sire and a yearling is a unique one. Both a source of power and weakness.”

I gritted my teeth, refusing to allow any sound to escape as the vampire rose to circle me.

“It’s such an intimate connection, allowing the master to feel everything their yearling does. Every bit of pain and sorrow. Happiness and pleasure. I have several theories about why that is, but I doubt you care.”

Another flick of the root. Another bolt of pain. This time with the sensation of threads spreading throughout my chest.

Tiny, tiny roots that allowed the tree to better absorb me.

“I, myself, only ever made one yearling because of the risks. Your sire killed him.”

Wrong. Alches. He was the one who’d eaten Vitus’s yearling.

“Right about now, Thomas is getting the feedback from your pain. He’ll feel the agony we inflict on you. The way your life ebbs away.” Vitus knelt in front of me. “Your suffering will drive him mad. And while he is lost in his rage, I will end him. Muiredach was right. This is much better than killing you quickly.”

“Spectacular plan. Really great. Did you come up with it all on your lonesome?”

It was pretty much an exact replica of what his yearling had attempted when he’d tried to take over Columbus.

It had failed then. It would fail again.

“I expected more from you,” I rasped.

He was the big bad, after all. The plague that had dogged Thomas and Liam for centuries. I’d anticipated something a little more mastermindy. Not a rip off of something that had already been done.

“Aren’t you the feisty one?”

Vitus stabbed his hand into my belly. A pained grunt was all I could manage.

There was no emotion in Vitus’s eyes as he stared at me. No satisfaction or pleasure at the delivery of pain. Not a speck of humanity. It was like the lights were on but nobody was home. Nobody human that is.

“Lilith was like that too. At least in the beginning,” Vitus whispered in my ear.

An agonized gasp left me as Vitus squeezed. Something inside my abdomen burst.

An organ. My organ.

Hope I didn’t need that for anything important.

“You remind me of her a little. That same arrogance. That same assurance that nothing can touch you. So fierce and independent. Ahrun’s great love and the second vampire he ever made.” There was a worshipful look on his face. It faded as he focused on me. “It was a pity that I had to destroy her. She was glorious.”

Vitus’s hand moved inside me, sending another wave of agony ripping through my body.

“But needs must.”

I barely registered the faraway look on Vitus’s face as my head swam. The need to pass out struggling to rise before the roots inside me smoothed away the sensation, leaving me feeling the full extent of what was happening.

Too bad. A little time out would have been nice right about now.

“It makes me wonder how long you would last. Lilith took months to wear away. I suspect it won’t take as long with you. You’re mouthy but there’s little of substance within you. As far as I can tell, you’ve only come this far through pure dumb luck.”

“You’re lying,” I mumbled.

Except he wasn’t. There was too much pride in his voice as he described what he’d done.

Ahrun couldn’t have known.

“Are you saying that because of Ahrun’s gift of foretelling?” Vitus asked.

I barely grunted this time as he shoved his hand deeper into my abdomen.

“I’ll let you in on a little secret. There are blind spots to his gift. Lilith wasn’t the first test, but her death confirmed my hypothesis.”

I spat out a wad of blood on the ground. “What is it about you? Why do you hate Ahrun so much? Is it really just because he refused to make you a vampire?”

From the fact he was standing here before me, Vitus had obviously found a way around that. He’d gotten what he wanted. Why was he still so focused on the past?

“Hate Ahrun?”

The genuine surprise in Vitus’s voice made me still. He withdrew a hand covered in blood and gore and other matter I didn’t want to think too hard about and gave it a shake, genuine bafflement in his expression.

“This isn’t about hate or what Ahrun did or didn’t do. Ahrun has always simply been a means to an end. He denied me my rightful place as his heir. That’s what I can’t forgive him for. That position belongs to me. Not that child he replaced me with.”

I stared uncomprehendingly at Vitus as rage suffused his features. For a second, he resembled the monster he actually was.

“No matter though. After tonight, all will be made right again.”

Dread pooled in my stomach at the sight of the sadistic smile he offered me. I’d barely swallowed the whimper that wanted to rise when he extended a blood covered hand to touch my cheek.

“Shall we get started? I’m looking forward to seeing your features wracked with pain,” Vitus crooned, his smile widening as fear leaked through my defenses. “That’s it, child. Now you’re getting it.”
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What felt like an eternity later, a scary amount of my blood covered Vitus’s hands, arms, and chest as he paused my torture to look over his shoulder at Navya. “What is it?”

“How much longer do you plan to be?”

I was too exhausted and hurt to feel relief, able to do nothing but hang there, my strength long since exhausted, as Vitus gave the other council member his full attention.

“Why do you ask?”

The quizzical look on Vitus’s face warred against the slight trace of hostility I could detect just under the surface.

For whatever reason, there was something about Navya’s interference that set him on edge.

“You promised me access.”

Vitus gave Navya his back in dismissal. “You can have her when I’m done.”

The flicker of something predatory in Navya’s expression as she trained her gaze on Vitus roused me from my haze of agony.

There was something there. Something that said she was contemplating yanking Vitus’s spine out through his neck.

The faint flash of hostility bolstered my flagging strength, giving me a spark of hope that had been fading with every second I spent in Vitus’s grasp.

There was the possibility that if I was very smart, and very cunning, I could use the friction between them in a way that benefited me.

That, or I could die trying. Anything was better than spending more time as Vitus’s toy.

Navya approached, her bare feet whispering across the grass of the glade. “She’ll be useless if this goes on much longer. If I cannot get the answers I seek, there is no reason for me to continue this alliance.”

I flinched at Vitus’s vicious expression, wishing I could shrink in on myself. A couple of hours, or however long it had been, was enough to condition me to feel fear at the slightest change in the vampire in front of me.

Seeing my reaction, Vitus calmed. “By all means then.”

Navya remained in place as Vitus withdrew, leaving us the only two in the clearing with the exception of the other poor souls held captive here.

“You’ve landed yourself in quite the situation, young one,” Navya observed.

Summoning my strength, I mustered a smartass response. “Is that what you’re calling it? And here I thought I had you just where I wanted you.”

“Tell me how you did it.”

“Did what?”

I wasn’t faking my confusion. I had no idea what she was talking about.

The depths of her dark eyes lit with a spark. A kindling of avarice that was just as terrifying as Vitus’s sadism.

“There’s no need for you to hurt. I can make this easy on you.”

“You’re going to kill me either way.”

“Yes,” Navya admitted. “But it can be made less painful.”

That brought a bitter laugh to my lips. “What makes you think I want an easy death?”

I was too vindictive to go quietly into the long night. If I was a bone, I’d be wedged in the craw of the person trying to eat me. I would drag this out, make things as difficult as possible right up until the very last minute.

Then when I went, I’d go secure in the knowledge that I’d done everything possible to survive.

Because Vitus was wrong. My death wouldn’t be enough to stop the boys. He thought Thomas was the real threat but it was Liam he should be wary of.

Connor too.

Thomas at least tried to play by the rules. Liam and Connor—not so much.

“It’s a pity you landed on the wrong side of this. You could have been powerful.”

“I could say the same to you. Ahrun isn’t the forgiving type. He’s going to tear you apart.”

Navya showed no expression at my threat. “Yes.”

That old relic will never allow someone who hurt his family to live. I already know he’s making plans to annihilate the council, Navya spoke in my head.

She sounded different this way. More human.

Then why—

I’m desperate and you have answers I need.

There was only one thing I could think of that Navya would be interested in. My role in pulling Ahrun back from the brink of madness.

If Ahrun had been willing to share the secret to his good fortune, I wouldn’t have needed to go to these lengths. Blame him for your predicament.

I tried to lean back as Navya came closer. “This isn’t going to work out the way you want.”

In my mind, her voice echoed. If you won’t willingly give me the answers I seek, I have no choice but to tear them out of you myself.

Her gaze caught mine, her pupils slitted like a snake’s. For a moment, a single instant, she held me spellbound.

Her mouth opened wide, exposing slender fangs that were obscenely long. The length of a human pointer finger. Tips as sharp as needles.

She struck, burying her fangs in the side of my throat.

I jerked. Lassitude stole over my limbs and mind, blissful as the pain receded for a moment and Navya’s venom worked through my bloodstream.

It was hard to think, my thoughts growing tired and sluggish.

For the first time in a long time, I felt like a victim. Helpless as the predator with her teeth buried in my throat took whatever she wanted.

It was a terrible feeling. The absolute loathing it spawned helped me push away the haze that stole over my thoughts as she fed from my throat.

She was inside me. In my head. Invading the mental forest that I used to protect my mind from telepaths and other mental attacks. Tainting my inner world with specks of black lacquer that flaked off during her passage.

Deeper, she traveled.

As if sensing the interloper, my darkness roiled, turning over and inside itself, rearing back as if poised to strike.

From the depths of my mind, something surged. My connection to Liam lit up. For a brief second, I had a dizzying image of him traveling at high speed through a dense forest, his rage a thunderous tattoo in his chest. A stag ran beside him, its coat the silver white of moonlight.

Before I could make sense of what I was seeing, darkness coated my vision. Ahrun’s presence blanketing everything.

It’s not time yet.

The voice in my head was so faint that I thought I’d imagined it.

Navya jerked back with a stricken expression. For a moment, she stared at me with wide eyes.

“Impossible,” she whispered.

Her gaze searched mine. Dismay warred with despair in her features. Navya closed her eyes to compose herself, but not before I saw her devastation.

I didn’t know what she’d found in my blood, but it was obviously not what she was expecting.

Good.

I hoped she choked on that knowledge.

“I’m not the only one who has seen my last sunrise,” I hissed.

Ahrun was going to eviscerate her for this.

I’ll do more than that, my darling. Your blood and life are mine.

I think Liam would disagree with that sentiment. Though it was good to know I hadn’t imagined Ahrun’s voice earlier.

There was a warm chuckle in my head, the brush of a velvet darkness sliding through my mind. My son is ever the possessive lover. Also, good job in whatever you did. We were having trouble feeling you before.

And now?

Satisfaction dripped from Ahrun’s mental voice. We are coming.

The wave of relief that coursed through me at those words made every muscle in my body go lax.

Give her this message for me.

I lifted my head to focus on Navya, still lost in her own thoughts. My voice was halting and weak as I repeated words in a different language. One so old I wasn’t sure there were any still living who spoke it. Yet somehow, I understood it.

“After all this time, we finally find ourselves on opposite sides,” I said.

There was a hint of sorrow in Navya’s features as she caressed my cheek. “So it would seem.”

“Ah, dearest. I wish you had listened to me.”

“I could not. You know that.”

“Yes,” Ahrun admitted.

His regret tugged at me.

“She’s exquisite,” Navya said, the brief flash of humanity fading until her features were as still as a glass lake. “I sense a curious mix of power. Along with something lying just beneath the surface that I can’t quite get at. If allowed to blossom, she would have been a worthy successor.”

“She still could be,” I repeated.

“Your words fall on deaf ears. I know you won’t overlook my tasting your yearling. You can’t.”

The silence that echoed down my connection with Ahrun was damning.

“Don’t bother lying,” Navya told me, probably reading the desire in my expression. “I know him too well to believe he’d give me a pass because of our history.”

Navya ran a finger over her lip, catching a stray drop of my blood. She regarded it thoughtfully before her eyes shifted to mine. The darkness in them froze me in place.

A second later, she tore out my throat.

“Consider this my last kindness to you, Ahrun. The next time we meet one of us will die.”

I gurgled a wet sounding protest as Navya climbed to her feet, her gaze cold and remote before she walked away. Patches of darkness threatened to swallow my vision as my life’s blood spilled out of the slowly healing wound. It flowed down my front, dripping onto the dirt I knelt on. My heart stuttered, the beat growing more and more unsteady.

Ahrun had gone silent in my head. His absence a hole in my chest.

Vitus moved out of the shadows at the forest’s edge, looking beyond Navya to me with a furrowed brow.

“I fear I allowed myself to get carried away,” Navya said serenely. “My apologies. I do hope you won’t hold it against me.”

Sophia joined Vitus as Navya disappeared into the forest. “What was that about?”

Uncertainty showed on Vitus’s face as he glanced from where Navya had vanished to me. “It doesn’t matter. As long as she remains our ally, Ahrun and his sons won’t escape.”

“What about her?” Sophia tilted her head toward me. “She’s in no condition to continue.”

Frustration flashed across Vitus’s face before he quelled it. “Although physical torture may no longer be an option, there are other methods available to us.”

The two shared a look.

“I’ll see that it’s done,” Sophia murmured with an expression of anticipation.

Vitus made a rumble of approval as he stepped into the trees.

The smirk Sophia cast over her shoulder would have had me tensing if I’d had any energy remaining. As it was, I could only watch with a sense of numbness as she disappeared into the forest only to reappear a few minutes later dragging someone by the hair behind her.

She threw Deborah to the ground at my feet.

Despite the hank of hair partially obscuring her features, I could see signs of the beating my companion had taken. Bruises marched up and down her bare arms. They ringed her neck and wrists which had been rubbed raw in some places. Likely from being bound. Fang marks dotted her skin everywhere I could see.

“You’ll have to forgive us,” Sophia laughed. “We were a little rough on her. I hope you don’t mind.”

My hands tightened into fists as I clamped down on my response. If Sophia knew how upset I was, she’d hurt Deborah more.

Sophia prowled closer to prod the slowly healing wound in my throat with a look of fascination. “Oh, I forgot. You couldn’t tell me even if you did.” She pulled her hand away with a smirk. “I’ll leave you two to say your goodbyes.”

Deborah wasn’t moving as Sophia made her way out of the meadow. My companion’s body was scarily still.

I closed my eyes and concentrated, listening for her heart. Its beat was slow and irregular.

She was dying.

And I was helpless.

No.

I struggled to force my way off the root impaling me. This wasn’t happening.

Things ripped in my chest. Important things. The tiny, feeder roots that had started to branch off the main one tugging on my organs.

The effort caused me to black out. Not even the tree’s magic was able to keep me present and aware.

I came to, feeling like a red-hot iron had been shoved into my chest.

Green leaves fanned my face. The ruined remnants of Inara’s wings as she hovered in front of my face, her expression frantic.

“You stupid vampire. Are you trying to kill yourself?” she cried.

She pressed her tiny hands against my forehead as if to force me to remain still.

“Deb—” I mouthed, struggling to keep my eyes open.

Inara cursed. “This might hurt a little.”

Before I could figure out what she meant, she dropped to my throat and shoved a hollowed out acorn against it.

The blood oozing out was barely enough to fill the bottom. Grumbling to herself, Inara scraped a few flecks of dried blood into the vessel before darting over to Deborah and depositing the entire thing into her mouth.

Not that way, I wanted to say. She’d choke.

Except the words refused to form. Tired and at the end of my rope, my eyes slid closed again. Peace beckoned.

How easy would it be to embrace it?

Something stung the inside of my nose, rousing me.

Inara’s furious face filled my vision. “Don’t you dare give in to this. Stay awake, you stupid fanger.”

I tried to smile at her but the muscles in my face felt weird. Everything had gone cold and numb. The extreme blood loss making my body unable to carry out its normal functions.

A human would have long since expired by now. As a vampire, I was forced to experience in agonizing detail my systems shutting down one by one.

From a distance, I heard Inara addressing someone else. “What is wrong with her? This shouldn’t be happening. The tree should be keeping her alive. That’s what it does.”

The hooves of the eldritch entered the thin slice of meadow that I could see through the crack in my eyelids. This time I could hear the words within his sonorous rumble.

“It is her magic. It is interfering with the tree’s. She will be dead soon. Consider it a mercy over what the king would do to her.”

Inara’s keen swallowed the rest of what he was about to say. “No!”

“Denial will not change what is to come. She is fading. There is nothing you can do about it. I suggest you concentrate on you and your consort’s future survival.”

The eldritch moved out of view as Inara’s tears wet my cheek.

“I don’t care what he says. He doesn’t know you. I do. There’s no way a stubborn brat like you will let yourself die from something like this. Do what you do so well, Aileen.”

My lips were pried open. A drop of blood touched my tongue. Power zinged through my veins, bringing with it the taste of early morning sunlight.

“This isn’t your end, my friend,” Inara whispered.

There was a flutter. A tiny breeze from Inara’s passage touched my skin.

Then I was alone, only the labored sound of Deborah’s breathing and the silent presence of my fellow inmates for company.
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Drip.

Drip.

Drip.

It was oddly soothing listening to the sound of my blood oozing down my neck and falling to the ground. A relaxing metronome that allowed me to fall into a semi-meditative state, the boundary between life and death growing worn and thin.

After all this time, you’d think I’d grow used to straddling that line. To being neither one nor the other.

That’s what being a vampire meant, after all. A creature who had a foot in both worlds.

Not like this though. It felt like I was close to crossing that final barrier. To passing into the great beyond and leaving everything behind.

The thought was less terrifying than it should have been.

The sun above was just as intense, as searing, but I felt removed from it. As if it existed on a different plane than the one I was on.

With that same sense of disconnection, I took in the shadows at the forest’s edge.

Something had been done to them. The barrier Inara had been talking about. The one that was supposed to prevent Alches from using them to intrude.

The longer I stared; the more I saw.

Something moved in their depths. A small shift here. A tiny flex there.

Until finally, a picture took shape.

A shadow hound lay on his belly, his paws extended in front of him, their tips nearly touching the border where shadow gave way to light. As if sensing my attention, Alches whined and squirmed forward a few centimeters before the barrier stopped him.

A dissatisfied woof echoed in my mind. There was a hint of reproachfulness in it.

Alches whined again before nudging the border between light and shadow with his snout. Finished, he gave me a pointed stare.

Perhaps it was the blood loss talking but it felt like he wanted me to do something with that shadow.

It was the “what” that eluded me.

Alches pawed at the same spot. A tentacle thumped the barrier.

He definitely wanted something from me.

The apathy that had started to claim me faded as I concentrated on those shadows, sending my mind questing along the thin connection I had with them. Had always had with them. Whether I was conscious of it or not.

What I found there was homecoming. The same sense of belonging I felt in Noctessa.

Right in front of me was my escape. If I could reach those shadows, I could take Deborah and Lowen and leave this place. I was a magic breaker. The barrier wouldn’t be able to stop me for long.

Hold on, Debs, I thought at my companion. It was time I got inventive.

Breathing through the pain, I tested the root impaling me. A small movement at first. Then a bigger one.

Both left me feeling worse. If that was possible.

“Ai—leen.” Lowen’s broken voice rasped from the cage suspended from the tree’s branches. “Don’t—struggle.”

I sagged, my brief surge of energy exhausted.

Damn it. I had to be the world’s worst vampire.

I couldn’t even summon the strength to glare at the shadows that were my salvation. Too tired to do anything but stare numbly.

Why did they have to be so far away?

Unknowingly, I settled into something of a fugue state. Everything else ceasing to exist except me and those shadows.

For a moment, I thought I heard my name being called. My body fell away. A piece of me flew toward those shadows, seeking refuge in the cool comfort of their embrace. They fluttered. The edges rippling.

Hands tugged on my knees, fingers digging into the flesh of my thigh as their owner crawled their way up my body. It wasn’t until a liquid warmth that tasted like cherries and summer filled my mouth that I snapped back to myself.

“I did it,” Deborah breathed, looking so proud of herself. And oddly relieved as my gaze focused on her.

Her eyes rolled back in her head and she dropped.

I moaned. “No.”

She shouldn’t have done that. Somehow—and I didn’t know how given her state—she’d managed to drag her body across the few feet that separated us to shove her wrist in my mouth. The willpower it had taken was something I didn’t even want to consider.

“How much did you give me?” I asked, desperate.

The answer didn’t really matter. Any amount was too much.

I glared at the shadows across the clearing. What was it that I had seen in those last seconds before Deborah’s blood had revived me?

It had been faint, but the shadows had seemed to move. Just like they’d done in the oubliette.

With a desperation spurred on by Deborah’s fading heartbeat, I threw everything I had at them, clawing them toward me like Deborah must have clawed her way through the dirt toward me.

My first attempt slid off something glass-like. My second caught purchase on a tiny chink in the defenses.

Pressure built in my head. A vise clamping around my forehead until the sensation became too much and I lost my grip.

“What are you doing?” Lowen asked.

I didn’t answer. Were those shadows closer than before or was it just my imagination?

To my eye, the spot where Alches lay looked warped, bulging toward me.

I reached again, coaxing and pulling until the pain in my head forced me to stop.

Yes.

There was a clear difference in the shadows around Alches now.

There was a rustle as Lowen maneuvered himself into a better position to see. “How are you doing that?”

I didn’t know. Nor did I care.

It was working. Although slowly.

I worked with the shadows, not giving up even when it felt like someone had embedded razor blades in my mind.

After what felt like a century later, I checked on my progress.

Inches. That’s all I had managed to claw toward me. Less than a foot in total.

At this rate, it would take weeks or months for them to reach me. Deborah would be long dead by then. Me too, probably.

I sagged in my bonds, hope abandoning me.

The tree’s influence blunted my thoughts and emotions, until I forgot what I was doing. I drifted, my mind wandering to strange places as the world took on a dream-like quality.

Half of me remained bound by the tree roots, just conscious enough to be aware of my surroundings. The rest of me found myself in the charred remains of a forest.

The fine particles of ash on the ground clung to my bare feet as I walked through the ruined remains of what had once been my mental forest. By instinct, my path led me to a meadow that was the twin of the one where my physical body rested.

The blackened husk of an ancient oak tree stood in its center. A dead thing whose presence cast a pall over the destruction all around me.

Sorrow over its plight squeezed my heart. The sense of something important being lost plaguing me. Before I could figure out what that something was, the caw of a crow drew my attention upward.

A black bird landed on the oak’s dead branches; its beady eyes focused on me.

We stared at each other for several seconds before the flapping of wings grew into a thunderous roar.

A murder of crows circled in the sky high above. Right over the oak tree.

Wind whipped hair into my face as the sense that I hovered on the cusp of some great revelation tickled the back of my mind.

The oak tree. The crows. All of it connected somehow.

Before I could figure out what that was, I was pulled partially back into the clearing. My subconscious picking up on something my waking mind had overlooked.

I was no longer alone in the meadow.

There were dozens standing in the open field and the trees beyond. A veritable army of Red Caps, a few Fae that I recognized as being part of the Lucies. They were outnumbered by the vampires gathered around Vitus, Navya, and Sofia.

Saul was there too. Almost unnoticed where he stood among the trees, a cloak of smoke obscuring his lower half.

I found Arlan not far from Breandan’s cage. His face carefully blank as his gaze caught mine. He waited until I was focused on him before his gaze strayed toward the eldritch, standing in the king’s shadow. Inara perched on the creature’s shoulder, her face tight and set.

I got the vague feeling that Arlan was trying to tell me something with that glance, but my brain felt too slow to figure it out.

Muiredach leveled a look of distaste on the vampires. “Was it really necessary to bring so many?”

“You don’t know Thomas and Liam like I do. They will come for her. It’s best to be prepared,” Vitus responded.

“They may come, but they will not find her. The illusions around Summer’s Heart are impenetrable.”

Despite his words, I could see Muiredach was already losing interest in the topic, a look of boredom settling on his face. He froze as he caught sight of me. Something other than apathy moving across his features.

Desire. Relief. As if I’d just handed him the greatest gift of his life.

“Magic breaker,” Muiredach breathed on a sigh.

The shock on Vitus’s face was almost worth my secret being exposed.

I didn’t have to ask how the king had figured it out. After the last few hours, I was changed. The things I couldn’t see before coming through in high-definition technicolor.

Like recognized like.

They’d failed to warn me that the Summer King was a magic breaker. Though his power was a touch different than mine.

There was also something wrong with it. Somewhere along the way, it had been corrupted and was now rotting inside him. Its metaphysical stench overpowering. As if the sins of his deeds had permanently stained him all the way down to his soul.

This was why magic breakers had become so rare in recent history. Because he’d been hunting my kind down in search of a cure.

You see, there was a flaw in his power. For one thing, his enthrallment ability wasn’t natural. Likely, it had been absorbed the same way mine had absorbed a piece of Ahrun’s madness.

After which, he went through a becoming. Much like mine.

His was a cautionary tale of what my fate might be if I survived this day. Not all metamorphosis left you renewed. Some of them turned you into something frightful.

He’d become a different sort of vampire. His sustenance—magic. Particularly magic like mine.

Just how many of my kind had he killed over the centuries?

Thousands, likely. Many of whom probably met their end in this very same meadow. Their bodies now trapped just a few feet below its surface.

None of those lives had given him the thing he wanted. Mine might though.

“This changes everything,” Muiredach crooned.

At that, Vitus jerked. “You can’t. We had a deal.”

“That was before I knew what she was.” There was no mistaking the look of delight on his face as he scanned me up and down. As if I’d just handed him his heart’s desire. “You don’t waste something as rare and precious as her on a petty thing like revenge.”

Anger twisted Vitus’s features. “This plan has been in the works for centuries.”

The Lucies blocked Vitus’s path. Their swords were suddenly out of their scabbards and pointing at his neck. All without a single change of expression from the Fae involved.

“Careful, vampire,” the king warned without drawing his greedy gaze from me. “A tool is only useful as long as it is obedient.”

See, that was why you had to be choosy when selecting your allies. Otherwise, they’d stab you in the back.

Ahrun should have taught him that.

A giant wolf slipped from the forest. His head lowered and his tail down but not quite between his legs as he slunk over to the king’s side.

Icy blue eyes met mine briefly. The intelligence and self-awareness there difficult to believe belonged to anyone under an enthrallment.

Muiredach frowned at the wolf as it edged toward me. “What are you doing here? I didn’t call you.”

Brax finished crossing the last few feet of the meadow. His jaw opened. Fangs pierced my skin as he closed his mouth around my hand.

It was like a circuit being completed. A current flooded my veins as Muiredach roared behind him.

The corner of my being where my magic had curled in on itself to prevent being siphoned away by the oak erupted. A geyser that shot to the surface.

It poured into Brax, lighting up his pack bonds until it was like a galaxy had exploded in my mind’s eye. My magic swept through them, gobbling down the gold light strangling those bonds. Devouring them with a never-ending blanket of darkness.

Brax’s mouth shook around my hand as I yanked hard on those bonds. The enthrallment that held his pack spellbound snapped.

From the forest, an eerie howl lifted. A moment later, dozens more joined.

Despite the magic it had consumed, the void inside me was still ravenous. It was no longer something I wielded consciously but rather a hunger like my bloodlust from when I was first turned.

And it needed to feed.

It turned toward the wolves it had just freed.

I whimpered. No. Not them.

It seethed, the need for sustenance overwhelming all other thought.

Instinctively, I searched for a new source of magic. One that might soothe the insatiable pit at the center of that strange power.

I didn’t have to look far. No further than the root impaling my chest. The magic that coursed through it promising a much better feast than Brax’s pack would have given me.

I wasn’t entirely in control as my power reached down to gobble up the golden light infused in the root.

I’d just started to drink from it when a blow caved in my chest.

The roots holding me broke, ripping free as I flew backward.

I hit the trunk of the oak tree. Something important in my spine gave way in a brief flash of pain.

I fell to the ground and lay there.

Broken.

Dying.

Muiredach bore down on me. My death in his eyes.

Desperation—or the small amount of power I’d managed to absorb from the roots of the oak—had me reaching for my connections to Liam.

Suddenly, I could feel him and the rest inside me. Connor’s desperation as he bounded through a deep forest, following a nearly non-existent game trail. Thomas running flat out beside him.

Through it all, Liam’s single-minded focus.

At my mental touch, he slowed. Electric blue eyes pierced my soul. “Aileen.”

Liam.

Up ahead, Thomas stopped. “You have her?”

“She’s close.”

There was a rustle from the underbrush as Connor, no longer a stag, joined the other two. “I sense her too.”

“If we can’t bring down the illusion, it won’t matter how close we are. We could be right on top of them and never know it,” Thomas said, his voice giving away his frustration.

Liam wasn’t listening. His forehead furrowed as realization settled on his features. “I can feel her pain. She’s dying.”

A stark silence fell.

Mo chuisle. Liam’s voice sounded in my head. You have to let me in.

I can’t.

I wanted to. More than he could imagine. Something prevented me. It was like there was a sheet of glass between me and everything else. Every attempt slid off its smooth surface, leaving me in the same predicament as before. Only more exhausted.

You can, Liam assured me. You’re the most stubborn woman I know. Open the way, mo chuisle. Let us in.

Liam’s presence in my mind. Whatever power that had enabled contact weakened until he and the other two felt very far away.

Please, A stór, Liam’s heart whispered. Don’t leave me like this.

Then I was whisked away. Pulled back into my body in a dizzying rush.

Not much time had passed while my mind was away.

Snarling filled my ears. Brax’s werewolf was fighting the small army Muiredach had brought. Blood flowed from the multitude of wounds all over his body. He savaged an enemy, ripping the Fae’s arm off his body and flinging it at another Fae barreling toward him.

Brax leapt lithely out of the way. A third attack from his rear forced him to twist in midair in a feat of supernatural prowess that allowed him to avoid the next blow.

He landed facing his assailant then darted forward, grabbing the Fae’s lead leg and yanking. There was no time for him to finish off his victim as two more Fae closed in from either side.

Brax sprang backwards, weaving back and forth.

Despite the damage he was inflicting, it wasn’t going to be enough. There were too many Fae, leaving him outnumbered ten to one.

A series of howls came from the forest.

The pack.

Frustration bled into their vocalizations, as they failed to breach the illusions and enchantments protecting the meadow.

The djinn, Saul, floated around the periphery of the battle, not taking part. He watched with the air of an observer.

Arlan was doing the same from a few feet away, his inaction making me think he was waiting for something.

They both were.

The sunlight, already intense, grew blistering hot. A reflection of Muiredach’s anger as he strode toward me. Each step carrying with it a sense of inevitability. Almost as much as the halo that formed around his figure. A source of blinding light that sent pain stabbing through my eyes.

I was too weak to do anything more than squint as he loomed over me. All that power primed to end me.

Inara flew from the eldritch’s shoulder, a tiny sword in her hand. “I won’t let you.”

Feeling like the world was receding under me, like sand shifting as waves carried it away, my gaze shifted to the canopy of the oak tree. Its ancient, gnarled branches and thick coverage allowing only a shimmer of sunlight to penetrate the gloom at its base.

Somehow, I’d managed to come to a rest directly beneath Lowen. The pixie was too weak to give more than a token struggle as he watched his consort fly to her death.

“Don’t just lie there, Aileen. Do something!” Breandan screamed.

My eyes slipped closed in a slow blink that had time skipping.

The next thing I knew, Arlan was bent over me. For the first time since I’d known him, he’d fully shed his human skin, letting me see what lay beneath the illusion he kept permanently wrapped around him.

Though clearly Fae, he was much more than that too. In old legends, they would have referred to him as a creature of the forest. Something spawned in the deepest, most primal parts. Before humans had spread through every corner of the Earth.

Eyes the color of tree sap regarded me thoughtfully. The amber resin caught me, drawing me in and trapping me in its viscous embrace.

In awe, I watched as horns branched from his head. Flowers twining around some of the prongs.

Power as ancient as the forest danced in the air around his head. Its source harkening back to the very beginning of this realm.

I got it now.

Liam told me that Muiredach had destroyed the original royal line of this realm, but that wasn’t exactly right.

Someone had survived.

Two someones actually.

The eldritch who served as the meadow’s custodian—and Arlan. The eldritch’s offspring.

Did Muiredach know? Did anyone?

Not that it mattered. Arlan was planning to end me so my power wouldn’t fall into Muiredach’s hands. I could read his intention as clear as the branches above me.

He’d probably die soon afterward. Likely in an excruciatingly painful way. But at least Muiredach wouldn’t claim my magic for his own.

I had a feeling the power inside me was what Muiredach had been searching for so unsuccessfully all these years. With it, he could fix what his greed had destroyed.

That couldn’t be allowed to happen. Even if it meant I no longer existed.

“I’m sorry. I had hoped it wouldn’t come to this,” he told me with such obvious regret that I believed him. Whatever he’d been scheming in that barrow of his, I didn’t think he’d expected it to lead here.

I should have felt something at the prospect of my end. Fear. Regret.

Death was a permanent state of being that couldn’t be changed once one had crossed that threshold.

At least not if you didn’t want to become a zombie, revenant, or one of a dozen other nasty creatures who had no mind or will of their own. Only endless hunger.

There was a curious sense of detachment as I watched Arlan reach for me.

Maybe it was because I was already dying. He was just hastening the process.

Not wanting Arlan’s face to be the last thing I saw, I looked past him to the canopy of the oak. Ahrun perched in its branches, his features alive with interest as he watched the show.

Catching my gaze on him, he smiled and mouthed, “What are you going to do now?”

People kept telling me to act. Yet not a one had given me a hint as to what I should do.

Aren’t you forgetting? Ahrun tapped his chest. You have one trick left to try. Embrace your darkness, child. Become what you’re meant to be.

Arlan’s hand touched the spot over my heart, his power pouring into me in a blaze of fire. A muffled scream rose to my throat as my back bowed.

Deep inside, chains that I’d never fully been aware of shattered one by one.

For once, I let them.

Power—cool and dark—rushed to meet Arlan’s sunlight. The two powers crashed together with a fury that drew a grunt from the Fae.

His amber eyes flashed to mine. “You—”

I didn’t hear the rest of what he said, my ears ringing from the darkness freezing me.

I felt myself changing, things shifting inside and out as I became.

A spiderweb of paths spread out before me. Dozens of potential futures.

In some, I was a dark queen. Solitary as I walked the realms, subjugating all before me. In others, I was a true monster. Feared and hunted, spending my days in shadow and night.

None of those futures were what I wanted.

Except one. A tiny possibility that was more dream than reality.

I didn’t care.

Focusing on it, I pushed, forcing my future toward the path I’d selected. Torture blazed through my veins as my body adjusted. Ages passing in the blink of an eye.

The maelstrom at my center ceased.

My eyes popped open.

“What just happened?” Arlan whispered.

“My future.”

It was going to be a beautiful one.

“What are you about to do?” Arlan asked, the faintest trace of uneasiness in his voice.

My gaze strayed to the silhouette of the oak tree. “I’m going to open a doorway.”

I finally understood what my mind had been trying to tell me all this time. Noctessa and this realm—had no one ever wondered why the same meadow and tree existed in both?

It was because they were mirror images of each other. Both coming into existence at the same time. Their roots extending through time and space to intertwine with their twin. Connected in a way most would never realize.

The realms were never meant to be enemies. Rather, reflections of each other.

It was the hubris and greed of those that came later that made them that way.

If a scientist had to put a name to the phenomenon, they’d probably quote some entanglement on a subatomic level.

All I knew was that their connection could be used to create a doorway.

Closing my eyes, I grasped the chaos inside of me. If allowed to fester and expand, it would eventually escape my control and I’d become the monster of my future.

Unless I found a way to expend some of that power and allow my body to settle into its new form first.

Diving deep in my mind, I returned to the charred meadow and its tree that I now knew was a manifestation of my connection to Noctessa. Alches stepped out from behind the tree, watching as I strode across the ash covered ground.

If anything could convince me I was on the right path, his presence did.

Stopping in front of the ruined tree, I pressed my hand to the trunk, my physical body doing the same to the oak in the Summer Lands. “Here’s that doorway you requested, Liam. I hope you find it in time.”

Shadow and blood.

The two ingredients necessary for my magic to work. That along with the kaleidoscope of summer light, courtesy of Arlan, was all I needed to rip through the defenses protecting the heart of the realm.

I thrust my darkness tinged with golden light into the tree and stepped back as it dissolved the trunk. Flecks of ash wafted, carried by the wind that suddenly blew.

The magic bit deeper, burning away the chains that had bound both realms for so long.

In my mind’s eye, a tiny seed sprouted.

From it, a road of shadow and light opened.
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I was suddenly back in my own body. Seconds having passed in the meadow.

The sun that had seemed so overwhelming seconds before felt different. As if a shade had been drawn between sun and sky. Or a cloud had blocked its face, though the clear blue overhead showed not a single speck of fluffy white as far as the eye could see.

I’d witnessed one eclipse in my life and it reminded me of that. Like someone had taken a dial and turned the sun’s intensity down by several degrees.

The air got cooler. The light dimmed.

Shadows spilled from the base of the tree and the forest behind. The howls from Brax’s pack got closer as they honed in on their alpha.

Ahrun dropped from his tree branch to land next to Arlan. “Well done, dearest.”

Across the meadow, Vitus hissed at the sight of the ancient, dropping into a defensive crouch.

“Don’t be so hasty. My boys will be here to deal with you soon,” Ahrun drawled, dismissing the councilor with a flick of his eyes.

I paid no attention to their exchange, focusing on the shadows at the base of the tree where something massive was moving through it.

“He’s coming,” I whispered.

Finally.

A behemoth swam through the abyss. Its slow rise condensing into that of a hound. Alches stepped through the door I’d made. A powerful bark resounded through the meadow like a clap of thunder.

The fighting slowed at the realization that the meadow was no longer cut off from the outside world. Reinforcements were coming.

Muiredach threw magic at Inara, sending her spinning before facing the shadow hound standing before him. He was too late. Alches threw himself forward to make room for the others.

Baran plunged through first. An autumn colored reaper that cut a bloody path toward his brother’s prison.

Then Callie.

Don.

Owen.

Astrid.

All of my father’s siblings.

They stalked through the portal like they were about to lay siege to the realm. Astrid’s laughter had a bell-like quality as she darted toward a pair of Lucies. Owen barreled past her, carrying a giant axe that he used to decapitate the closest Red Cap. His war cry of victory shook the meadow soon after.

Don tipped an imaginary hat at me. Inky shadows unfurled from his head like tentacles. They snapped toward the nearest enemy, crushing their torso before whipping them through the air. “Our king sends his regards. Regretfully, he could not join us on this foray as he is the pillar upon which our realm rests but he thanks you for this opportunity for a little revenge.”

Before I could gather words for a response, Don was already moving away to join the battle. A dark knight that obliterated his foes as easily as he might a fly.

The last to step through was my biological father. He dipped his head in a respectful nod. “Well done, daughter.”

“You put me in a dungeon,” I said in response.

His lips curved in amusement. “You escaped.”

No thanks to him.

Muiredach stared at Brin like he’d seen a ghost. “I banned you from this place.”

“And my daughter broke that ban when she created this doorway,” Brin responded.

Denial flooded Muiredach’s expression as his gaze shifted to me. “No—you have no offspring. I would have known.”

“Ah—your spies.” Brin glanced at Arlan. “Sorry, most of them have been mine for quite a long time now.”

Muiredach’s chest heaved from the force of his anger as he glared daggers at my sperm donor.

Brin’s answering smirk was particularly obnoxious. “Shall we end this?

Muiredach snatched a sword from a Lucie nearby. Fire erupted along its length as he rushed Brin.

My biological father stepped to meet him. The two came together in a thunderous crash that sent a blast wave ripping through the clearing.

Luckily, I was already lying down or the force would have toppled me.

It did topple several others. Almost immediately, they climbed to their feet to resume fighting.

In the middle of it, Callie strolled over to me, her head snakes waving gently around her face. “Little niece, you’ve pulled off quite the feat. A road between the realms. I didn’t think it possible.”

“How?” I asked.

How were they here? How had they known to come?

Callie squatted beside me to scan my injuries. “Your father.”

I wanted to ask how he had known the exact time to be here, but I had a feeling Alches had told him.

“Stay awake, little nightmare. The fight’s not over yet,” Callie urged, her voice coming from a vast distance.

Sluggishly, I realized my eyes had drifted closed. The thought that I should force them open occurred to me.

But I was so tired. And that seemed like more trouble than it was worth.

I was just beginning to sink back into the darkness when blood touched my tongue. Pure lightning coursed through my veins.

I jolted back awake, opening my eyes to see Ahrun’s smiling face above mine as he withdrew the finger he’d stuck in my mouth. The small wound he’d made by scraping the finger pad against one of my fangs already healing.

“Careful, dearest,” he crooned. “Else you’ll lose the battle after winning the war.”

I followed his nod to the fight taking place between Brin and the Summer King. Inara wove around them, darting in and out of the king’s range, magic flying as she provided Brin with support. Together, the two had managed to open several small wounds.

Strangely, there was no blood coming from those gashes. Not even a hint of red.

“What is he?” I whispered.

Ahrun’s blood acted like an elixir, beginning the healing process. The tears in my flesh began to knit themselves back together. I no longer felt that crushing sense of pressure around my organs either.

I was still weak.

It would take hours, if not days, for me to return to full health, but that tiny drop from Ahrun was enough to get the process started.

“That is for you to figure out,” Ahrun told me. “Give your father my best, and tell him I’ll meet up with him later.”

“Where are you going?” I asked as Callie supported me to sit up.

“I can’t do everything for you, my dear,” Ahrun tossed over his shoulder. “My heir has to prove herself, after all.”

Heir? No.

“Despite Vitus’s assumptions, it was never going to be Thomas. He had neither the temperament nor the interest. You, though.” Ahrun nodded. “You’ll do quite nicely, I think.”

Ahrun broke into a sprint, disappearing from the meadow in a pop of air.

I jumped as a body landed next to me. Its head split in half, blood pooling under it.

Owen stomped on the Red Cap’s chest, crushing it. “What’s Brin doing here? I thought our king ordered him to stay behind.”

Callie’s snakes reared, hissing at the Lucie trying to sneak up behind Owen. He froze as gray leached into his skin.

On a backhanded swing, Owen beheaded the Fae, never looking away from his sister.

“You know him. Always with his own plans,” Callie said, continuing the conversation as if nothing had happened.

“What about her?” Owen jerked his head at me. “Is she ready to re-open the way? If we linger much longer, we’ll be overrun.”

I found myself the recipient of two expectant gazes.

“What do you say, niece? Will you open the door again?” Callie asked.

“I’d love to. Small problem—I’m not quite sure how I opened it in the first place.”

Until right this moment, I hadn’t realized the portal I’d made was a one-way trip, closing behind them afterward.

Nor did I have enough energy or magic to replicate what I’d done. Even with Ahrun’s power boost.

“That’s going to be a problem,” Owen said grimly.

The numbers on Muiredach’s side had multiplied in the short time since the battle had begun. More Summer Fae and vampires pouring into the meadow while our numbers remained stagnant.

We were holding our own for now, but that would change as our side grew fatigued.

Something tickled the periphery of my senses. “I don’t think it’s as bad as you assume.”

A chorus of howls lifted in a song of battle.

From the trees, I caught the movement of fur. A second later, the pack, Caroline at the forefront, surged into the meadow.

They swarmed the Fae, tearing them apart with teeth and claws.

There was the boom of a rifle. Several more shots followed the first as Jenna picked Fae off from her position in the tree line. Drake, his father and grandfather beside him, did the same nearby. Their faces intent and focused.

Before I could focus on my sister’s presence, or the fact she’d invited a trio of hunters to the party, I felt someone else approach. The someone I’d been waiting for all this time.

“Liam,” I breathed.

As if my thoughts had summoned him, he blurred into the clearing.

He tore through the Fae, working his way toward me as Thomas, Connor and the rest of the enforcers entered the fray behind him.

“This ends tonight!” Thomas roared, rushing at Vitus as the enforcers spread out around him, slaughtering the vampires on Vitus’s side.

Vitus discarded the wolf he’d been in the process of draining, his chin and mouth bloody as he grinned at my sire. “Something we’re in agreement on.”

Thomas reached him in the next second, both of them launching into vampire speed.

In my mind’s eye, power swelled around Thomas, leaving me in no doubt as to who would emerge victorious.

The meadow in which Vitus had planned to bury me would soon be his final resting place.

There was a certain poetry to that.

At some point during the battle, Navya had slipped away, leaving the other two councilors to take the brunt of Thomas’s rage.

Saul streamed across the meadow as a cloud of smoke, his focus not on Thomas and Brax’s forces but rather a half-buried cage in the middle of the clearing.

Suddenly, his betrayal made a lot more sense. Someone he cared about had been a victim of Muiredach. Everything he’d done, from allowing the Summer King’s agents to take over his city to allowing them to set a trap for me in the Playground and casino, was likely to save that person.

Lowen went crazy in the cage above my head.

I saw why a second later.

Nyx stood on a tree branch, a bow and arrow in her hand.

With it, she took careful aim at Inara, releasing three arrows in quick succession.

Inara dodged the first one, but the second took her in her wing. The pixie dust on the arrow caused them to freeze for a brief moment.

It was all that was needed for the third arrow to take Inara through the chest.

A feral sound ripped from Lowen as Inara dropped, landing in a heap next to Deborah. Wood splintered as he burst from the cage. A streak of purple and blue, he was on Nyx before she registered his presence.

In the next second, she was dead. Ripped apart by Lowen.

“Enough of this,” Muiredach declared.

I felt him tap Summer’s Heart, drawing heavily on the magic of the meadow and oak. Young trees boiled from the ground around Brin, caging him in wood and vines.

To my surprise, Brin didn’t resist, letting the new trees box him in.

His meaningful gaze seemed to meet mine before the last of the trees blocked him from view.

“Him and his damn schemes,” Callie muttered in a frustrated voice as Muiredach turned toward us.

“Queen of snakes. My agents have been hunting you for an age,” Muiredach said.

Callie’s snakes writhed around her head as she placed herself between me and the king. “Here I am.”

The haughtiness on Muiredach’s face as he regarded my aunt made it clear he didn’t consider her a threat. Even as he made her an offer he felt she couldn’t deny. “Your ability to avoid their blade shows you’re not entirely useless. Kneel and declare your subservience and I might allow you to live.”

“That’s not going to happen.”

“You’re planning to face me?” Muiredach’s mocking laughter at the thought was the ultimate insult. “And here I thought you were smarter.” He indicated the forest prison he’d grown around Brin. “As you see, even Noctessa’s heir was helpless before me. You’re considerably weaker than him.”

Callie’s lips curved in a mysterious smile. “It’s not me who will face you.”

A white stag rammed into the king. Liam appeared beside them, a broadsword in his hand that he used to stab the king’s back.

Connor lowered his rack of antlers and charged again.

Liam yanked the sword out of the king’s torso and slid out of the way.

I crawled backward to avoid being trampled as Connor rammed the king again. The oak tree blocked my path before I made it too far.

Liam abandoned Connor, leaving his nephew to distract Muiredach as he raced toward me. Snatching me from the ground, he shouted the order to retreat.

We never got the chance.

Roots stabbed up from the ground, impaling Connor’s stag in the belly, torso and neck. They wrapped around Liam’s calves. He tore free, making it several more feet before they caught him again.

A searing glow emitted from the king’s body. A burst of plasma and light.

Something sizzled. The smell of burning flesh reached me a second later.

Liam’s shirt was incinerated by the king’s power, the skin on his back bubbling and boiling.

I sobbed as Liam held me tighter, hunching over to protect me from the pure sunlight engulfing his back.

“Hang on, mo chuisle. We’ll be away from here in a second.”

“Put me down,” I pleaded as flames began to lick over his shoulders.

“Never,” he breathed, managing a crooked smile despite the pain as he gazed down at me with the kind of fierce love that I had a feeling wouldn’t run out for an eternity. “You’re my wife, remember? Where you go; I go. No take backs.”

Liam’s legs gave out. Even then, he managed to curl himself around my body in an effort to protect me from the fall.

Nathan roared Liam’s name and attempted to fight his way toward us.

Anton and Eric looked over, their faces hardening at the sight of us on the ground, Liam’s body still covering mine. Daniel went berserk on his side of the battlefield.

Despite their dwindling numbers, the Lucies managed to close ranks around the enforcers, preventing them from coming to our aid.

“It’s okay, lover.” I looked over Liam’s shoulder to lock eyes with Muiredach. “This time it’s my turn to save you.”

To defeat a monster, sometimes you had to become one.

I could feel Muiredach’s filthy power trying to infiltrate Liam’s defenses via the wounds he’d made.

I wouldn’t let him. Not my Liam.

Raising my hands, I cupped Liam’s face, bringing my lips to touch his.

“I love you,” I whispered.

If a nightmare was what it took to stop this, a nightmare I would become.

Darkness tore from me. Oozing slowly from my shadow to blanket the land in the abyss that lay at the heart of me.

“Hello, lunch,” a woman purred.

She sounded like me. Smiled like me. Big and pretty with her sharp fangs on display.

She was me. Though also not.

“What have you done?” Muiredach asked, his light preventing my abyss from encroaching on the small patch of sun he stood in.

The rest of his and Vitus’s forces weren’t as lucky. The abyss sucking them down and absorbing their powers.

“I’ve become.”

Jenna crept up behind the king, raising her rifle and pressing the barrel to the side of his head. She pulled the trigger. A boom sounded as fragments of skull and brain matter flew.

The combination of iron and a special type of magic I’d never felt before wouldn’t be enough to kill him.

Though it did leave me an opening to spear my magic into his heart.

Shadows and night poured into him.

Rather than allow my abyss to devour him—an attempt I sensed would turn me into the same sort of monster that he’d become—I targeted the connection he’d forced with the realm. Unless I destroyed that, he’d use it to regenerate from all the damage we’d done him.

Touching that wellspring of power sent pain ripping through my entire being. Stripping pieces of me away.

I endured.

Despite my best efforts, my magic began rampaging through his, gobbling his power and the realm’s down like it was a never-ending buffet.

When it reached the bottom of him, the abyss refused to stop. It kept going, consuming the magic that comprised his very cells.

I wasn’t aware when the screaming started. I was aware when it cut out abruptly.

Liam tugged at me. “Aileen, that’s enough. There’s no more of him left.”

I opened my eyes to find the king a shriveled husk that began to dissolve in the breeze.

The fighting around us slowed and then stopped as the king’s enthrallment ended when he did. Those who’d previously supported him surrendered.

The enforcers weren’t quite so merciful to those who remained from Vitus and Sophia’s forces. They made quick work of ending any who remained.

While they finished up, Thomas sauntered toward us, Vitus’s decapitated head displayed like a trophy at his side.

“Woah,” Jenna exclaimed, her gaze on mine. “What happened to your eyes?”

I couldn’t answer, the bulk of my concentration on fighting the power still roiling at my center.

It wanted out.

“Liam,” I groaned.

Strong hands caught me when I would have fallen.

“What’s wrong with her?” Jenna asked, sounding frightened.

“She’s becoming,” Liam said grimly.

“Becoming what?”

You could tell we were sisters. When confronted with the same enigmatic bullshit, our responses were the same.

My humor was forgotten as I whimpered in pain.

Without an outlet, my power was turning on me.

“Is there anything you can do?” Liam asked, speaking to someone out of sight.

“She was warned of the consequences.” Brin knelt beside me and placed a hand on my forehead. “She hasn’t developed enough for this level of power. If she holds onto it, it will be too much for her current form to contain.”

“How do we stop this?” Liam asked.

“We can’t. She went too far. She didn’t just consume Muiredach. She also devoured his connection to the Summer Lands.”

“Break it,” Liam ordered.

“I would, but I’m not even quite sure how she managed to do it in the first place. Based on past history, she should have become the same unnatural thing he was. Instead, she’s caught on the cusp of becoming something entirely new.”

“What does that mean?” Jenna demanded.

“She’s dying,” Brin said simply.

Several voices objected at once.

Amidst the argument taking place, I looked around, finding Arlan almost immediately. Baran supporting a worse for wear Breandan beside him.

There was a simple solution to this problem. If this influx of power was too much for me, I could always just hand it to someone else.

Say, a person who might have come to this power by way of inheritance if Muiredach hadn’t interrupted the natural order of things.

How about it? I thought at him.

Baran and Breandan hung back, their faces set as Arlan moved forward to kneel at my side. The illusion he was weaving ensuring the vampires and Brin didn’t notice.

“This is the second time you’ve offered me a realm,” he said.

Better take it then. I don’t think there’ll be a third.

“You’re a strange vampire.”

That wasn’t the first time I’d been told that.

Arlan grasped my hand in his. “If you’re willing to bestow it, I will accept this time.”

Good enough for me.

Sinking into the heart of my power, I once again found myself outside my physical body.

This time the meadow was no longer blackened and charred, but I wouldn’t describe it as healthy either. It was covered in darkness. The only spot free of the shadows was directly in front of the tree.

Kneeling before the oak, I pressed my palm against its trunk.

Arlan joined me, the illusions that cloaked him cast aside, leaving him standing there in all his glory.

“You’re magnificent,” I told him, withdrawing my hand from the tree.

A sphere of pure magic rested on my palm like an offering.

Arlan looked at it uncertainly for a second.

“Afraid?” I asked.

“I’ve worked my entire life to take my throne back from that usurper. Now that I’m here, it feels like a dream that I might wake up from at any moment.”

“I hope not.”

I needed him to bleed away some of this power. That was kind of hard to do if he was dreaming.

With a look of determination, Arlan reached for the sphere.

It broke into a million tiny lights, wrapping around him before sinking below his skin. His mouth tightened in pain before he shrugged it off.

The meadow we stood in vanished, and I found myself back in my own body, Liam hovering over me.

I smiled up at him. “Hey, there.”

Relief replaced some of the strain in his features. “You’re okay.”

“For now,” I corrected.

My becoming had been delayed but not banished. The abyss still existed inside of me. Sleeping once again.

But I’d bought myself a few decades, centuries if I was lucky. Time enough to grow and get strong enough to handle what was coming.

Liam stroked the hair back from my face. “You had me scared, wife.”

“We’re using words like wife now?”

“Your fate was sealed the moment you told me it was your turn to save me.”

The soft look in his eyes made me flush.

“You’re not still holding out hopes for a divorce, are you?” Nathan asked, rubbing his jaw as he strolled over to us. He was covered in blood and there were a few wounds on his arms and torso that were just beginning to heal. “You realize vampire divorces aren’t easy to obtain, right?”

No, I hadn’t realized that.

“You might call them impossible.” Nathan used his shirt to try to wipe away some of the blood. He just made matters worse, smearing it around before he gave up. Dropping the hem of his shirt so it covered his abs, he smirked at me. “It requires the blessing of the council.”

Of whom Ahrun was a member.

Thomas too, now that he’d defeated Vitus.

My glare contained a little heat as I swung my eyes to Liam’s. “You said you’d fix this.”

“Did I? Are you sure?”

Now that he mentioned it, I realized he hadn’t made any such agreement. If I recalled correctly, it was mostly me making the demands while just he sat there.

Silently. Smugly.

“Shit,” I whispered.

I was married. For real.

Liam kissed the side of my head. “Don’t frown, mo chuisle. I’ll make sure you enjoy our future. I promise.”

“Speaking of—how is this going to work?” Nathan asked.

Liam’s eyes smiled down at me. “I think I’m going to need some help moving.”

“Don’t you think you should wait for an invitation before you go deciding to move into other people’s houses,” I asked grumpily.

“We’re married now. What kind of husband and wife live apart?” Liam regarded Thomas. “Speaking of—I think you’ll need to find a new head enforcer. I plan to join Clan Travers and I can’t serve two masters.”

Thomas didn’t look surprised. “Any suggestions on your replacement?”

Liam glanced at Nathan. “My first born would stand you in good stead.”

“Ah, thanks, boss man. Does this mean I can have your house?”

“I never—you can’t—” I sputtered, unable to gather my thoughts well enough to form a protest.

“We accept,” Connor declared over me.

Back in his human form, he’d nabbed a pair of pants from somewhere. From the blood decorating them, they’d probably belonged to one of the dead vampires lying around.

“Clan Travers will be grateful for an enforcer of your caliber,” Connor continued, sending a meaningful look in my direction. “Especially since we’ll have need of you after tonight.”

I swallowed my objection, realizing he had a point. Too many people had seen me being outed as a magic breaker. There was no way back now. I’d need help protecting my house and its members.

“Are you sure?” I asked, trying not to reveal how vulnerable the question made me feel. It was quite the step down to go from the master of the city’s right hand to serving as muscle for a small, insignificant house like mine.

If I was being honest, that was a big part of why I was being such a pain in the ass about this. I didn’t want Liam regretting his choice later or resenting me for what he’d had to give up.

“There’s nothing I want more.”

Okay, then. We were doing this.

The thought terrified me, but it also left me with a strange sort of excitement.

I wanted Liam.

In my house.

In my bed.

In my life.

Thomas looked calmer about the loss of his head enforcer than I’d expected. “It’s good to know my children will be protected by one of the best.”

“Just one of? Try the best,” Liam drawled in a tone of such arrogance that it was no wonder I’d wanted to throat punch him upon our first meeting.

Thomas lifted Vitus’s head. “If you recall, deartháir, I’m the one to smite our enemy.”

“I was a little preoccupied with more important things. Either way, you’ll be busy soon with your new position as councilor.”

Thomas’s expression soured. “Don’t remind me. I’d hoped to avoid this for a few more centuries.”

Fading fast as the last few hours took their toll, I touched Liam’s arm. “Can you help me with something?”

There was something I needed to do before I crashed.

If it wasn’t too late.

Seeming to understand what I wanted, Liam carried me over to Deborah and Inara. Lowen was already there, his head bowed over his consort.

From his presence, I took it that he’d come out the victor in his fight with Nyx and that the other pixie was dead.

Good.

One less thing for me to do myself.

I wasn’t someone who prayed often, but as I listened for signs of life, I found myself sending one up to whatever deity or higher power oversaw this corner of the universe.

Please let me be in time.

Closing my eyes, I tuned into my senses.

It was faint and uneven, but I caught the slow thud of a heart.

Two hearts, actually.

They were alive. Though not for long.

I tapped Liam’s arm. “Put me down.”

He hesitated, reading what I intended on my face. “She’s very close to death.”

In other words, I needed to prepare myself. Deborah might not survive the transition to vampire. People often didn’t. And that was when they were healthy. Not hanging onto life by a thread.

“I owe it to her to try.”

She hadn’t given up on me. I couldn’t give up on her. Not until I’d exhausted every avenue in my effort to save her.

“It doesn’t have to be you. Let one of us do this instead,” Liam persuaded.

It was tempting. He, or any of the others, had the age and experience to give Deborah the best chance of making it through this. Moreover, they understood better what it was to be vampire and could guide her onto a successful path for eternal life. Unlike me, who mostly just bumbled my way from crisis to crisis.

I shook my head. “It has to be me.”

Somehow, I knew Deborah wouldn’t want any other vampire to have authority over her.

I pressed my hands against my stomach to hide their shaking.

Despite my outward confidence, I was terrified. Of what I was about to do. Of failing and losing her. Of succeeding and having her hate me afterward.

I never thought I’d be in this position. Where I had to make a yearling. In fact, I’d been quite determined that I would never add to my line. It was a promise I’d made myself in the early days. That I wouldn’t subject someone else to this fate.

It was a testament to how much I’d come to accept myself that I was even considering this step.

Liam’s reluctance to let me do it showed on his face.

I understood. I really did. His instinct was to protect me. Even from myself.

The thing was that I’d regret it forever if I didn’t at least try.

Deborah’s loss was unacceptable. If I had to make myself slightly uncomfortable and cross a few of the boundaries I’d set for myself, then so be it.

With that thought in mind, I glanced over at Thomas where he’d been listening quietly to our conversation. For once making no attempt to interfere. “Will you help me? I’m not really sure how this is supposed to work.”

Having the vampire who’d precipitated my entry into this society helping me to bring the next generation over felt right in a way I couldn’t explain. It also acted as a sort of olive branch. My way of saying that I’d forgiven him. That I was letting go of the last of my bitterness for the life stolen from me.

I’d worked through my feelings regarding my transition and Thomas’s role in it a long time ago. I’d just never gotten around to letting him know that.

“It would be my honor.”

Liam lowered me to the ground between Inara and Deborah’s still bodies. Splitting my attention between the two, I cupped my companion’s forehead before brushing a finger along Inara’s cheek.

Gently. So gently for fear of further damaging my small friend.

Lowen reached over, grasping my finger with his tiny hand. Together, we mourned what was coming. Neither of us ready to say goodbye but also unable to see a way to save the pixie we both loved.

“Would blood from one of us help?” Thomas asked.

My heart lifted at the suggestion, my gaze finding Lowen’s with sudden hope.

It was possible. Vampire blood had healing properties. Though I didn’t think anyone had ever tested it out on a pixie.

Lowen’s expression showed uncertainty as he considered Thomas’s offer. “I don’t know. I’ve never heard of anyone trying it.”

Different types of magic didn’t always play well with one another.

There was no telling what would happen if we were to feed our blood to Inara. Could be she got better.

Or she could die in agony.

Then there were other potential side effects to consider. An exchange of blood was one of the most ancient forms of magic there was. It could create a tie that bound.

I didn’t think my friend would accept being beholden to a vampire. Even as a means to save her life.

“It’s your choice, Lowen. You know best what she would want,” I said.

The pixie considered his queen before looking up at me. “If it’s you—but only you.”

I glanced at Thomas in question.

He nodded. “Be careful not to give too much of yourself. You’ll have need for it later.”

To save Deborah, he didn’t say.

Taking a deep breath, I stuck a finger in my mouth and scraped the pad against one of my fangs.

“You’d better appreciate this later.” I extended my finger so several drops of blood splashed into Inara’s mouth. “No more shooting me with arrows covered in pixie dust.”

After a moment, the wound on my finger healed.

Lowen and I held our breaths as we waited. I stared at Inara’s chest, willing the heart inside to keep beating.

After a moment of no change, Lowen’s wings drooped. “It didn’t work.”

I raised my hand to my mouth. “Maybe she just needs more blood to get things started.”

Lowen shook his head and waved me off. “None of that now. You tried. Inara wouldn’t want you wasting any more time on her. Take care of the lass. You might still be able to save her.”

I felt torn as I looked over at my companion. It went against everything I believed in to abandon Inara, but time was not on my side. Deborah was slipping away.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, feeling like the worst sort of failure.

The pragmatic part of me understood the concept of triage. It was something that the military included in our training. On the battlefield, you couldn’t always save everyone. You helped who you could. The goal being to save as many as possible with the resources you had. Sometimes, that meant making hard choices.

I looked up at Thomas. “Tell me what I have to do.”

“The first part is already done. The past few months of blood exchanges between the two of you would have primed her body for this. Your venom has already started the change. Whether you were aware of it or not. Though having a few more years together would have helped the odds. We’ll do what we can,” Thomas said in a comforting tone. “Drain her. But be careful not to go too far. It’ll be difficult. The closer she grows to death, the more you will crave her blood. Its instinct.”

Taking a deep breath, I nodded. “Okay.”

Thomas helped me arrange Deborah with her back to my front, her neck arched for my bite. “Don’t be afraid. You can do this. I’ll stop you if you lose control.”

We were already on the precipice. There was no going back now. All I could do was trust him and hope for the best.

With that thought in mind, I lowered my mouth to her neck. It was like biting into a grape. A brief resistance before a pop. Next thing I knew, blood trickled into my mouth.

I drank it down greedily.

Humans so close to death had a distinct flavor to their blood that was addicting. The tang compelling you to sip deeper. Those last few swallows were the most difficult. The essence contained within them made my eyes roll into the back of my head.

Before I could finish savoring its unique bouquet, someone nudged my shoulder. “That’s enough.”

I clutched Deborah to me, a tiny growl slipping free in warning.

Another shove. This time harder and containing an echo of power. “Aileen—stop.”

I came unlatched from Deborah’s throat.

No wonder it wasn’t recommended for vampires my age to try changing a human. As I’d just found out, our control was nowhere near developed enough to withstand temptation. Without Thomas, I wasn’t sure I would have been able to stop.

He handed me a silver knife. “Now for the next step. Give her your blood.”

Taking the knife from his hand, I slit my wrist and held it to Deborah’s lips. Without her awake to swallow, it filled her mouth and dribbled out the side.

Thomas showed me how to hold her jaw closed and stroke her throat to force her to swallow.

“It’s not working,” I said, panic creeping up my spine.

“Give it time,” Thomas soothed.

Anxiously, I watched Deborah’s features for signs that something was happening. When the wound on my wrist stopped bleeding, I made another cut and held it back to her mouth.

“Come on, Debs.”

Don’t do this to me.

I tucked my face into the side of hers, praying silently to a god I wasn’t sure existed. And if they did, would they answer the prayer of a creature such as me?

Alches laid down beside me, resting his chin on his paws and letting out a tiny whine.

I lifted my head and looked down at him. He quirked his eyebrows at me in expectation.

Drying the tears that had leaked free, I sat up, taking a look at Deborah through my other sight. My magic flared into view. Tiny red lights that I associated with the vampire part of me. All streaming through her veins to pool at her center. They milled around like they had no idea what to do. Just sitting there.

In addition to the magic that made me vampire, there was a tiny splotch of my abyss that had found its way into her. It nestled inside her as if it had found a new home.

Ignoring the darkness that represented my abyss, I focused on the vampire part of my magic, brushing my mind against it.

The red lights gave an excited shimmy.

With renewed hope, I grasped the magic, guiding it until it circulated throughout the rest of Deborah’s body.

I wasn’t sure if this was what I was supposed to do, having never seen the making of a vampire besides myself. And that didn’t count. But something about it felt right.

It was faint, but I thought I felt Deborah’s lips move weakly against my wrist.

Thomas smoothed a hand over her head. “That’s a good sign.”

I looked over at him hopefully. “It’s working?”

“A transition takes hours, if not days. Soon, her heart will stop, and she will have the appearance of death. It’ll be out of our hands after that. All we can do is wait to see if she wakes up.”

I didn’t like that answer, but there was nothing I could do except continue to feed Deborah. Several times, I had to make new wounds with the silver knife when the old ones healed. The blood loss eventually left me feeling woozy and a touch light headed.

Liam supported me when I wove in place. “Almost there, mo chuisle.”

I rested my head on his chest as I continued to bleed into Deborah’s mouth.

After what felt like an eternity, Liam stirred, taking my wrist away from Deborah and putting pressure on the wound as he folded my arm between us.

Distantly, I felt him press a kiss on my forehead. “Well done, wife. Rest now and let fate take care of the rest.”

Not yet, I wanted to say.

Through the narrowing crack in my eyelids, I focused on Inara’s prone figure.

Sensing the shift in my magic, Lowen lifted his head. “What are you doing?”

Making something new, I tried to mumble.

Brin’s approving tone was the last thing I heard as I fully sunk into unconsciousness. “You chose an interesting branch. Well done, daughter. Congratulations on the first stage of your becoming. May your nightmares terrify your enemies for an eternity to come.”
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Blood touched my tongue. The power in it jolting me out of the dark fog I was drifting in. I woke to find myself clutching Thomas’s forearm as I fed greedily from his wrist. Liam made soothing sounds as he rubbed my back. “That’s it. Almost done.”

I swallowed twice more before pushing Thomas’s wrist away from my mouth. He let me, already healing as he rolled his sleeves back down.

“That should do for now,” Thomas informed Liam, rising as a commotion came from the forest.

Daniel and Anton emerged dragging a bedraggled Sophia between them. Her sleek updo had come loose, a hank of hair sliding over her face. Her ballgown had ripped in places, giving evidence of a struggle. Dirt coated her knees and chest. There were also leaves stuck to the streaks of blood I could see on her skin.

Despite the fatigue pulling at me, I forced myself to focus. When Deborah woke up—and she would wake up—I wanted to be able to assure her that her torturer was no longer walking this plane of existence.

It was the least I owed her. And if it gave me a little closure as well, so be it.

Anton and Daniel tossed Sophia on the ground in front of Thomas. “We caught her trying to escape. Unfortunately, Councilor Navya eluded capture.”

“You don’t need to worry about her. Ahrun will take care of Navya,” Thomas said, looking down his nose at Sophia.

She tried to get to her feet. Anton clamped a hand on her shoulder and forced her back down.

The councilor winced but remained on her knees. “You have no right to detain me like this.”

Off to the side, Drake summoned Jenna with a jerk of his head. His father and grandfather were beside him, standing slightly apart from Thomas’s enforcers.

I locked eyes with Jenna, the concern on her face fading as she assured herself that I was okay. She tipped her chin at me before drifting in Drake and his family’s direction.

“Have the rest arrived yet?” Thomas was asking.

I split my attention between the hushed conversation Jenna was having and what was going on as Eric melted out of the trees to nod at Thomas.

From Jenna’s side, I only caught part of what was being said.

“Now that we’ve upheld our end, we’ll expect to see you in a few weeks,” Drake’s father was saying.

“I know what I promised. I won’t go back on our deal.”

Noticing my gaze, Drake winked and waved, mouthing, “See you later, cuz.”

He and the other two disappeared into the trees.

“Do you know what that’s all about?” I asked Connor as Jenna hesitated, looking over at me before choosing to head over to help Caroline tend to an injured Brax.

I narrowed my eyes. Someone was avoiding me.

Brax and Caroline were naked and in their human forms. Jenna took two sets of sweats from a light pack that I hadn’t noticed on her back. She handed them to Caroline, along with several protein bars before moving on to distribute snacks to the rest of Brax’s pack still in the clearing.

“I have an idea,” Connor said.

From his tone, it sounded like he didn’t plan to share that idea with me.

I’d have to address that with him. And her. But later. When we were safe and home.

Jabari and Tse, surrounded by a phalanx of enforcers that looked more like prison guards than loyal subordinates, entered the meadow. The enforcer that I’d noticed first in Columbus, then again at Vitus’s side a few nights ago, tipped his chin at Liam.

“Is this a coup?” I whispered in suspicion.

Liam patted me on the hip. “Shh. Let’s not use such incendiary labels.”

I stared at him. “You’ve been a very busy boy.”

First tracking down my father. Then conspiring with Alches. Now a coup. Whatever he wanted to call it.

“Just a few contingency plans I put in place when I left my role as the council’s enforcer.”

Thomas clapped his hands, drawing our attention back to the current situation. “Oh, good. You’re here. We can get started then.”

Given the nature of their semi-forced attendance, Tse and Jabari appeared remarkably calm. Even when Thomas tossed Vitus’s head at their feet.

“Vitus is dead. By virtue of being the one who killed him, I’ve claimed his seat for myself,” Thomas declared. “My first act is to put forth a motion to have counselor Sophia Everett removed from our ranks and executed for her crimes.”

With a look of distaste, Tse nudged Vitus’s head with one foot, confirming the counselor’s identity before letting the head settle back into place. “I’m willing to overlook the unorthodox manner of your ascension since a challenge was already issued and accepted, but that doesn’t give you authority over the other members of this council.”

Thomas crooked his fingers at Liam’s enforcer friend. “I think you’ll change your mind after seeing this.”

The enforcer withdrew a pair of files from his jacket and handed them to the counselors.

Thomas was in his element as he leveled a condemning look on the kneeling vampire. “As you can see from the documents Noah just handed you, Sophia has been a very naughty girl. Correct me if I’m wrong—but isn’t there a rule against transforming underage humans into vampires.”

Jabari flung the file he was holding at Sophia’s head, a rare show of fury on his face. “What were you thinking? They were children. We do not prey on the young. No matter how tempting you may find them.”

The quiver in Sophia’s lips was the only sign of trepidation in her otherwise flawless facade as she lifted her chin to meet Jabari’s accusing stare. “None of those I offered the gift could be considered children. They weren’t much younger than me when I was turned. In a different age, they would have been old enough to take wives of their own.”

“You can justify it however you want, but your claim would have carried more weight if you hadn’t transitioned quite so many,” Thomas drawled. “And if you didn’t have the habit of disposing of them once you grew bored.”

Fear was beginning to eclipse Sophia’s former arrogance.

The council couldn’t ignore what she’d done. There was a reason humans weren’t offered the transition before they reached their twenties. Vampires turned too young tended to come out a little wrong. Something about not being able to weather the advancement of centuries without growing twisted.

In Sophia’s case—evil.

How many lives had she ended? Dozens? Hundreds?

There was no way of telling.

“Someone who so flagrantly flaunts our laws cannot be allowed to sit in judgment of others who might do the same,” Thomas said scathingly.

Sophia pleaded with Jabari. “Please.”

The councilor shook his head regretfully. “You know the rules. There is no forgiveness. Not for something like this.”

Sophia’s gaze sought Tse’s.

The vampire nodded at Thomas. “Do as you wish.”

A wail ripped from Sophia as she fought to escape.

At Thomas’s nod, Anton reached forward and snapped her neck. Her struggles ceased as she collapsed.

Together, Daniel and Anton grabbed her arms, dragging her back into a kneeling position as Eric ghosted forward. The enforcers held her steady as he plunged his hand into her chest, ripping out her heart.

Under his impassive gaze, it burst into flames.

Anton and Daniel dropped the former councilor, drawing back as the fire spread from the heart in Eric’s hand to her still body.

Tse turned and left, half of the enforcers following.

Jabari addressed Thomas. “We will have to fill Sophia’s seat now that she is gone. It can’t be left empty.”

Thomas nodded. “I’ll leave the arrangements to you.”

“It’s been a long time since we’ve seen a council seat change hands. Now there are two at once. There may be some upheaval later.”

Thomas’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. “I’m sure we can handle it. My father will expect nothing less.”

In other words, straighten up and do your job or you’re next.

“Quite so,” Jabari said with a faint tightening at the corner of his eyes.

He inclined his head in a respectful nod to Thomas before taking his leave, along with the rest of the enforcers who’d accompanied him to Summer’s Heart.

“Think they’ll listen?” Nathan asked.

“They should. Neither Tse nor Jabari are fools.”

“If they don’t, they’ll deal with the consequences,” Liam said, the grim note in his voice leaving me with no doubt as to what those consequences would be.

I hoped the councilors wised up. Otherwise, blood would flow.

Not my problem though. I had a companion to transition to vampire life and a House to run.

I let myself relax into Liam’s hold. “I’ve had enough of this city and its politics. I’m so ready to go home.”

After this trip, it might be a long time before I strayed from my city’s borders again.

“I was looking forward to our honeymoon though,” Liam drawled. “I was thinking somewhere with mountains and pretty vistas.”

I stiffened in his arms, my gaze shifting from his.

Talk about jumping the gun. I hadn’t even fully accepted the fact that we were married and that it might be permanent. Now he was talking about a honeymoon? Was he trying to freak me out?

A chuckle burst from him at the stilted expression on my face. His arms tightened around me. “Relax, mo chuisle. We can take our time with the planning. We have an eternity together, after all.”
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A few months later

The ring of the doorbell had me pounding down the stairs to answer it. I cursed as I got a face full of fake spider web.

“Who put this here?” I growled, swiping it away.

Unsuccessfully, I might add.

I sputtered, trying to get it out of my mouth as I flailed my arms. “What did I tell you guys about the decorations?”

Nathan popped his head around the corner. “That they look awesome and we’re doing a spectacular job?”

I glared. “I told you we had enough and to stop putting up more.”

Nathan pretended to consider. He shook his head. “Nope. Doesn’t ring a bell.”

He ducked back around the corner, busying himself with whatever it was he was doing as I stomped the rest of the way down the stairs, being careful to avoid the cauldrons someone had placed on the side of the steps.

“What are you even doing here? Don’t you have your own place?” I asked.

Since our return from Vegas, our lives had settled into something of a new routine. Deborah had survived the transition to vampire and was now learning the ropes of her new existence.

And I was figuring out what it meant to be a sire.

I wasn’t quite sure I had the hang of my new role, but I had help in the form of Liam and Connor.

Liam had embraced his role as House Travers’s enforcer.

A little too well.

His obsession with security was starting to drive me crazy. I was also pretty sure he’d taken to following me when I left to take care of the odd job.

We’d yet to discuss his stalkerish behavior. There’d been one too many coincidences of him showing up where he had no business being. Usually right before things took a dangerous turn. I had a feeling he was also the one responsible for a few of my more complicated jobs going off without a hitch. It was almost like someone was always one step ahead of me, smoothing my way to ensure I didn’t hit any snags.

That someone being Liam.

The biggest surprise was Inara’s survival.

No one knew quite what she was now. Neither pixie nor vampire but rather something in between.

I’d been afraid she’d hate me when she woke up, but so far, she’d been quiet. More thoughtful than morose.

It was a big deal for your species to change so I was trying to give her space to process.

Another thing that was new was that my house seemed to have become a gathering point for the enforcers. It was rare not to trip over one of them. Either sitting on my couch and watching my tv or roaming my woods. I’d mostly given up on asking why they were here except when they did something totally outrageous. Like fill the first level of my house with Halloween decorations.

It wasn’t even Halloween. That had been a month ago.

“I like the atmosphere here,” Nathan said, hanging another bat from the ceiling. “Plus, I didn’t want to miss the party.”

“What party?”

Were they throwing parties in my house now? Without telling me first?

Nathan flashed me a sharp toothed smile. “Movie night. Didn’t you hear?”

I narrowed my eyes at him. He knew I hadn’t. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be smirking at me like that.

“Liam!” I shouted, knowing he was somewhere around. “Get control of your boys.”

Nathan’s snicker followed me as I made my way to the front door.

Opening it, I paused to frown at the car peeling out of my driveway. Gravel spraying everywhere from the speed at which they accelerated.

Leaving aside the matter of my sister’s drag race impression, I frowned down at the child standing on my front step. “Linda, what are you doing here?”

“Movie night.” She handed an envelope to me. “Mom said this is for you.”

“Hold on just one second.” I gave my niece a tight smile before twisting to glare over my shoulder. “Since when are you and my niece phone buddies?”

“Not your niece; your sister;” Nathan called from the depths of the house.

I took a calming breath. “Since when are you and my sister phone buddies?”

Nathan appeared at the end of the hallway. “Ask Connor. He’s the one who gave me her digits.” He held out his hand to my niece. “Are you ready for our scary movie-thon?”

Linda giggled and darted forward, rolling her child size suitcase over the hardwood floor as she headed for Nathan.

“What’s with the luggage?” I asked.

“Read the letter,” Nathan ordered, bending down to smile at Linda as she reached him. “Okay—put your scary face on so the monsters don’t frighten us.”

Linda giggled again before waving at Connor, who’d appeared from upstairs. “Hi, Uncle Connor.”

“Hello, child.”

Connor took one look at me and decided to follow Nathan and Linda into the living room, leaving me to deal with this mysterious letter that everyone except me seemed to know about.

Opening the envelope, I withdrew what was inside and unfolded it. Skimming quickly, I stopped half way before going back to the beginning to read it more carefully.

Aileen,

Something has come up and I have to be gone for a little while. If you could watch your niece for me, I’d appreciate it.

Kisses and hugs,

Your sister

I fumbled for my phone, unlocking it and dialing the number for Jenna. Unsurprisingly, it rolled immediately over to voicemail.

“Get your ass back here,” I snapped. “Vampires do not make good babysitters.”
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